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A large corpus of paratextual writings that survive in Church Slavonic religious manuscripts pro-
vide unique records of the Ottoman wars in Europe and of the Ottomans’ subsequent rule in 
Southeast Europe. These accounts took the form of prefaces, colophons and manuscript margi-
nalia, and were considered significant historical sources during the nationalist movements in the 
Balkans in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, when a number of marginalia compila-
tions were published. Previous scholarship has largely read these inscriptions as a literature 
which accurately and truthfully describes the difficult lives of Slavic subjects under Ottoman 
rule. According to this view, the relationship between the South Slavs and the Ottoman admin-
istration was always one of conflict, opposition and resistance. This paper aims to complicate 
such a monolithic understanding of these historical sources by bringing into focus a set of ac-
counts in which South Slavic writers used neutral voice, or even legitimated the rule of the Otto-
man Sultan. The political relations between the Ottoman state and the Orthodox Churches, I 
argue, were fundamental to the ways in which South Slavic writers represented Ottoman power 
in their paratextual literature.    
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