 Russian Church Slavonic and Slavonic-Serbian in the History of Serbian Literacy

Gagić Aleksandra

Student of Vienna Institute of Slavonic Studies, Vienna, Austria


This paper deals with the historical aspects of Slavistics, comprehensible and interdependent, in which I will extensively touch upon the cultural history of the Serbs in former southern Hungary (present-day Vojvodina) during the second half of the 18th and the first half of the 19th century and its connection to the concept of Slavia Orthodoxa. My focus will lie on Slavonic-Serbian (SS), a literary tradition heavily neglected in historical Slavistics. However, this period is crucial for the pre-standard period in Serbian language history, and as a depiction of values and prevailing tendencies in the Age of Enlightenment. Regarding the definitions of the term “Slavonic-Serbian”, I consider the most suitable the one by Ana Kretschmer, who thereby relies on Nikita Tolstoy, defining it as “a language of literacy with Serbs under the Hungarian Crown” 1760–1820 [Kretschmer 1987: 139-140]. The circumstances in which it developed call for attention to its predecessor Russian Church Slavonic (Russian recension of late Church Slavonic language) being a literary language with the Serbs in Habsburg Empire. 


Russian Church Slavonic (RCS) appears as the language of Serbian literacy after the Great Migration of the Serbs (1690) and their settlement in the region within the southern Hungary. It was introduced in the 1720s due to requests by The Metropolitan of Belgrade and Karlovci, Mojsije Petrović, to the Russian Emperor Peter the Great. Help and assistance by the only free orthodox Slavic state were necessary for different reasons. One of them was the permanent danger for the orthodox Serbs to be forced to change their confession – into that of Greek united or Catholic Church. Besides Russia being considered “the Third Rome” by the orthodox Christians, the reason for turning to them was the idea of Slavia Orthodoxa, inevitable when discussing RCS, and by the same token SS. It is a cultural paradigm connecting all Orthodox Slavs (and for centuries the Romanians) on basis of common confession and its language. This community gave way to the Russian recension of the late Church Slavonic, which spread in Serbian regions.

The theory of Slavia Orthodoxa offers a solution through “a single supranational civilizational culture”, here manifested as “a single supranational written language, namely Church Slavonic” [Kretschmer 1996: 32]. Before the adoption of RCS, the written language of Serbs was the Serbian recension of Church Slavonic. Thus, what gave way to RCS into the 18th-century Serbian language history was its perception as culturally justified, and not foreign. This is also majorly realised through diglossic language tradition at the time, which finally determined the language switching. While such an attitude was in place, RCS served as written, and the vernaculars as spoken language (a single national vernacular did not yet exist), with a clear boundary in between. In a work of mine, which is to be published and which concernes the same period in Serbian language history, I tackle genre limitations, i. e. some rare exceptions to this rule.

Emergence of the language known as “Slavonic-Serbian” is a product of the Age of Enlightenment and its views of the society and language. The 18th century brings the idea of accustoming the language to the people to raise the understanding of written literature, for educational purposes. The suitable interpretation of the social tendencies, and later Slavonic-Serbian language, calls for naming the motives for such thinking. The Enlighteners, as the name suggests, tended to enlighten the “simple folk” by means of education, so therefore their works had to be written in a language likeable and understandable to the folk. The most prominent representative of Serbian Enlightenment, Dositej Obradović, used to say that “his language must not be incomprehensible to his mother and sisters”, which this idea unambiguously rests upon. Still they didn’t promote simple adoption of the folk idiom as a literary language, which was ideated and gone through with in the 19th century, under a different – romantic stream. 

Thus, the needs and criteria for written language in the 18th c. gave birth to SS – originally ‘serbicised’ RCS, reserved for the secular genres. It comprised the Serbian and Russian vernacular, as well as the Church Slavonic elements. This promotes the development of “a middle style” (possibly seen as the realisation of Lomonosov’s “three style” theory), another standard language candidate. As an option in 19th c. standardisation dispute, it competed with Serbian vernacular, which would win as a product of Romanticism and the Herderian idea of language and nation. It was not until the Vuk Karadžić’s reform that the former language of simple folk started suppressing all other languages out of use (except within the Serbian Orthodox Church).
It is also important to note that certain authors consider SS “a type of literary language” [Mladenović: 75] or “a hybrid or mixed language” [Milanović: 93] instead of a language on its own. For this and other depictions of the Slavonic-Serbian status, it is crucial to view the 18th c. not as an intermediary but as a separate period, which could change the perception of RCS and SS and shed light on their interconnection and influence on each other.
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