
Project: The Christian Hajjis as Mediterranean “Movers and Shakers” 

The time I spent at the 2012 NEH Summer Institute “Networks and 
Knowledge” in Barcelona, Spain—though precious little—proved to be one of 
the most fruitful experiences in my academic career. I must add: its rich yield 
came as a surprise to me, since I had come to Barcelona with a very limited 
objective. 

My explicit goal was to complete the research for a background chapter of my 
current book project. The book, entitled The Christian Hajjis: Mobility and 
Status in the Ottoman Empire, which I intend to complete this academic year 
during my Fellowship at the Cullman Center for Scholars and Writers at the 
New York Public Library, is a study of Christian pilgrims to Ottoman 
Jerusalem who took as their model the Muslim Hajj to Mecca. One of the 
introductory chapters reviews Christian pilgrim practices in the Holy Land 
prior to the Ottoman conquest of Jerusalem (1517), and I planned to explore in 
Barcelona primarily pilgrimages from Muslim Spain that might reveal traces of 
Islamic influence. 

I did accomplish a lot along this line of research and completed a draft of the 
chapter promptly upon my return from Barcelona. I also identified new paths 
for studying patterns of religious cross-practices in the Iberian and the Balkan 
peninsulas that I am eager to explore further. Still, my most valuable 
discoveries at the Institute fall under the rubrics of “retooling and reframing.” 

Trained as a Slavist medievalist, I specialize in Balkan religious culture, so my 
intellectual interests have always had Mediterranean coordinates. I have spent 
much of my professional life exploring a corner of the Eastern (Byzantine, 
Ottoman) Mediterranean, hoping to illuminate how devotional practices are 
transformed by prolonged coexistence of disparate confessional groups, and 
how such religious transactions help establish a wider system of cultural 
exchange. Both my book All the Names of the Lord: Lists, Mysticism, and 
Magic (Chicago, 2008) and the newly published volume Translation and 
Tradition in Slavia Orthodoxa (Vienna, 2012) contribute to trans-local histories 
of translation and textual transmission by identifying networks for transferring 
religious knowledge that bind the Balkan Slavs with Syria-Palestine, Mt. 
Athos, Venice, and Provence. Yet, prior to my NEH fellowship, I had never 
framed my studies as “Mediterranean”—or seen the heuristic benefits of doing 
so. 

The introduction to the field of Mediterranean studies that I received at the 
Institute was both illuminating and compelling. The lectures, seminar readings 



and discussions, and the numerous fruitful exchanges with colleagues at the 
Institute supplied much relevant knowledge about Jewish-Christian-Muslim 
cultural transactions in the Western Mediterranean, both complementing and 
correcting assumptions I had drawn from my (East Mediterranean) material. 
Most importantly, they offered a new conceptual framework for expanding my 
research concerns. 

What ensued can be described as a tale of mutual enrichment. I discovered that 
my localized studies could be made more complex and more relevant for a 
larger audience if reexamined through a Mediterranean lens (as Hordon and 
Purcell would have it, “microregions always need to be understood with 
reference to some wider setting”). By the same token, I realized that 
Mediterranean studies could also conceivably benefit from including my 
research—both the material it introduces and the valences it reveals within a 
larger Mediterranean context—into their sphere of interest, especially 
considering the limited representation of the Eastern Mediterranean and Eastern 
Orthodox Christianity in the current makeup of the field. I will take my latest 
project as a case in point, although the relevance can be extended to nearly all 
aspects of my studies. 

The phenomenon of the Christian “Hajj” to Jerusalem appears at first glance as 
a case of micro-history—“Ottoman” in terms of its chronological boundaries, 
and “Balkan” according to its geographic scope. At the Institute, however, I 
began to ask new questions about the Christian hajjis that re-cast them as actors 
on an increasingly expanding stage. 

As a first step, I reconsidered the role the sea played in the Christian Hajj. The 
journey took the hajjis from the heart of the Balkans to Jerusalem. The longest 
leg of the trip was seaborne, spanning the Mediterranean Sea from Istanbul or 
Thessaloniki to Jaffa, often with a stop at the North African port of Alexandria. 
For many of the hajjis, this trip was their first encounter with the sea and the 
world beyond it. Some of them, however, had already established themselves as 
translocal Ottoman merchants, with clients and offices in numerous port cities 
along the Mediterranean and Black Sea coasts. Having made their fortune 
through maritime trade, they undertook this trip with their wives and sons not 
only to legitimate their wealth by transferring part of it into symbolic Ottoman 
capital (represented by the honorific hajji), but also to introduce their 
families—especially their heirs—to the Eastern Mediterranean world that had 
become their business turf. Thus, in a manner of speaking, the Christian Hajj 
transformed these inland mountaineer families into people of the sea—and, 
through the sea, into citizens of a world with much wider horizons. 



No less significantly, I became aware that the pilgrimage of the Christian hajjis 
does not merely place them squarely on the Mediterranean map—it also 
inscribes them into a larger history of the Mediterranean, whose protagonists—
from antiquity to early modernity—have been highly mobile actors, or as my 
co-fellow, Marie Kelleher, called them, “people without a permanent address.” 
Halfway through the seminar, I realized that virtually all the protagonists of the 
intertwined Mediterranean histories in which we had immersed ourselves were 
agents of physical mobility, not unlike “my” hajjis: merchants and 
missionaries, crusaders and diplomats, travelling scholars and itinerant 
physicians, pirates and slaves, interpreters, hostages, and spies. I have come to 
think of these Mediterranean protagonists as “movers and shakers,” a category 
that I prefer to define rather literally, as people who “move about” and “shake 
things up.” Although the term is happily unburdened by a theoretical legacy, 
which is a big advantage, it resonates with some of the more fruitful theoretical 
assumptions in the current scholarship. I have in mind here, above all, Horden 
and Purcell’s emphasis on (geographic) mobility and “connectivity,” on 
processes of establishing, maintaining, and sacralizing “the coherence of 
seaborne communications” that makes possible the transfer of knowledge and 
cultural practices over long distances and highly fragmented landscapes. 

The Christian hajjis fit the category of “movers and shakers” remarkably well. 
They were agents not only of Mediterranean connectivity, their far-flung sea 
“routes” defining them much more radically than their conservative mountain 
“roots.” Like David Abullafia’s Mediterranean protagonists they were 1) 
merchants, 2) predominantly male, and 3) participants in cross-cultural 
exchange. They also apparently operated under Brian Catlos’s “principle of 
convenience” in a Mediterranean world where religious and ethnic difference 
was constantly re-negotiated with flexibility and pragmatism. Last but not least, 
they also belonged to an age-old category of Mediterranean tricksters 
“chameleons,” heirs of Odyssesus polytropos—a small but very important 
subspecies of the “movers and shakers.” Like Lozana (whose tale we discussed 
with Ramie Constable during Week One of the Institute), the hajjis could 
maneuver their way into situations where their ethno-religious identity was 
rendered ambivalent for tactical purposes—so that they could “pass,” survive, 
and even prosper, against all odds. Thus they make visible to us a largely 
hidden subterranean current of resistance to the hegemonic push for 
religious/ethnic legibility in the highly heterogeneous societies of the medieval 
and early modern Mediterranean world. 

More generally, since the Christian hajjis fit so well the profile of key 
Mediterranean players, I suggest that their sustained analysis as “movers and 



shakers” –as agents of mobility and change—might illuminate aspects and 
heuristic possibilities of this category that remain otherwise obscured. One such 
important aspect relates to their role as agents of religious change. Lay 
Christian hajjis had a leading role in reinventing Eastern Orthodox Jerusalem 
pilgrimage as a tool for upward mobility under the Ottomans. This 
transformation was particularly important in the absence of both well-preserved 
native systems for ascribing positive status and institutions accessible to 
members of the Ottoman subject class (raya) that could help them realize their 
social ambitions. The Christian hajjis of the Ottoman empire, thus, demonstrate 
the creative potential of lay people to transform both the structure and meaning 
of religious practices, contrary to the assumption of the still dominant, heavily 
institutionalized, Weberian model of religion that tends to underestimate lay 
people as religious actors. 

The hajjis also reveal the importance of what Catlos, in his final lecture at the 
Institute, called the “micro level of inter-confessional relations.” This level—
the playground of local actors acting as individuals, rather than as doctrinal 
megaphones or corporate agents—is usually bypassed in historical studies 
because of its inconvenient “messiness”; but, as Catlos’ own comments 
suggest, it is often neglected also because its actors are deemed inert and 
conservative—i.e., not likely to shake the status quo and effect a change of any 
consequence. The case of the Christian hajjis challenges us to rethink these 
assumptions and open a place for local histories of the “Messy Mediterranean” 
within the general history of the region as a zone of cross-religious creativity 
and of turbulent traffic and transformation. 

	  


