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Abstract

This thesis is a comparative study of heroism and its literary expression in the Slovo o polku
Igoreve and its Western European counterparts. The need for such a study was dictated by
the Slovo’s unique position within the corpus of Russian medieval literature and its hitherto
virtual exclusion from major studies of European literature of the same genre. The principal
aim is to draw the Slovo into the sphere of European heroic tradition by establishing a case
for the existence in Kievan Rus’ of a native heroic tradition whose literary manifestations
hold certain features in common with western heroic literature. Although the non-Russian
texts used here represent different historical periods, the criterion which renders them useful
for comparison with the Slove is that they reflect similar social and cultural conditions, a
stage of literary development somewhere on the threshold between the pagan heroic age and
the relatively recent Christian ethos. Despite the absence of other Russian works closely
resembling the Slovo, the chronicles, military tales and ecclesiastical writings of medieval Rus’
have yielded much that is useful to this study, as have also the oral traditions of Russia and
her neighbours. The five chapters comprising this thesis are devoted to the following: defining
heroism and identifying the qualities which make a hero; the influence of both Christianity
and paganism on the heroic world view and its literary expression; literary concepts of time,
history and geography; the conventional roles of the supporting cast surrounding the hero;
and the recurrent images, themes and motifs in heroic literature not already dealt with in full.
Many of the conclusions drawn from this study have also served a secondary aim by repeatedly
demonstrating, on the basis of literary and ideclogical criteria, that the Slovo can only belong
to the pre-Tatar period.
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A Note on Transliteration

The transliteration in this thesis is based on the Library of Congress system. On the whole,
Russian proper names have been transliterated faithfully except in certain cases where familiar
anglicized versions already exist: for example, Igor (without the final soft sign), Alexander,
Phillip, Stephen, Obolensky, Zhirmunsky, Moscow, etc.

While the letter B is used in quotations of old Russian texts where it has been retained, it
has been dispensed with in transliterated passages for the sake of simplicity (being rendered
as ‘e’ rather than ‘¢’). The symbol for the hard sign (”) has been retained in transliterated
quotations, but omitted from book titles, headings and names in cases where it is no longer
used.



Introduction

Despite the already enormous body of scholarship devoted to the Slovo o polku Igoreve, which
has been further augmented following the recent 800th anniversary of the campaign which
inspired the work, very little space has been devoted to establishing whether this work is a
product of an early heroic ethos based on the kinds of ideals which engendered what is loosely
termed ‘heroic epic’ in Western Europe. Its ‘heroic’ nature goes largely unquestioned by most
scholars who, by and large, content themselves with drawing random, often superficial, parallels
between the Slovo and, for example, works such as the Chanson de Roland, Beowulf and Norse
poetry. Since isolated comparisons such as these may give a slanted or even distorted view,
sometimes leading to erroneous conclusions, a more holistic approach is called for, to determine
once and for all the Slovo’s place, if indeed it is found to have one, in the European heroic
tradition.

More than anything else it is the Slovo’s unique status in early Russian literature, the
absence of anything of a similar genre with which to make a close comparison, that makes it
so difficult to disperse the cloud of unknowing which has bedevilled scholars for nearly two
centuries. An overwhelming proportion of extant literature produced in Rus’ and Muscovy
from the eleventh to seventeenth centuries is ecclesiastical or, as in the case of the chronicles, of
ecclesiastical provenance. It by no means follows, however, that the Church dominated secular
life to any inordinate degree. The exceedingly low survival rate of secular, and especially heroic,
literature from the two centuries preceeding the Tatar invasions (from 1223) may be ascribed
above all to the early cultural development of Rus’.

First, unlike Western Europe, Rus’ came late to Christianity, hence also to literacy, in
around 988. It would have been some time before learning ceased to be the exclusive prerogative
of ecclesiastics who, in their turn, were likely to suppress overtly secular literature.! Secondly,
it may be supposed that heroic lays continued to be transmitted orally well after the advent
of book literature. However, once these stories ceased to be topical or popular and were
withdrawn from currency, they tended to become irrevocably lost;? those that did manage to
survive would have undergone so many alterations over the years (like the byliny), that they
would have ended up being scarcely recognisable.

That the oral tradition of the eastern Slavs remained strong until quite recently is attested
to by the great number of heroic folk epics recorded from northern Russian singers in the eigh-
teenth, nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. While the Russian byliny clearly reflect early
Russian history, culture and ideas, they must be approached with caution, for they reflect
primarily the ideals and aspirations of the peasant singers who, after the class of professional
singers (the skomorokhi) was finally suppressed in the seventeenth century, continued to pre-
serve them. This is especially evident in the bylina of Vol’ga i Mikula® which tells of the clash

1 For clerical disapproval of all things secular in early Rus’ see E. V. Anichkov, Jazychestvo i drevniaia Rus’

(Zapisks istoriko-filologicheskogo fakul’teta imperatorskogo S.- Peterburgskogo universiteta), 117. SPb., 1914, Ch. 2
(26-57) & Ch.9 (205-24). Also the Povest’ vremennykh let (D. Tschizewskij, ed., Die Nestor-Chronik, Wiesbaden,
1969, 165 (ll. 19-22)-166 (Il. 1-8). Henceforth all references to the PVL will be designated by page numbers and,
where relevent, line numbers in the body of the text). Literacy per se was fairly widespread among the urban laity
in Rus’ between 1050 & 1200, although the bulk of evidence is confined mainly to letters of a commercial, legislative
or personal nature (S. Franklin, ‘Literacy and documentation in early medieval Russia’, Speculum, 60, no. 1, 1985,
1-38).

2 A parallel situation may be found in France where, although the Chanson de Roland was written down in ca.

1100, French heroic epics were still largely orally diffused during the 12th ¢. (D. J. A. Ross, ‘Old French’ in A. T.
Hatto, ed., Traditions of Heroic and Epic Poetry, I, London, 1980, 83 [henceforth Traditions]

3 In A. N. Nikiforov & G. S. Vinogradova, eds, Onezhskie byliny zapisannye A. F. Gil’ferdingom letom 1879

goda, II, 73 [henceforth (Gil'ferding)]



between prince Vol’ga and the ploughman Mikula, who is also a freeman. Although a peasant,
Mikula possesses the qualities of an epic hero—uncommon strength, fine accoutrements, a cer-
tain cheeky daring—and, confronting Vol’ga as an equal, eventually establishes his superiority
over the prince. Through its glorification of the peasants’ life, work and personal qualities,
this bylina clearly expresses the secret aspirations of the serfs and the peasantry. In the case of
I1’ija Muromets, the best known of all the bogatyri, the hero evolves from a bogatyr at the court
of Kiev in the oldest byliny into a staryi kazek and krest’ianskii syn, a peasant hero dedicated
to the national cause, in a number of byliny dating from around the seventeenth century.*
Whatever remote traces the byliny contain of early heroic ideals to which the nobility may
have subscribed, these have been obscured and modified over the centuries through changing
social conditions and standards, an imperfect understanding of history and chronology, as well
as the accretion of folk-tale motifs.5

Thus, apart from a few translated works dedicated to military exploits (Josephus Flavius’s
History of the Jewish War, the Alezandria, and the Byzantine popular romance, Digenis Akri-
tas), the only surviving secular works of Russian provenance that predate the Mongol invasions
and demonstrate to any extent current notions of what constitutes heroism, are the Povest’
vremennykh let, the Pouchenie of Vladimir Monomakh (contained in that chronicle under the
year 1096) and the Slovo o polku Igoreve. Since the first two provide only sketchy or indirect
intimations of an heroic tradition among the early Russian aristocracy, it rests with the Slovo,
as the most concentrated literary manifestation of this tradition, to complete the picture.

First, however the question of its authenticity needed to be resolved. The singular nature of
the Slovo, whose only manuscript version perished in 1812 when Napoleon’s army set fire to
Moscow, has inspired a long history of speculation and controversy. This, as Acad. D. S.
Likhachev rightly stresses, is not yet at an end,® although nowadays most scholars accept the
Slovo as a genuine monument of Kievan literature.

It first appeared, together with other secular works, in the Khronograf, one of a collec-
tion of old Russian manuscripts purchased in the early 1790’s by Count A. I. Musin-Pushkin
from archimandrite Ioil’ (Ivan Bykovskii) of St. Saviour’s Monastery in Iaroslavl’. In 1800

His peasant origins are particularly developed in Istselenie Il’s Muromtsa, in N. Onchukov, ed., Pechorskie
byliny, SPb., 1904, 53.

5 E.g. Tri poezdki Il’i Muromtsa (in A. F. Gruzinskii, ed., Pesni sobrannyia P. N. Rybnikovym, II, M., 1910,

142 [henceforth (Rybnikov)]), in which Il'ia, confronted by the choice of following one of three roads, goes down all
three and succeeds in passing each of the three tests to which he is subjected. This kind of trebling recurs frequently in
the folk tale (see V. Ia. Propp, Morphology of the Folk Tale, 2nd ed., American Folklore Society (Indiana University
Research Center for the Language Sciences), Austin-London, 1971 (trans. L. Scott), 74; on the ‘Law of Three’ in
folk-tale, epic and saga, see J. de Vries, ‘Betrachtungen zum Marchen, besonders in seinem Verhéltnis zu Heldensage
und Mythos’, FFC, 63-64, 1954-55, Helsinki, 1954 (no. 150), 142ff.) On the road leading to marriage, Il'ia encounters
a beauty who is really a sorceress in disguise. The seductive enchantress and the hero’s three tests are wide-spread
folk-tale motifs, also occurring regularly in later medieval romance (as, for instance, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight
and other poems in the English Arthurian cycle).

6 ‘The authenticity of the SP: a brief survey of the arguments’, OSP, 13, 1967, 33.



Musin-Pushkin, in collaboration with N. M. Karamzin, D. N. Bantysh-Kamenskii and A. F.
Malinovskii, published the text of the Slovo with a translation. Although these men were
among the most knowledgeable scholars of Russian antiquity in their day, the study of early
Russian grammar, lexicography, orthography, history and ideas was as yet in its infancy, and
knowledge in these fields was patchy and often misleading. The 1800 edition and translation,
therefore, contained many inaccurate and sometimes wildly erroneous readings, giving rise to
what are now known as the temnye mesta, although the real lacunae probably existed in the
minds of the early editors.” Unfortunately, these men, together with a few other experts, were
the only persons actually to see the manuscript, which they dated as a fifteenth or sixteenth
century transcription, before its destruction. What remained then was the editio princeps of
1800, until the discovery and subsequent publication in 1864 of a copy of the Slovo made by
Musin-Pushkin for Catherine II, an extremely defective rendering of the work that was to give
rise to a great deal of scholarly polemic in times to come.

During the course of the first half of the nineteenth century doubts began to be raised
concerning the Slovo’s authenticity, first of all by M. T. Kachenovskii in 18128 Most of
the dissenters thought it to be a work of the fifteenth or sixteenth centuries, claiming there
were too many anachronisms and linguistic quirks, and that the narrative was illogical. But
their scepticism did not gain any ground since it was not considered to be based on serious
argument.®

In 1852 the Zadonshchina, which celebrates the victory of the Russians under prince
Dmitrii Donskoi over the Tatars at Kulikovo Field in 1380, was discovered and published.l?
Although in many ways artistically inferior to the Slovo, this work contains so many striking
similarities to it that there can be no doubt that one work was used closely as a model for the
other. In the 1890’s the French scholar, Louis Léger, expressed doubts concerning the Slovo’s
primacy which were expanded in the 1930’s by his countryman, the eminent slavist André
Mazon, whose ideas are incorporated for the most part in his book, Le Slovo 4’Igor (Paris,
1940). By comparing individual sections of the Slovo with those most closely corresponding to
them in the Zadonshchina, Mazon argues that, while the Slovo appears to have few features in
common with the fifteenth-century Kirillo-Belozerskii manuscript, which he considers to be an
abbreviated primary text, it is very close to the sixteenth and seventeenth-century redactions of

7 A more detailed account of the history of the manuscript, its early editors and commentators, may be found

in D. 8. Likhachev, ‘Izuchenie SP i vopros o ego podlinnosti’, in idem, ed., ‘Slovo o polku Igoreve’— pamiatnik XII
veka, M-L., 1962, 5-78 [henceforth SP—XII]; G. N. Moiseeva, Spaso-Iaroslavskii khronograf i ‘SP’, L., 1976, 3-78;
E. I. Osetrov, Mir Igorevoi pesni, M., 1981, 139--219.

8 For an account of the earliest sceptics see Likhachev, ‘Izuchenie SP i vopros o ego podlinnosti’, 17-23; Osetrov,
op. cit., 181-9.

9  The controversy was sparked off in no small measure by the proliferation of medieval literary forgeries in the

eighteenth century, the most famous of which, James MacPherson’s Ossianic poems, was published in 1760. A number
of forgers, the most famous of whom was A. I. Bardin, were also active in Russia around this time (on forgers and
forgeries, see Likhachev, ibid., 6-15). Added to this was the increased and widespread interest everywhere in Europe
in epic literature, with the publication of -, Bl poema de mio Cid, leading to a
fashion in ‘ medievalesque’ writing. The Rossiada (1771-1778) by M. Kheraskov was one such work (see A. A. Zimin,
‘Kogda bylo napisano Slovo?’, Voprosy literatury, 1967, no. 3, 149-50).

10 Recent evidence indicates that a version of the Zad. may have been seen as early as 1822 by the Czech scholar,

Jozef Dobrovsky (M. Krbets & G. Moiseeva, ‘Pervoe izvestie o Zadonshchine’, TODRL, 34, 1979, 406-408). All
versions of the Zad., both complete and fragmentary, are contained in D. S. Likhachev & L. A. Dmitriev, eds, ‘Slovo
o polku Igoreve’ i pamiatniki Kulikouvskogo tsikla, M—L., 1966, 535-56 (texts ed. by R. P. Dmitrieva). All subsequent

references to the Zad. will be based on this collection.



the Zadonshchina.!! He concludes that the Slovo is a late eighteenth-century pastiche based on
a later version of the Zadonshchina which was subsequently destroyed to cover up the forgery.
In his view, the language of the work is cluttered with what he calls gallicisms, polonisms,
ukrainianisms, orientalisms and even modernisms. At the same time he attempts to show that
the language, style and mood of the Slovo are entirely in keeping with the new pre-Romantic
spirit of the late eighteenth century which, having made its way to Russia, manifested itself in
a taste for littérature moyendigeuse.!> Other symptoms of this pre-Romanticism, apart from a
popular interest in things medieval, were a renewed enthusiasm for folklore, initially provoked
by the first publication of collected byliny, and a resurgence of nationalism, all of which Mazon
believes to be reflected in the tone and style of the Slovo, with its over-elaborate images and
grandiose style, its unacceptably blatant paganism (especially ‘pantheism’), its profusion of folk
images, and a nationalistic fervour in which, he feels, is contained a justification for Catherine
IT’s imperialistic pretensions. After considering Musin-Pushkin, Mazon lays the forgery at the
door of the only other man in the former’s circle who could possibly have perpetrated such a
fraud: Bantysh-Kamenskii. 13

Naturally, Mazon’s views sparked off a volley of protest, both in the Soviet Union and in
the West. One of the most concerted attacks on his allegations is contained in La geste du
Prince Igor’: Epopée russe du douziéme siécle (NY, 1948), edited by Henri Grégoire, Roman
Jakobson and Marc Szeftel, with contributions by other scholars. Other works such as ‘Slovo
o polku Igoreve’ — pamiatnik XII veka (a collection of essays edited and contributed to by D.
S. Likhachev), as well as articles by Jakobson and V. P. Adrianova-Peretts, among others,!*
set about re-examining the whole question of the Slovo’s relationship to the Zadonshchina,
the relationships of the Zadonshchina’s redactions to one another,!® the Slovo’s linguistic pe-
culiarities,!® and its place, if any, among the pseudo-medieval writings of the late eighteenth,
early nineteenth centuries.!” This response attempted to point up numerous inconsistencies
in Mazon’s arguments; such as, that many of the passages in the Slovo which Mazon holds
up as glaring examples of a pre-Romantic predilection for the colourful and grandiose have
similarly expressed counterparts in the Zadonshchina, which, for its part, is known to have
been composed before the eighteenth century. In short, the Slovo’s defenders conclude that
the Slovo does not conform to eighteenth-century ideas concerning literature and the Middle
A ges; that, while the KB redaction may be an earlier manuscript of the Zadonshchina, it is not
archetypal; and that Mazon failed to explain the existence of a gloss in the Pskov Apostol of
1307 (discovered by K. F. Kalaidovich, a contemporary of Musin-Pushkin), whose text closely
approximates a passage in the Slovo,'® thus providing them with one of their most important
textological substantiations of the Slovo’s authenticity.

1 That is, the Historical redactions (16th c.), the Synodal  (17th c.) and the Undol’skii (17th c.). Henceforth

these will be abbreviated to KB, Hist. 1, Hist. 2, Syn. and Und..

12 op. cit., 8. For a survey of this late trend in pseudo-medieval and ‘ossianic’ literature see, C. L. Drage, Russian

Literature in the Eighteenth Century, London, 1978, 33-58.

13 ‘L’auteur probable du poéme d’'Igor’, Comptes rendus de séances de I’Académie des inscriptions et belles-

lettres, 1944, 2&me trimestre, 213—-20.

14 R. Jakobson, ‘The puzzles of the Igor’ Tale on the 150th anniversary of its first edition’, Speculum, 27, 1952,

43-66; V. P. Adrianova-Peretts, TODRL, 5 & 6, 1947/1948.

15 Seethe following contributions to SP—XII (designated by page nos.): Likhachev (5-78); N. K. Gudzii (79-130);

Adrianova-Peretts (131-68); V. L. Vinogradova (255-75).

16 See the following contributions in SP—XII: N. M. Dylevskii (169-254); Vinogradova (255-75); A. V. Solov'ev
(276-99).

17 See the following in SP—XII: Likhachev (300-20); Tu. M. Lotman (330-405).

13

Both passages are contained in A. A. Zimin, ‘Pripiska k Pskovskomu Apostolu 1307 goda i SP’, Russkaia
literatura, 1966, no. 2, 60.
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Far from stilling dissenting voices, however, the investigations inspired further doubts,
prompting the Soviet medievalist, A. A. Zimin, to re-open and re-examine the whole question,
particularly the relationship between the Slovo and the Zadonshchina, and the problem of
linguistic ‘impurities’ and anachronisms. Although probably weakest in the area of linguistics,
his are the most serious and complex studies of ideas brought forward by earlier sceptics, which
he either elaborates upon or rejects.

One of his principal aims is to show that the later copies of the Zadonshchina (the so-
called Prostrannaia version) which correspond most closely to the Slovo, are actually expanded
forms of the earlier KB redaction.!® The later redactions, which the Slovo apparently imitates,
are thus a conglomerate of an elaborated KB version, motifs from the Skazanie o Mamaevom
poboishche (a late fifteenth-century work on the battle at Kulikovo based on the KB redaction,
and the source for the sixteenth and seventeenth-century copies of the Zadonshchina),?® as well
as borrowings from the sixteenth-century Nikon Chronicle and the Hypatian Chronicle.?!

On tackling the linguistic problems, Zimin rejects many of Mazon’s allegations,?? although
he remains dissatisfied with the number of words, images and expressions in the Slovo deriving
from Turkic, Polish, Ukrainian and Belorussian usage and folklore.23

Zimin’s theory is that the Slovo was written some time after 1767 (the year in which the
Nikon and Kenigsberg Chronicles were published) by Ivan Bykovskii, the first owner of the
manuscript, whose own links with Belorussia and the Ukraine, and whose knowledge of the
Scriptures would explain some of the linguistic idiosyncracies, as well as the biblical images
and stylisation of the work. Ioil’ was also the owner of numerous chronicles and other early
works, and professed a profound interest in medieval and patriotic literature, folk songs and
other early genres.?* Unlike Mazon, however, Zimin believes that it was not Ioil”s intention to
pass off his masterpiece as a genuine twelfth-century composition, but charges Musin-Pushkin
with perpetrating the deception afterwards, as well as adding three interpolations which he
later pretended not to understand to further his own ends. Zimin believes one of these to be
the section that resembles the gloss in the Pskov Apostol.28

Once again the Slovo’s defenders set to work to disprove Zimin’s theories. They maintain
that any reputable orientalist would accept the genuine antiquity of words of eastern origin in
the Slovo?® and that the majority of ‘west Russian’ colloquialisms and idiosyncracies may be
found in old Russian works of the pre-Mongol era. Furthermore, while the Slovo’s orthography
is generally in keeping with that of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, it also contains features
of the Pskov dialect, as well as Bulgarisms resulting from the so-called Second South Slavonic
Influence of the fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries, which continue to be reflected in
Russian manuscripts of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries (the alleged date of the Slove
manuscript), but which are not found in old Church Slavonic — something which even the
highly accomplished Ioil’ could not have known, since this is a relatively recent discovery.?”

The weightiest attempt so far to silence the sceptics has culminated in the work, ‘Slovo
o polku Igoreve’ i pamiainiki Kulikovskogo isikla, a collection of articles by Soviet literary

19 ‘Spornye voprosy tekstologii Zadonshchiny’, Russkaia literatura, 1967, no. 1, 84-104.
20 ‘Kogda bylo napisano Slovo?’, Voprosy literatury, 1967, no. 3, 139.

21 ‘Spornye voprosy...", 89.

22 ‘Kogda bylo napisano Slovo?’, 137.

2 bid, 142.

24 jbid., 147.

25 ‘Pripiska k Pskovskomu Apostolu...’, 6074,

26 Likhachev, ‘The authenticity of the SP...", 39.

27

See F. Filin’s article in ‘Starye mysli, ustarelye metody’, Voprosy literatury, 1967, no. 3, 168-76.
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and linguistic experts, containing close textual examinations of the Slovo, the Zadonshchina
and other relevant texts, as well as detailed analyses of grammar and vocabulary.?® Since
their theses are more or less expanded or reworked confirmations of earlier arguments, it is
unnecessary to go into them in any depth at this stage. It is enough to note that the approach
to the problem is largely ‘formal’ in its preoccupation with grammar, linguistics and textual
comparisons. In his post-Zimin articles, one on the ‘Textological Triangle’ of the Slowvo, the
Zadonshchina and the Hypatian Chronicle, and another on the authenticity question as a whole,
D. S. Likhachev manages to combine mechanical textual analysis with aesthetic and ideological
considerations.?? In the latter article, for instance, he addresses himself to the sceptics’ view
that the Slovo is not in keeping with the literary level, the genres and the Christian character of
twelfth-century Kievan literature.3° Apart from a handful of scholars, however, little attention
has been devoted to the Slovo as a work primarily of literature and ideas with a view to
confirming its late twelfth-century provenance. )

Although this subject has received relatively little attention in Britain, there is at least
one British scholar who has not taken for granted the view that the Slovo is an authentic work
of the late twelfth century. In his article, ‘Slovo o polku Igoreve: the textological triangle’,
John Fennell reviews the arguments of the Slovo’s defenders, offering alternative explanations
or disclosing weaknesses in their hypotheses.3! A later article sets out in detail the events
and literature connected with Zimin’s theories.32 This subject receives further attention in
Early Russian Literature, in which Fennell gives a comprehensive survey of all the arguments
to date in a more or less objective manner.33 Despite his reluctance to accept wholesale the
opinions of most scholars on the subject, he nevertheless concludes that the sceptics’ claims
regarding the Slovo’s authorship are undermined by the ‘seemingly incontrovertible argument
of the defenders of the Slovo’s authenticity’.®* He ends his piece by stating, like Likhachev,
that the problem of authorship is not yet solved; for whoever its author may have been, he
was undoubtedly ‘a man of singular genius and almost superhuman knowledge’.3%

This brief survey of the controversy surrounding the Slovo barely skims the surface of all
the theories and points of contention that have come to light. Some of these absent details
will crop up periodically in the course of this work and do not require further elaboration at
this juncture. Several things, however, may be concluded from this survey. First, as noted
by Fennell, any forger or latter-day writer of pseudo-medieval epic such as the Slovo would
have had to have been an unusually gifted artist as well as linguist. He would have been
deeply familiar with folk literature and culture, possibly also with the early literature of other
European nations, and would have enjoyed easy access to numerous chronicles and other texts,
some of which did not come to light until after the Slovo’s publication. For the majority of
scholars, these considerations make up one of the most convincing arguments in favour of the
Slovo’s authenticity. What also becomes clear is that, so long as no new documentary evidence
turns up, scholars will have to continue to postulate theories and draw diagrams.

28 p_ s. Likhachev & L. A. Dmitriev, eds, M-L., 1966.

29 ‘Further remarks on the textological triangle: SP, Zad. and the Hyp. Chronicle’, OSP,NS, 2, 1969, 106-115;

‘The authenticity of the SP...’, 23—46.

30 giq, 41
31 5P, NS, 1, 1968, 126-37.
32

‘The recent controversy in the Soviet Union over the authenticity of the Slovo’, in L. H. Legters, ed., Russia:

Essays in History and Literature, Leiden, 1972, 1-17.

33 J. Fennell & A. Stokes, Early Russian Literature, London, 1974, 191-206.
3 ibid., 205.
35 ibid., 206.

12



These observations lead naturally to the conclusion that there is a great need to look more
closely at the ideas manifested in the work as an alternative, and possibly more fruitful, area
of study to that of the texts alone. If it is found that the ideology of the Slovo fits in with
that of its age and genre, then the modern author’s or forger’s talents would have needed to
surpass mere mechanical expertise.

With so much attention focused on the authenticity debate, as well as on the temnye mesta,
the result has been a large proportion of scholarship being devoted to linguistics, textology,
genre, history and anthropology, while comparatively little research has been concentrated
specifically on the ideas inherent in the Slovo and their literary expression. Comparisons of
certain elements in the work with those found in folk literature, as well as in other early Russian
literary genres from the eleventh to the thirteenth centuries such as military tales, vitae and
oratorical works, have yielded certain clues but have not shed much light on the work’s many
peculiarities in the way other works in the same genre might have done. If, as the majority
of scholars assume, the Slovo is an ‘heroic epic’, then, in the absence of any contemporary
counterparts in Rus’, we are forced to cast the net wider and to scrutinize the literature of
other nations in which, at one time or another, a particular ideology flourished and found
expression through the ‘poetry of action’. In the early Middle Ages of Europe the prevailing
secular ideal expressed through martial exploit in song, and later in writing, was heroism.
While a good deal of scholarship has been devoted to comparative studies of heroic liter-
ature, the Slovo, for the most part, has been largely overlooked, or else accorded perfunctory
treatment. Indeed, as far as medieval studies in the West are concerned, early Russian lit-
erature as a whole has suffered from a kind of scholarly apartheid, while interest continues
to focus primarily on Western Europe and the Middle East. Even where attempts have been
made to bridge the gap, the Slovo itself generally receives short shrift. In his substantial and
comprehensive work on the heroic literatures of many nations and ages, Maurice Bowra con-
cludes towards the beginning that the Slovo is not an heroic work and, save for a few scattered
references, excommunicates it from the discussion.3® He does, however, give considerably more
space to the byliny. The Slovo is likewise excluded from two more recent collections of articles,
although once again the dyliny receive some attention.3” And, while a handful of studies has
appeared over the course of this century comparing the Slovo with western heroic literature,
these have been limited either to one other work, such as the Chanson de Roland or Beowulf,
or, possibly in response to the speculation surrounding the origins of Rus’, to Norse literature

in a more general sense.3®
36 C. M. Bowra, Heroic Poetry, London, 1964, 17-19.
37

F. J. Oinas, ed., Heroic Epic and Saga, Bloomington & London, 1978; J. P. M. L. de Vries, Heroic Song and
Heroic Legend, NY, 1978 (trans. B. J. Timmer).

38 See, for example, A. S. Rezanov, ‘SP i poeziia skal'dov’, Zhurnal ministerstva narodnogo prosveshcheniia,

novaia serisa, 15, 1908, 438-55; G. Z. Patrick, ‘La chanson de Roland et Le dit des guerriers d’Igor’, Romanic
Review, 15, 1924, 296-307; V. Dynnik, ‘SP i Pesn’ o Rolande’, in N. K. Gudzii, ed., Starinnaia russkasa povest’,
M-L, 1941, 48-64; M. Schlauch, ‘Scandinavian influence on the Slovo?’, in R. O. Jakobson & E. J. Simmons, eds,
Russian Epic Studies [Memoirs of the American Folklore Society, 42], Philadelphia, 1949, 99—-124; G. J. Perejda,
‘Beowulf’ and ‘SP’: A Study of Parallels and Relations in Structure, Themes and Imagery, Detroit, PhD dissert.,
1973; A. M. Barker, Sea and Steppe Imagery sn OF and OR Epic, NY, PhD dissert., 1976; D. M. Sharypkin, ‘Boian
v SP i poeziia skal’dov’, TODRL, 31, 1976, 12-22.
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In more recent years, the Soviet scholar, A. N. Robinson, has highlighted the urgent need
to examine the Slovo in the wider context of the European Middle Ages. In his attempts
to understand the socio-historical process which culminated in a work like the Slovo with all
its peculiarities, he repeatedly takes into account the development of Romance and Germanic
literature.3® But, while many of his observations have a certain merit, Robinson’s underlying
assumption that the Slovo is an heroic epic means that he never actually addresses the problem
of its genre, and the need to distinguish between the characteristics of heroic epic, and those
of romance and saga. There remains, therefore, a need to identify what is specifically heroic,
and to what extent the Slovo reflects this quality in the light of Western European literary
manifestations of the heroic ethos.

The most comprehensive study of those ingredients which make heroes, and of the literature
dedicated to their glorification, has been provided by C. M. Bowra.4?

It appears that the concept of heroic prowess, courage and enterprise is an international
phenomenon, shared by many nations irrespective of their cultural and geographical differences.
Allowing for a certain degree of local colour in the characterisation of heroes, the common
ground they all share is a superiority over their fellows in strength, courage, martial skill,
independence and social class (they are almost invariably princes or chieftains). The ‘low
hero’ is a much later concept found in, for instance, the Russian byliny and French romances,
whereas literary or ‘high’ epic does not admit peasants or drunkards into its ranks.*! It
also rarely depicts the almost supernatural strength that enables the heroes of the byliny to

39 ‘Literatura Kievskoi Rusi sredi evropeiskikh srednevekovykh literatur (Tipologiia, original’'nost’, metod)’, Sla-

vianskie literatury. VI Mezhdunarodnyi s”ezd slavistov, M., 1968, 49-116; ‘O zakonomernostiakh razvitiia vos-
tochnoslavianskogo i evropeiskogo eposa v rannefeodal’nyi period’, Slav. lit. VII MNSS, M., 1973, 178-224; ‘'SP i
geroicheskii epos srednevekov’ia’, Vestnik AN SSSR, 1976, no. 4, 104-12; ‘Zakonomernosti razvitiia srednevekovogo
geroicheskogo eposa i simbolika SP’, Slav. Ilit. VIII MNSS, M., 1978, 150-65; ‘SP sredi poeticheskikh shedevrov
srednevekov’ia’, in idem, ed., ‘SP’: kompleksnye issledovaniia, M., 1988, 7-37. His ideas are more fully developed in
Literatura drevnei Rusi v literaturnom protsesse srednevekov'ia XI-XIII vv., M., 1980.

10 op. cit., esp. Ch. 1.

4 por peasant heroes in the byliny, see supra, 7-8. Another popular hero is Vasilii (the Drunkard) Ignat’evich,

whose prowess in battle is second only to his capacity for strong drink (see Vasilii Ignat’evich i Batyga (Gil'ferding, I,
60), and the less popular Vas'ka-p’ianitsa i Kudrevanko-tsar’in A. D. Grigor'ev, Arkhangel’skie byliny & istoricheskie
pesni sobrannye v 1899-1901 gg., 111, SPb., 1910, 65 (369) [henceforth (Grigor’ev)]). Like the byliny which feature
peasant heroes, these are generally considered to be of late 17th c. provenance, or else reflecting skomorokh influence.
Parallel developments can be seen much earlier in France. The late 13th—14th cc. mark a period of decadence for
French ‘epic’, and a new orientation with figures such as the heroic artisan (a goldsmith who becomes king of Antioch)
and the heroic vilain (a charcoal-burner who is knighted for his loyalty and valour). Once the aristocracy lost its taste
for ‘primitive’ epic, its new audience among the lower classes created heroes with which it could identify (Ross, loc.

cit.).
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vanquish thousands of the enemy single-handedly, or victory through stealth and trickery.%?
Although exaggeration is also characteristic of literary epic, whose heroes are cast on a much
larger scale than other mortals, there are limits as to how far the audience is expected to
suspend disbelief. The most poignant confirmation of this is the fact that, despite their martial
superiority, heroes are usually defeated and killed in the end. In ‘folk epic’, however, heroes
rarely die, their immortality ensured by the imagination of a nation no longer concerned with
the old aristocratic ethos, and so their legends continue to develop.?® In a sense, the idea of
an invincible hero who may be overpowered only by supernatural force goes back not only to
fairy tale, but to the earlier ‘mythological’ hero who predates the anthropocentric hero. In
the shamanistic or mythological poetry of pre-heroic times the central figure is a magician,
sometimes a god, and the interest of nearly every episode turns on his ability to master a
difficult situation through magic. In contrast, one of the most significant features of heroic
poetry is the hero’s self-reliance and independence of supernatural assistance in his endeavours.
Pagan or Christian divinities may appear, but the course of events must be directed by the
hero himself.#* Nor does he rely upon outside human agency for his success, although friends
and retainers normally receive due credit. If a hero succeeds unaided, the greater his glory;
if he falls the more admirable his death. Either way he wins in his quest for honour, which
is, after all, the raison d’étre of heroism. So long as he is seen to strive to the limits of his
courage and endurance, victory is of secondary importance, for his worth has already been
tested and proved in the ordeals of the heroic life. As proponent of this life of action, the hero
is characterised, not by gratuitous physical description, nor by the internal workings of heart
and mind, but by his actions alone.

Heroic literature ‘presupposes a view of existence in which man plays a central part and
exerts his powers in a distinctive way’.#5 The first and strongest appeal in the poetry of action
is through the story and therefore no superfluous description or commentary should come into
it. On the whole, it should be impersonal, objective and dramatic, and preferably not directed
at any patron. 46

In applying these criteria to the Slove o polku Igoreve, Bowra concludes that it is ‘on
the edge of heroic poetry’, for although it resembles an heroic poem in objectivity and heroic

42 Trickery and cunning as a means of attaining victory belong to the class of ‘mythological poems’, such as

those concerning the gods in the Elder Edda and the Kalevala, and in the bylina of the so-called ‘older hero’, Volkh
Vseslavich (K. Kalaidovich, ed., Drevniia rossiiskiia stikhotvoreniia sobrannyia Kirsheiu Danilovym, 2nd ed., M.,

1818, 6 [henceforth ( Danilov)]). See also Bowra, op. cit., 5-8.

43 See Bowra, op. cit., 1. On the rare occasion that a Russian folk hero is killed, he is never seen to die the heroic
death on the battlefield that befits him, but is usually vanquished by some supernatural force (e.g. Sviatogor i tiaga
zemnaia (Rybnikov, I, 86)). In the few byliny devoted to the deaths of the bogatyri in battle, the circumstances are
in some way supernatural or unusual (see Kamskoe poboishche, Il’ia i Mamai and Gibel’ bogatyrei in M. Speranskii,
ed., Russkaia ustnaia slovesnost’, I (Byliny), M., 1916, 383—419 (‘Kak ne stalo bogatyrei na Rusi’)). See also A. E.
Alexander, Bylina and Fairy Tale: the Origins of Russian Heroic Poetry, The Hague-Paris, 1973, 105-20.

44 This is almost invariably true, not only for the European tradition, but also for the Ob Ugrians, the East

Africans, the Mongols, the Kirghiz and other Turkic peoples of Central Asia. See corresponding entries in Hatto, ed.,
Traditions; also N. K. Chadwick & V. Zhirmunsky, Oral Epics of Central Asia, Cambridge, 1969, 28, 94, 152. This
point will be expanded infra, Ch. 2.

45 Bowra, op. cit., 5.

46 ibid., 30, 43. While I accept Bowra's general definition of heroism, it will transpire in due course that the

same is not the case for all his ideas. In this instance, however, he has provided an interpretation of the nature of
heroism with which, it appears, most scholars are in accord, and which, more importantly, is borne out by the works

themselves.
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outlook, it betrays itself as a panegyric at the close.*” In dismissing it thus, Bowra fails to take
into account the work’s underlying narrative structure which, despite its starkness, conforms
in many of its aspects to the general concept of what constitutes heroic poetry.

In the study of heroic poetry the problem of genre is a baffling one. While so-called heroic
epics share similar outlooks, images and modes of expression, the most striking thing they
have in common is that they are all so different, making it virtually impossible and certainly
impractical to enforce inflexible standards on them. If, as was the case until fairly recently,
the Iliad and the Odyssey are taken as prototypes for heroic epic then, strictly speaking, no
‘epics’ have been produced since the eighth century B. C. Since, hitherto, ‘epic’ has failed to be
satisfactorily defined,*® (nor will any attempt be made to do so in the course of this work), the
term is used in its loosest sense. In designating works treating heroes and their careers, most
scholars side-step the problem to some extent by resorting to terms such as ‘heroic poem’,
‘song’ or ‘lay’. These expressions conveniently gather together under one head, within the
European tradition alone, such widely disparate works as Beowulf (an early 8th ¢. hybrid of
pre-Christian Germanic ideals and Christian morality, in which the hero is seen three times,
not on the battlefield, but in single combat with monsters); The Battle of Maldon (a 10th c.
account of a battle lost by the English against Danish invaders in which the central hero is
one of many); La chanson de Roland (with its endless series of single combats on the field of
battle, a large element of Christian chauvinism and a strong nationalistic flavour surprising
for its time (c. 1100)); the Nibelungenlied (an unique hybrid of the Germanic ‘Heroic Age’ and
the new ‘chivalric’ age (¢. 1200)); El poema de mio Cid (a contemporary of the Nibelungenlied,
with its central theme of loyalty to social hierarchy, humourous and domestic interludes, and
absence of tragedy); the heroic Edda (which date from the 9th to the 12th centuries but, despite
undergoing dramatic compositional changes in that time, betray no Christian influences); the
Serbian heroic songs (the majority of which date from the 14th and 15th centuries following
the Battle at Kosovo, and are characterised by their fervent patriotism); and the Slovo o polku
Igoreve, a complex work abounding in metaphor and pagan imagery, the bare bones of whose
heroic narrative is heavily overlaid with panegyric and lament. These and other works of their
kind may span a hero’s lifetime, concentrate on part of his career, or treat isolated battles.
They usually, though not always, end tragically either in defeat, the hero’s death or both. In
some, a moralizing tone is discernable; in others this is wholly absent. Pagan, Christian and
folk elements assert themselves in these works to widely varying degrees, as do motifs such
as dreams, panegyrics and laments. The varieties and combinations are endless. The Slovo’s
complex and unusual structure, therefore, need not disqualify it from serious comparison with
other heroic narrative traditions since, as will become apparent in the course of this work,
it contains many features and ideas inherent in the heroic literature of other nations, and
possesses an objectivity in its treatment of the heroes that is perhaps not apparent at first
sight.

Given the different styles and emphases of ‘literary’ heroic poems, the decisive criterion
for comparison must be ethos. The truly heroic poems of medieval Scandinavia and Western
Europe inherited their ethos from what is commonly known as the ‘Heroic Age’, that is,
the ‘Age of Migrations’ from around the fourth to the sixth centuries of our era, which was
transformed in the course of time by the ‘feudal ethos’. According to A. T. Hatto, only a few
surviving poems of medieval Germany may be said to be undoubtedly heroic for, despite late
characteristics of style, these works still express the heroic outlook of early Germanic lays—the
outlook of chieftains and their select retinues. The principal function of these lays was ‘to

7 ia., 17,

48 The London Seminar on Epic (1964-1972), while noting criteria, decided in the end to postpone its quest for

the definition of ‘epic’. (Hatto, Traditions, I, 2.)
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recall the mutual obligation of lords and retainers and to flesh them for battle whenever it
might come’.*°

The establishment of Christianity in Europe brought literacy and thereby a means of
recording heroic songs, but it was also instrumental in the disruption of the early heroic ethos.
It was only a matter of time before the man-centred tradition of the early heroic songs, with
its emphasis on personal honour and mutual loyalty within the comitatus, would be forced to
yield ground before the new Christian ideals of humility, spiritual salvation as the ultimate
aim, and an unquestioning submission to the will of God. Political centralisation with the
emergence of the new Christian kingdoms and empires also contributed to the disintegration
of the comitatus, the social basis for the heroic ethos.’? It was in the course of this time of
social change that the surviving heroic poems were written, if not actually composed, in their
respective countries. The dilemma which must have confronted the poets, of accommodating
traditional heroic subject matter to Christian values while still retaining the credibility of
the older ethos, forms yet another common ground shared by the Slovo with the rest of the
European heroic tradition. These works, then, will not be ‘heroic’ in the purest sense, since
they will have been affected to some extent by the circumstances which have brought about
their survival. Although in most cases they are based on earlier versions of their respective
tales, whether oral or textual, by the time they reached their present forms, the stories would
have undergone many retellings and accretions, reflecting changes in social, cultural, historical
and religious circumstances, as well as in those of the individual ‘authors’. To attempt to
force any of them into narrow preconceptions regarding a strict genre could, therefore, prove
dangerously misleading. What they all share, however, is an underlying heroic ethos (more
apparent in some than in others), which demands a particular kind of treatment and expression.

Thanks to the survival, not only of literary epic, but of so many other secular and religious
literary sources in Western Europe, a great deal has come to light concerning the early Heroic
Age and the traditions, both oral and literary, that it inspired. Although the nations which
produced heroic literature may have experienced certain social and cultural developments at
different times, there is no doubt that their earliest recorded lays reveal a shared notion that has
its roots in this pre-Christian ethos. In each case this body of ideals was developed uniquely,
but under closer inspection many parallels of expression may be found in these diverse works.

Unfortunately, there is a distinct paucity of helpful evidence supporting the existence of
a Russian heroic age; but what little there is points to the existence of at least a concept of
heroism not unlike that which at one time prevailed in the rest of Europe. This nevertheless
leaves unresolved the question of whether early Rus’ possessed an indigenous heroic ethos,
whether its ideas in this regard were the product of external influences or borrowings, or
whether the answer lies somewhere in between. While this thesis does not hinge on the answer
to this troublesome question, since this is primarily a literary analysis aimed at determining

49 ‘Medieval German’, in Traditions, 166.

50 1did., 169. See also M. J. Swanton, Crisis and Development in Germanic Society, 700-800: Beowulf and the

Burden of Kingship, Géppingen—~Kiimmerle, 1982, 12-82 on the changes brought about in Gmc society by Christian

and ecclesiastical notions of kingship and hierarchy.
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the existence per se of recognisable heroic elements in the Slovo, it is worth taking a look at
the possibilities all the same.

One theory is that literary trends are autochthonic, arising from similar social evolutions in
different nations. V. M. Zhirmunsky believes that heroic poetry ‘emerged independently among
different peoples at an early stage of social development (the so-called ‘heroic age’)’;’! at the
same time, he does not rule out altogether the influences of ‘borrowing’ ‘Literary movements in
general and literary facts in particular, considered as international phenomena, are partly based
on similar historical developments in the social life of the respective peoples, and partly on
the reciprocal cultural and literary intercourse between them. When considering international
trends in the evolution of literature we must therefore distinguish between typological analogies
and cultural importations or ‘influences’ which are themselves based on similarities of social
evolution.’5?

While Zhirmunsky’s theory has a socio-historical basis, a case for the autochthonic origins
of heroic poetry may also be made on the basis of the evolution of a people’s cosmology. It has
been noted that societies which possess an heroic tradition tend to pass through similar stages
of religious belief which are reflected in their songs.53 With few exceptions, older mythological
poems give way to man-centred songs celebrating the deeds of superior mortals (although both
classes of poetry continued to co-exist for some time). Although heroic literature secularizes
myth, it is still essentially bound to the world view held by a society at a given time.

Since early Rus’ sustained more or less the kinds of conditions which might have engen-
dered an heroic tradition, it is easier to ascribe to it an independent development of heroic
concepts than it is to determine the nature and magnitude of external cultural influences. The
extent of Scandinavian influence on the culture of early Rus’ continues to be a much debated
point.? To ascertain whether there is sufficient justification for a comparative analysis of the
Slovo alongside the Western heroic tradition, which has its own roots in the Germanic song
tradition, it is necessary to look for answers, or at least grounds for speculation, somewhere
between the extremes of the Normanist and Anti-Normanist views.

According to the Povest’ vremennykh let, Scandinavian historians and writers of saga,
Byzantine chroniclers and Arab geographers, the Varangians (as they came to be known in
the PVL) were active in Rus’ by the middle of the ninth century, the period known as the
Viking Age.%® These were primarily Swedes who, at the time the Danes and Norwegians were
active in the west, directed their expeditions east. The Varangian dynasty, first founded by
the semi-legendary Riurik in Novgorod in the second half of the ninth century, effectively came
to an end with the death of Vladimir in 1015. Although up to this time the Scandinavians
comprised the ruling class, it is difficult to assess any impact they may have made on native

51 ‘On the study of comparative literature’, OSP, 13, 1967, 2.

52 ibid., 1. Zhirmunsky confines his studies to comparing the byliny with western epic and the oral epic tradition

of Central Asia.

53 See Bowra, op. cit., 25; H. M. Chadwick, The Heroic Age, Cambridge, 1926, 94-100; H. V. Routh, God, Man

and Epic Poetry, II, Cambridge, 1927, 25ff. This subject will receive more detailed treatment infra, Ch. 2.

54 For a review of the arguments put forward by the ‘Normanists’ and ‘Anti-Normanists’, see H. Paszkiewicz, The

Origin of Russia, London, 1954, 109-32; O. Pritsak, ‘The origin of Rus”’, Russian Review, 36, no. 3, 1977, 249-73;
tdem, The Origin of Rus’, I. Old Scandinavian Sources other than the Sagas, Cambridge, Mass., 1981, 3-7. For a
comparison of Byz. and Scandinavian infuences on OR literature, see D. S. Likhachev, ‘The type and character of
Byzantine influences on OR literature’, OSP, 13, 1967, 14-16.

55 G. Vernadsky, Ancient Russia, New Haven, 1959, 19ff.; idem, Kievan Russia, New Haven & London, 1966,

266ff.; H. R. E. Davidson, The Viking Road to Byzantium, London, 1976, 51f.; Paszkiewicz, op. cit., 116ff,; E. O. G.
Turville-Petre, The Heroic Age of Scandinavia, London, 1951, 59; S. H. Cross, ‘Scandinavian infiltration into early

Russia’, Speculum, 21, 1946, 505-14.
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