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THE GEOGRAPHICAL POSITION
OF THE TOWN OF RASA BASED

ON PORPHYROGENITUS
AND MEDIEVAL MAPS
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Detail from an anonymous military map of the Balkans from 1395 (Oračev 2005).
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The geographical position of the town of Rasa based on Porphyrogenitus
and medieval maps
ABSTRACT: The town of Rasa was mentioned in the tenth-century work De administrando imperio by
Constantine VII Porphyrogenitus. The significance of this town in the Middle Ages is indicated by the
fact that this toponym appears on old maps created by the greatest European cartographers from the fif-
teenth to nineteenth centuries. Based on cartographic and historical geographical sources, this paper considers
various perceptions and texts connecting the town of Rasa with today's town of Ražanj or with the medieval
Serbian capital Ras. The subject treated is historical social geography. Five types of sources were used for
the historical geography of the Balkans: old maps, chronicles, geographical nomenclature, archeological
findings, and ethnographic findings. Based on written sources, geographical names, and geographical logic,
the authors provide their own conclusions about the geographical position of the town of Rasa.
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Geografska lega mesta Rasa na podlagi Porfirogenetovih zapisov in srednjeveških
zemljevidov
POVZETEK: Mesto Rasa je prvič omenjeno v delu De administrando imperio, ki ga je v 10. stoletju napisal
Konstantin VII. Porfirogenet. Na pomembnost mesta v srednjem veku kaže dejstvo, da se ta toponim pojavlja
na zemljevidih, ki so jih med 15. in 19. stoletjem izdelali največji evropski kartografi. Na podlagi karto -
grafskih in zgodovinskih geografskih virov so v članku obravnavana različna mnenja in besedila, ki Raso
povezujejo z današnjim mestom Ražanj ali s srednjeveško srbsko prestolnico Ras. Glavna tema je zgodo -
vinska družbena geografija. Za zgodovinsko geografsko obravnavo Balkana so avtorji uporabili pet vrst
virov: stare zemljevide, kronike, geografska poimenovanja, arheološke najdbe in etnografske izsledke. Na
podlagi pisnih virov, geografskih imen in geografske logike avtorji predstavijo lastne ugotovitve o geograf -
ski legi mesta Rasa.
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1 Introduction
Localization of geographic places mentioned in historical sources is an important goal of historical geo-
graphical research (Gašperič 2007; 2010; Kladnik and Pipan 2008; Vuolteenaho and Berg 2009; Vuolteenaho
and Ainiala 2010; Douglas 2014; Fuchs 2015). In Constantine Porphyrogenitus' work De administrando
imperio, chapter 32 contains the first mention of the town of Rasa. Namely, in the second Serbian-Bulgarian
conflict in »the later period of the reign of Boris around 887 AD,« Boris had made peace with the Serbs,
»who escorted him to the border, to Rasa« (Greek: έωζτήζ  ͑Ράσης; Vizantijski izvori … 2007, 52). Some
authors are uncertain whether this refers to Ras or Rasa. This study uses cartographic and historical sources
to determine the location of Rasa, which Porphyrogenitus mentioned as a border town between Serbia
and Bulgaria. This is an important question because in the toponymy of medieval Serbia there is the pho-
netically similar toponym Ras, which was the capital of the medieval Serbian state of Raška, which also
has not been precisely located (Grčić and Grčić 2012; 2014).

2 Theoretical framework
The development of historical geography has raised awareness of four sources used in that discipline: 1) old
chronicles, 2) ethnography, 3) geographic nomenclature, and 4) archaeology (Grčić and Grčić 2012; 2014).
The Polish academy member Tadeusz Kotarbiński, who created »practicology« (or the »science of good
work«), recommends that one not observe an object constantly through the same window, but look at it
each time from another perspective (Trubačov 2006). This means that one should perceive the meaning
of a certain toponym and its logical connection with the geographical area, ethnography, linguistics, writ-
ten historical documents, cartographic sources, and archeological artifacts. The value of toponyms as
a historical source lies in their relationship with the territory; that is, with the geographical map. Here
arises a general question posed by Harley (1990): should a map be understood in a traditional way, as
a reflection of the real world, or in the postmodern sense, as graphic language that needs to be decoded
at the appropriate time and in a spatial context? In the second case, which is more appropriate for mod-
ern conceptions, the map should be considered within the context of historical facts, geographical
principles, and maps of a given space and time. Without sufficient evidence, especially cartographic evi-
dence, researchers can only point to some assumptions. For example, maps of the Roman provinces transmitted
knowledge and expression of remembrance of political traditions more effectively than historical texts
(Ćirković 1991).

3 Methods
Maps have long been very important to historical geography and the history of cartography, but they were
rarely treated as a historical source in the reconstruction of the past (Gašperič 2007; 2010; Kladnik and
Pipan 2008). In the development of cartography, there is a visible division between the »decorative« and
»scientific« phases of mapping, but Harley (1990) recognized this division as a myth. Old maps have many
pieces of information that are not precise and do not represent the only real picture of reality. Maps are
socially constructed images of real space in social, political, and cultural contexts and a mirror of the skills
and perceptions of the cartographer. This means that a particular map has to be returned to the past and
situated in its proper period and place, or even culture (Fürst-Bjeliš and Zupanc 2007). When discussing
a map as a text, Harley (1990) points out three aspects of the context: 1) the context of cartographer, 2)
the contexts of other maps, and 3) the context of society. For this reason, it is necessary to use a compar-
ative method and geographical logic in attempting to identify the Rasa mentioned by Porphyrogenitus in
the tenth century. This toponym is studied by comparing selected maps from different times and cultures
(see Table 1).

In addition to maps, we examined texts by Constantine Porphyrogenitus, the priest of Doclea (Duklja),
and some Byzantine and church documents from Antiquity and the Middle Ages. We also considered the
opinions of some prominent scholars about the genesis and geographic position of the toponyms Ras and
Rasa.
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Table 1: Toponyms on old maps denoting the position of Rasa near today's town of Ražanj.

Cartographer Map name, place, and year of publication Toponym

anonymous* *Military map of the Balkans, 1395–1396 Rossia
JacoboCastaldo* Romanie (quae olim Thraciae dicta), Vicinuorumq(ue) regionum, uti Bulgariae, Rezuna

Walachiae, Syrfiae etc descriptio, 1584
Gerard Mercator* Walachia. Servia. Bulgaria. Romania; Duisburg, 1589 Resigne
G. Cantelli***** Map of Serbia (Rome, G. Rossi), 1689 Razena alt (ats),

Rasna
Giacomo Cantelli da Vignola* La Bulgaria e la Romania com Parte di Macedonia, Roma, 1689 Rasna
Pierre Mortier**** Carte Nouvelle de la Mer Mediterranee, Amsterdam, 1694 Rasena
Johann Georg Schreiber* Carte von Romanien mit dennes Dardanelen, Bulgarien und Servien. Leipzig, Raszna

end of the seventeenth century
MatthäusSeutter* Transylvaniæ, Moldaviæ, Walachiæ, Bulgariæ nova et accurata delineatio; eighteenth Razena

century, Augsburg
Guillaume Delisle*1 Imperii Orientalis et circumjacentium regionum sub Constantino Porphyrogenito Rhazen

et ejuspraedecesforibusDescriptio, made after 1718
Christoph Weigel* Regiones Danubiæ, Pannoniæ, Dacia, Moesiæ cum Vicino Illyrico, studio Christoph; Razena

Nuremberg, 1719
Guillaume Delisle* Nova et accurata Regni Hungariæ Tabula, ad usum Serenissimi Burgundiæ Ducis, Razena

first quarter of the eighteenth century
MatthäusSeutter*** Regnorum et Provinciarum Dalmatia, Croatia, Sclavonia, Bosnia, Servia, Istria et Reip, 1709 Rasena
anonymous* Parte della Transilvania, Parte della Banato, Parte della Servia, Parte della Bulgaria, Valachia Rasna

Imperiale, Valachia Thurca, 1717–1737
Johann Matthias Hase* Hungariæ, Propriæ, Croatie, Dalmatiæ, Bosniæ, Serviæ, Bulgariæ, Cumaniæ, Principatum: Rasen, Rasna

Transsylvanniæ, Despotatus: Walachiæ, Moldaviæ; Nuremberg, 1744
Antonio Zatta* Turchiad'Europa. Divisa Nelle sue Provincie e Governi. Di nuova Proiezione; Venice, 1782 Rozena
F. Müller***** Map of Serbia, Vienna, Artaria, 1788 Razena, Ratzana

Sources: * Oračev 2005; *1 Ehrenberg, E. R. 2006 (National Geographic); **Nikolić 1983; *** Marković 2002; **** Schüler 2010; ***** Srejović 1991.

4 Research findings
4.1 Historical geography of Rasa

According to Castellan (1999) »between 867 and 874, the Serbs were under the control of the Byzantine church.
The Serbs, who settled in the territory of Raška, between the Drina and Morava Rivers …«. Near Varvarin
(the village of Gornji Katun) was found one of the oldest monuments of Slavic literacy in Serbia and in
the Balkans (from the ninth or tenth century): the Temnić inscription (Ivić 1986; Stojanović 1913). In a rel-
atively small area between Stalać and Ražanj, on the slopes of the Mojsinje Mountains (Mojsinjske planine)
and Poslon Mountains (Poslonske planine), there are a large number of churches and monasteries (includ-
ing the ruins of seventy churches and hill forts); this area is known as Holy Mount Mojsinje (Mojsinjska
Sveta gora). St. Roman's Monastery, which was founded in the second half of the ninth century, located
seven kilometers south of the town of Ražanj (in the Niš District), also has significant cultural and histor-
ical value. The monastery was mentioned in a grant issued by Byzantine Emperor Basil II to the Archbishopric
of Ohrid in 1020, in which it is recorded as Sfenteroman (Janićijević 1998; Živić 2006; Dumić, Đokić and
Stević 2006). A charter issued by Byzantine Emperor Basil II to the Archbishopric of Ohrid in 1020, and
confirmed by Emperor Michael Palaeologus in 1272, mentions among other things Raška or the Raska
eparchy or diocese (Greek: τὸν δὲ ἐπίσϰοπον Ράσον – tὸn dὲ ἐpisϰopon Rason). The mere fact that the
town was the seat of a bishop indicates that it was a remarkable town in a good transport position. Some
Bulgarian and Russian authors from the second half of the nineteenth century thought that this referred
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to Ras near today's town of Novi Pazar on the Raška River, which flows into the Ibar (Golubinskij 1871;
Drinov 1971).

Based on the Escorial Taktikon – a list of offices that arose from the need to administer the newly con-
quered provinces of Bulgaria at the time of John Tzimiskes (969–975) in the official administration of
Byzantium Stanković (2002) points out that to the west there was an administrative unit with its center
in Ras. The existence of this administrative unit remained recorded only thanks to a seal by John, the katepan
of Ras (Nesbit and Oikonomides 1991). In Greek, a katepanat was a large territory in a border zone that
included several themes (administrative units) in which civilian and military power was exercised by a katepan.
The katepan (or dux) was a title carried during the Roman and Byzantine period by military comman-
ders in a province (Touati 2007). The theme of Morava was also established; this was led by Adralest Diogenes
and was located near the confluence of the Morava and Danube Rivers, at the site of the ancient fort called
Horreum Margi (Stanković  2002; Pirivatrić  1997). According to Živković (2007), Byzantine seals
(Protospatharios John, katepan of Ras, as well as the seal of Adralesta Diogenes, a protospatharios and strate-
gist of Morava), are the most reliable indicator that Byzantine reign was established in this border area.

The town of Rasa, mentioned at the end of the ninth century, is identified by some authors with Ras,
the capital of Stefan Nemanja's Serbia in the second half of the twelfth century (Novaković 1877). Only
at the end of the nineteenth century did Ras (i.e., Apostles Peter and Paul Church, which was known to
be located in Ras) appear on maps drawn near Novi Pazar (the Austrian military map from 1900). In 1859,
the Russian historian Alexander Hilferding, on his way through Old Serbia, thought that he recognized the
town of Ras about seven kilometers west of Novi Pazar, in the ruins known as Gradina near Pazarište, near
where the Sebečevska River empties into the Raška River. »I have no doubt that these ruins are in fact the
old town of Ras, about which a lot was said in ancient Serbian history« (Hilferding 1868cv: Hilferding 1972, 134).
According to Ćirković, »although the arguments were insufficient, many scholars (Konstantin Jireček, Stojan
Novaković, Jovan Cvijić) agreed with Hilferding's opinion, and so over time identifying Ras with one of the
many fort ruins was generally accepted as unproblematic« (Ćirković 1997, 425). It is usually assumed that
Ras was several kilometers from Novi Pazar, at a place called Pazarište or Eski Pazar (i.e., ‘old Pazar’). »Here,
however, are no ruins« (Dinić 1978, 80). Kalić raises the possibility that the place called Race referred to
Arsa (Kalić 1988). According to Ćirković, »It is more likely that this Rasa in the country of Michael or
Vlastimir, the successors of Boris, is identical to the fortress (Greek: φρούριον) at Arsa (Greek: Αρσα), which
according to the narratives of Procopius was rebuilt by Emperor Justinian in the province of Dardania«
(Ćirković 1997, 424). However, the attention of European medieval cartographers was directed toward a town
with a similar name, which was located near the present town of Ražanj.

4.2 The toponym Rasa on old geographic maps
The old Roman military road (Latin: Via Militaris) known as the Moravian road led through the Roman
town of Arsena, where Justinian built a fortress (Jireček 1959). Along the route of the public road (Latin:
Via Publica), in the village of Novi Bračin north of the town of Ražanj, there was an ancient settlement
called Præsidium Dasmini. The ancient settlements of Præsidium Dasmini and Præsidium Pompeiare shown
on the Tabula Peutingeriana, a Roman itinerary map (SegmentumVII; Figure 2). In the centre of the north-
ern part of the Aleksinac Basin was Mutatio Cametas, today's town of Ražanj. Felix Kanitz mentioned this
as an important point on the route of the ancient Moravian road (Rašković 2002).

Separating the last syllable from the word Arsena yields the name Arsa. It can be assumed that the name
Rasa is a translation of the Greek word Arsa; today's Raša River in the Istria Peninsula in northwest Croatia
was called Arsa in Roman times. The Slavic name Rasena or Rasna undoubtedly inherited the ancient name
of the town, Arsena. It seems, however, that the ancient toponym Arsena signified some kind of art or skill.
The etymology of the word rasa can be connected with a place of ecclesiastical authority. According to
the Bulgarian terminology dictionary (Bălgarski tolkovski rechnik 2013), raso refers to the black, wide,
long upper garments of an Orthodox priest. In Greek, rason designates the large wide-sleeved clothing
worn by priests and Byzantine church monks (Touati 2007). According to the Klaić dictionary (1970), ras
means ‘prince’. Thus, the name Raška could mean ‘principality’. Mihailo Dinić ruled out the possibility that
the name of the mediaeval state of Raška came from the name of the town of Ras (Dinić 1966).

The place called Rasa was not precisely localized, its name is only known in the form in which it appears
in Porphyrogenitus' work (Greek: Ράσης). Porphyrogenitus reported that Rasa was a border crossing between
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Figure 1: Part of the military map of the Balkans (Oračev 2005).

Figure 2: Fragment of the Tabula Peutingeriana (Segment 7; Sectors 3, 4) (Weltkarte des Castorius, genannt die Peutingersche Tafel 1888).

Serbia and Bulgaria. The map by the prominent French cartographer Guillaume Delisle, »Eastern Empire
and Neighbouring Regions According to Constantine Porphyrogenitus«, shows Rasa (German: Ratzen) on
the Serbian-Bulgarian border, but on the Bulgarian side (Grčić and Grčić 2012, 8). According to Dinić (1966),
it should not be excluded that Porphyrogenitus' Rasa belonged to Bulgaria. In any case, it is a border fortress
between the two countries (Grčić and Grčić 2014).
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3.1. Rhazen (Guillaume Delisle, Eastern Empire and surrounding regions
according to Constantine Porphyrogenitus, 1718).

3.2. Rasena (Guillaume Delisle, Map of the Hungarian Kingdom, first
quarter of the eighteenth century).

3.3. Rasen, Rasna (Johann Matthias Haas, Map of Hungary and part of
Croatia, Dalmatia, Bosnia, Serbia, Bulgaria, 1744).

3.4. Razena (Mattheus Seutter, Map of Transylvania, Moldavia, Walachia,
Bulgaria, beginning of the eighteenth century).

3.5. Raszna (Johann Schreiber, Map of Romania with the Dardanelles,
Bulgaria and Serbia, end of the seventeenth century).

3.6. Razena alt (ats), Rasna (Giacomo Cantelli da Vignola, Map of
Serbia, 1689).

Figure 3: Details of several medieval maps showing what is today Ražanj (Vignola 1689; Delisle 1711; Haas 1744).
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For this discussion, the military map (Figure 1) is of particular importance. It is the work of an anony-
mous author and is kept by the National Library in Paris in the Pauli Sanctini manuscript (Codex Latinus
Parisinus, register number 7239). This map shows a large part of the Balkan Peninsula, from Belgrade to
Istanbul. Estimated on the basis of the Ottoman flags, the possible time of creation of this map is 1395
or 1396 (Beševliev 1963; Oračev 2005). Fortified towns are represented in the form of vignettes. North of
the city of Niš is shown a fortified town called Rossia (or Rassia; Figure 1). On this map, the name Rossia
is printed on the approximate territory of today's town of Ražanj, as well as on many other old maps (Table 1).
On this map, the town of Rasa is shown as a border town in Serbia, and on the other side of the gorge is
written Bulgaria. In the fourteenth century in a nearby gorge, between Mounts Ozren and Rtanj, was the
Bulgarian-Serbian border (Jireček 1959). The map is striking with its cartographic projection because it
reveals some parallels with the Roman itinerary map Tabula Peutingeriana (Figure 2).

There are almost no old maps showing the Morava River from the end of the fourteenth century until
the twentieth century that do not show a place called Rasen, Rasena, Razena, Rozena, Rasna, Raszna, Resigne,
Rhazen, and finally Ražanj (Table 1 and Figure 3). Medieval maps are characterized by the similarity of
the location of this place in regard to the relief and river flows (Figure 3). Some data from this and other
old medieval maps can possibly provide the key for understanding the localization of the ninth-century
border town of Rasa.

5 Conclusion
The historiographical text by Byzantine Emperor Constantine VII Porphyrogenitus, De administrando impe-
rio, provides a testimony about the geography of settlements in the Balkan Peninsula in the second half
of the ninth century and first half of the tenth century. This article addresses the border town of Rasa. Many
scholars (Dinić, Ćirković, Kalić) have doubted the traditional theory of the precise location of the place.
The issue may be resolved by old maps. Particular support in this regard may be maps created by promi-
nent cartographers from the end of the fourteenth century to the end of the eighteenth century. This paper
points to Ražanj, which could be the border town of Rasa (Rasen), which was mentioned by Porphyrogenitus
as a place near the Serbian-Bulgarian border.
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