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Introduction

Serbia’s history is a tapestry woven from centuries of dramatic change, conflict,
resilience, and the enduring desire for sovereignty. Nestled at the geographical
meeting point of Central and Southeastern Europe, the territory of modern Serbia has
been a crossroads for migrating peoples, conquering empires, and diverse cultures.
From the ancient settlements of lllyrians, Thracians, and Celts, through the Roman
transformation of the region, and into the age of the South Slavs, Serbia’s landscape
has always echoed with the footsteps of history.

The story of Serbia is inseparable from the broader narrative of the Balkans—a region
often described as the gateway between East and West. This unique position has
made Serbia both a prize and a battleground for powerful neighbors and distant
empires, from Byzantium and Bulgaria to Hungary, Austria, and the Ottomans. Its
population has learned to adapt to shifting borders, colonial rule, and repeated
struggles for political and cultural autonomy.

Through the medieval grandeur of the Nemanji¢ dynasty, which forged a powerful
Serbian kingdom and established a deep-rooted connection between church and state,
Serbia’s medieval period emerged as one of extraordinary spiritual and cultural
achievement. That golden era was followed by centuries of Ottoman rule, marked by
oppression, resilience, and mass migrations—a time that deeply shaped the national
consciousness and demographic landscape of the region.

The long shadow of foreign domination was lifted only after fierce revolutions in the
nineteenth century, as Serbs led successful uprisings to reclaim autonomy and build
an independent state. The turbulent path of state-building continued through the
turmoil of two world wars, the ambitious yet often fraught experiment of Yugoslav
unification, and the painful disintegration and conflict that scarred the Balkans at the
close of the twentieth century.

Today, Serbia stands as a nation striving to reconcile its past with the demands and
hopes of a new era. The challenges of democratization, economic modernization, and
European integration exist alongside the weight of unresolved historical issues,
particularly those inherited from the breakup of Yugoslavia. Yet, the spirit of resilience
that has carried Serbia through centuries remains a defining trait as it looks towards
the future.

This book seeks to unravel the complex narrative of Serbia’s history: to introduce the

peoples, ideas, upheavals, and triumphs that have left their mark on the country. It
explores not only the well-known periods of glory and adversity, but also the quieter
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continuities in culture and society that have enabled Serbia to survive and adapt
through the ages. The story of Serbia, for all its tumult and tragedy, is also one of
remarkable endurance and renewal.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Land and Peoples Before the
Slavs

The stage upon which the long and often tumultuous history of Serbia has unfolded is
a land defined by its position at the crossroads of continents. Situated in the heart of
the Balkan Peninsula, the territory of modern Serbia has served as a bridge between
Europe and Asia Minor, a convergence point for peoples, cultures, and empires for
millennia. This geographical reality has indelibly shaped its past, making it a land of
constant movement, interaction, and, at times, conflict.

To understand Serbia's story, one must first appreciate the land itself. The country's
varied topography, from the fertile plains of the Pannonian Basin in the north to the
rugged mountains in the south, has influenced settlement patterns and historical
development. The Danube River, one of Europe's great waterways, forms a significant
part of Serbia's northern border, acting both as a natural defense and a vital artery for
communication and trade. Its tributaries, such as the Sava and the Morava, carve
through the landscape, creating river valleys that have historically served as crucial
corridors for migration and military movements. The Morava-Vardar valley, in
particular, is a prominent route connecting Central Europe with the Aegean Sea, a
highway of antiquity that facilitated both the flow of goods and the march of armies.
This central Balkan location meant that whoever controlled this territory held a key
strategic advantage in the wider region.

Before the arrival of the Slavic tribes who would eventually give the land its name, this
territory was inhabited by a diverse array of peoples with deep roots in the prehistoric
past. Archaeological evidence reveals a long history of human presence, stretching
back hundreds of thousands of years. Early man left traces in areas like the Si¢evo
Gorge, suggesting habitation during the Paleolithic era. The story becomes clearer
with the advent of the Neolithic period, roughly beginning around 6500 BC, when
settled agricultural communities began to flourish.

This era saw the rise of remarkable cultures that were among the earliest in Europe.
The Starlevo culture, dating back to the Early Neolithic, left its mark on the left bank
of the Danube. These were farming communities who lived in dugouts and left behind
tools and pottery. Following the StarCevo people, the Vinca culture emerged and
developed, centered around the village of Vin¢a near modern-day Belgrade.
Flourishing between 5400 BC and 4400 BC, the Vinca culture was remarkably
sophisticated for its time, establishing large settlements and demonstrating
advancements in agriculture, industry, and trade. They are known for their distinctive
anthropomorphic figurines and intricate pottery, as well as evidence of early
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metallurgy, particularly copper processing. Some archaeologists even suggest the
Vinca culture developed a form of proto-writing, though its nature remains a subject of
debate. These early cultures laid a foundation of settled life and technological
development in the region long before the historical period.

As the mists of prehistory began to clear and the Iron Age took hold, the Balkan
Peninsula became home to various Indo-European tribes. The territory of modern
Serbia was inhabited by groups broadly classified as lllyrians, Thracians, and later,
Celts. These were not monolithic groups but rather collections of distinct tribes, often
with overlapping territories and interacting cultures.

The lllyrians inhabited the western parts of the Balkans, with some tribes extending
into the territory of present-day Serbia. Tribes such as the Dardani were located in the
southern parts, while the Autariatae and Amantini were also present. Often described
by ancient writers as formidable warriors, these lllyrian tribes engaged in complex
relationships with their neighbors and later with the expanding Roman Republic.

To the east and south, Thracian tribes were prominent. The Triballi were one of the
most significant Thracian groups in the region, their territory centered around the
Morava Valley, potentially extending into modern southern Serbia and western
Bulgaria. The Moesi were another Thracian tribe inhabiting areas south of the Danube.
These Thracian communities had their own distinct customs and languages,
interacting with and influencing neighboring populations.

Adding another layer to this complex ethnic mosaic were the Celts. Beginning in the
4th century BC, Celtic tribes migrated into the Balkan Peninsula. One of the most
notable Celtic groups to settle in the territory of modern Serbia were the Scordisci.
Emerging after the initial Celtic incursions and mixing with the local lllyrian and
Thracian populations, the Scordisci became a powerful tribal entity centered around
the confluence of the Sava, Drava, Morava, and Danube rivers. Their core territory
encompassed parts of present-day Serbia, particularly the Syrmia region and areas
around modern Belgrade (ancient Singidunum), which was one of their key
settlements. Archaeological finds, including impressive hoards of silver and weaponry,
attest to their presence and influence in the late Iron Age. The Scordisci were known
for their martial prowess and frequently clashed with their neighbors, including the
Romans.

The arrival of the Romans marked a pivotal turning point in the history of this land.
The expansion of the Roman Republic, and later the Empire, into the Balkans was a
gradual process, driven by strategic and economic interests. The fertile lands, mineral
wealth, and crucial communication routes of the region were highly attractive to
Rome. The Roman conquest of the territory that would become modern Serbia
occurred in stages, beginning in the 2nd century BC.
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Initially, Roman attention was focused on controlling the Adriatic coast and dealing
with the lllyrian tribes there. However, Roman influence gradually extended eastward
and northward. By the 1st century BC, Rome was actively campaigning against tribes
in the interior, including the Pannonians, lllyrian tribes inhabiting the area roughly
corresponding to modern Vojvodina and beyond, and the various groups in the Morava
Valley.

By the reign of Emperor Augustus, significant portions of the territory were under
Roman control. The province of Moesia was established, encompassing much of
central Serbia south of the Danube. To the north, the region between the Sava and
Danube rivers became part of the province of Pannonia. These provinces were
strategically vital, forming a significant part of the Roman frontier along the Danube,
known as the Danubian Limes. This frontier required a substantial military presence to
defend against incursions from tribes across the river.

The Roman administration brought significant changes to the land. They built a
network of roads, most notably the Via Militaris, a major artery connecting Singidunum
(Belgrade) with Byzantium (later Constantinople). This road facilitated troop
movements, communication, and trade across the Balkans. They also constructed
impressive infrastructure, including bridges like Trajan's Bridge over the Danube, a
marvel of Roman engineering built for the campaigns into Dacia. Numerous forts and
fortifications were erected along the Danube Limes, such as the Diana Fortress.

The Romans also founded and developed important urban centers, many of which
grew from earlier settlements or military camps. Singidunum, located at the strategic
confluence of the Sava and Danube rivers, became a major military and urban center,
built upon the foundations of a former Celtic settlement. Sirmium, situated on the
Sava River in the north, rose to prominence as one of the most important cities in the
late Roman Empire. At one point, it served as one of the four capitals of the Roman
Empire during the Tetrarchy and was the birthplace of several Roman emperors.
Naissus (modern NiS) in the south was another significant city, known as the birthplace
of Emperor Constantine the Great. Other notable Roman sites include Viminacium, a
major legionary fortress and city near modern Kostolac, and Felix Romuliana, an
imperial palace complex near modern Zajecar. These cities and military installations
became centers of Roman administration, culture, and economic activity.

Under Roman rule, the demographics of the region continued to evolve. Roman
colonists, administrators, and soldiers settled in the provinces, bringing Roman
customs, language (Latin), and law. The indigenous populations, the lllyrians,
Thracians, and Celts, were gradually Romanized to varying degrees, adopting aspects
of Roman culture while often retaining elements of their own traditions. The military
presence along the Danube frontier was substantial, with legions stationed in key
fortresses like Singidunum and Viminacium. These soldiers, many recruited from
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across the empire, also contributed to the diverse cultural landscape of the provinces.

The territory of modern Serbia, therefore, was not an empty land when the Romans
arrived. It was a region with a deep history, inhabited by diverse peoples who had
developed their own cultures and ways of life over millennia. The Roman conquest
imposed a new political and administrative order, integrated the region into a vast
empire, and left a lasting legacy in the form of cities, roads, and fortifications.
However, the older layers of habitation and the identities of the pre-Roman tribes did
not simply vanish; they contributed to the complex tapestry of the land, a tapestry
that would be further enriched and transformed by the migrations and settlements
that were yet to come.
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