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Abstract:Abstract:

The article deals with one of the leading figures of the Albanian national movement 
N. Vekilhardzhi (1797–1854). The author focuses on his efforts to protect the Slavic 
culture of the Balkan Peninsula. The article also discusses the issues of Slavic heritage 
in Albanian writing and culture.
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Статья посвящена одному из ведущих деятелей албанского национального дви-
жения Н. Векильхарджи (1797–1854). Автор уделяет основное внимание его уси-
лиям по защите славянской культуры Балканского полуострова. В статье также 
рассматриваются вопросы славянского наследия в албанской письменности 
и культуре.
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Naum Vekilhardzhi is the first Albanian educator (1797–1856), one of the 

founders of the national movement in Albania, an ideologue of Albanian 

education who made a great contribution to the protection and development of 

Orthodox culture in his country. In his articles and political manifestos, he ad-

vocated the need to preserve the Slavic and Orthodox heritage of the Albanians, 

whom he regarded as one people, regardless of the ethnic and religious charac-

teristics of particular ethnic groups belonging to it.

Naum Vekilhardzhi was born into an Orthodox family in a village in the re-

gion of the southern Albanian city of Korcha and inherited an interest in the 

Slavic heritage of Albanian writing and culture from his father, Panayot Vekil-

hardzhi, an Albanized Aroman. In 1807–09, in the midst of yet another Russo- 

Turkish war, Panayot held the position under the Turkish pasha of century mas-

ter (manager) of the Izmail fortress, then besieged by Russian troops, and passed 

along valuable military information to the Russian command. It is interesting 

that it was the Albanian pronunciation of Panayot Vekilhardzhi’s post that deter-

mined his family’s surname.

1 The work was carried out with the financial support of the RFBR (grant № 18–512–76004).
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After the Turkish authorities found out 

about the active contacts with the Russians 

by the pasha’s adviser in Izmael, reprisals 

were launched against his family, resulting in 

the execution of Panayot’s brother. He him-

self, however, managed to escape with his 

family to the port city of Galati in Moldova, 

where in 1821 a Greek national liberation 

uprising broke out under the leadership 

of Alexander Ypsilanti. Naum Vekilhardzhi, 

along with his 15-year-old brother Cons-

tantine, joined the rebels, and at the age of 

24 he became a commander of the rebels.

After the defeat of the uprising in Gala-

ti, the Vekilhardzhi family found refuge in 

Bessarabia. There, Naum established close 

contacts among the Slavic and Balkan em-

igres, including with Serbs, Bulgarians and 

Greeks. These contacts and the informa-

tion he received convinced him of the common interests of all Balkan peoples in 

matters of national liberation and the preservation of their language and culture.

In 1830, Naum Vekilhardzhi moved to Walachia, where he lived for 15 years 

in the port city of Braila, working as a lawyer. He later moved to Bucharest, the 

then center for emigrants from the Ottoman regions of the Balkan Peninsula. He 

established friendly relations with many prominent representatives of the Slavic 

peoples, in particular, with the famous Bulgarian enlightener I. Seliminsky. This 

circumstance had a significant impact on his views, which were distinguished 

by their internationalist character.

In the 1830s, most of Naum Vekilhardzhi’s relatives positioned themselves 

as Greeks, but he steadfastly insisted that he was Albanian. He characterized the 

role of language and culture in preserving and strengthening national identity 

as follows: “Letters are one of the first written foundations of the idea of the 

movement of the Albanian national awakening.”

For obvious reasons, Naum Vekilhardzhi paid special attention to the deve-

lopment of the Albanian language and literature, tirelessly stressing the need to 

preserve the Slavic and Orthodox heritage in Albania, which he considered to be 

an integral part of the Albanian ethnos. Having created and published the first 

primer and textbook of the Albanian language, he simultaneously wrote and 

sent to all regions of Albania a special “circular letter” (first published in 1845), 

addressed to “all wealthy and educated Orthodox Albanians.”

In this document, the outstanding Albanian enlightener emphasized the 

equal importance and rights of all three religions that had historically become 

widespread in the Albanian lands: Islam, Orthodoxy, and Catholicism. Naum Vekil-
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hardzhi emphasized that the Albanian people were united, despite the religious 

differences among them. According to him, the language, customs and habits 

of the Albanians had absorbed influences of various ethnic and religious groups 

and movements, but the Albanian people themselves were one. According to the 

historical tradition of not only Albania but of other Balkan countries as well, it 

was Naum Vekilhardzhi’s appeal to the Orthodox Albanians that marked the be-

ginning of the Albanian revival, the development of which he saw in close co-

operation with neighboring Balkan peoples, including Orthodox. The educator 

compared the Albanian nation with a larva that would one day become a butterfly.

Naum Vekilhardzhi’s educational activities were chiefly focused on the areas 

of southern Albania with a predominantly Orthodox population. However, he 

encountered harsh opposition from the Patriarchate of Constantinople. The 

latter regarded the entire Orthodox population of the Balkans as Greeks, since 

they were subordinated to its church. In Naum Vekilhardzhi’s cultural and edu-

cational activities among the Orthodox, the Diocese of Constantinople saw a 

threat to its interests. According to one historical version, it was agents of the 

Constantinople Patriarchate who lured Vekilhardzhi to Istanbul, where they poi-

soned him in 1854.

It was not only the Patriarchate of Constantinople that battled against the 

progressive ideas of the Albanian enlightener-internationalist, but also authori-

ties of the Ottoman Empire, who spread Pan-Islam among the Albanians. “The 

Turks, on the one hand, and the Patriarchate, on the other, stubbornly refused to 

give the Albanians literacy, to create an alphabet for them, and to translate seve-

ral books into their language,” reported A.S. Ionin, the Russian consul in Yanina.

Naum Vekilhardzhi knew the history and culture of not only the Slavic 

peoples of the Balkan Peninsula, but also Russia. One of his favorite historical 

charac ters, in particular, was the Russian Emperor Peter I. According to Vekil-

hardzhi, Peter opened a “new era” in the history of his people and of the state.

Translated by Ksenia Melchakova

Page of the first ABC book and textbook of the Albanian language,

released by N. Vekilhardzhi in 1845
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