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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.
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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
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54 For a review of the arguments put forward by the ‘Normanists’ and ‘Anti-Normanists’, see H. Paszkiewicz, The
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culture since, wherever they invaded, they tended to merge with the peoples they conquered,
adopting their customs and even their names.® By the time Sviatoslav came to power (964),
Rus’ was mainly Slavic in organisation and policy. The propagation of culture through its
imposition on other nations seems to have been, in Europe at least, a Christian tendency. The
tolerance of foreign cultures and beliefs on the part of the Vikings may be attributed to the
fact that paganism, possessing no fixed doctrine, could readily accommodate new ideas and
deities, and, since spiritual salvation was not an issue, there was no incentive to proselytise.
Christianity, on the other hand, ultimately affected the entire social structure of the nations
among which it took hold to the extent that it overturned completely their culture and ideology,
influencing not only ethics and government, but also art, literature and music. It is therefore
unproductive to perceive the Vikings in terms of later Christian conquerors. But, although the
Scandinavians made no significant impact on the language, politics or material culture of Rus’,
it is difficult to imagine that they also made absolutely no impression in the realm of ideas
and culture among the ruling warrior classes (to which they belonged), the more so if these
ideas already existed in some form among the Eastern Slavs. Given the evidence we have for
the existence of song traditions in other cultures, more specifically in Europe and in Central
Asia, ideas about martial skill would no doubt have been preserved in the oral poetry of the
Slavs themselves. Thus it is reasonable to suppose that the Varangian rulers and their courts
would have continued to perpetuate the heroic ideals intrinsic to their ratson d’étre. This would
have been carried on even into laroslav’s reign and later, especially in Novgorod, so long as
the princes continued to maintain Varangian retinues. Whether the artistic expression of this
ethos remained Scandinavian for some time, or was adapted quickly to its new environment is
impossible to determine.

While the Kievan rulers after Vladimir were no longer represented as Scandinavians, they
continued to maintain close contacts with the ruling houses of Norway, Sweden and Denmark.
Their courts also served as places of refuge for Scandinavian kings such as Olaf Tryggvason
(b. 968-9 and grew up at Vladimir’s court in Novgorod), Olaf II (d. ca. 1030) and his son,
Magnus, and Harald Har8ra8i, Norwegian king and poet (d. 1066) who, like Olaf and Magnus,
spent time in the household of Iaroslav. Scandinavian sagas tell of them and also of other less
well-known heroes and poets who sojourned at the courts of both Vladimir and Iaroslav.5”
Personal ties with the Scandinavians are well-documented in Russian sources, which reveal the
dynastic connections between Vladimir, Iaroslav, Vladimir Monomakh and his son, Mstislav,
and the ruling houses of Norway, Sweden and Denmark. Although the end of Iaroslav’s reign
marked a decline in contact between Rus’ and Scandinavia, the dynastic links remained close,

56 Vernadsky, Kievan Russia, 333; Turville-Petre, op. cit., 63fT.

57 See Turville-Petre, op. cit., 132, 150, 159; idem, Origins of Icelandic Literature, Oxford, 1953, 145, 147, 237;
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(433-40)) [hereafter Heimskringla]l); Eymundarpdttr Hringssonar (G. Vigfisson & C. R. Unger, eds, Flateyarbsk,
I1, Christiania, 1861, 118-34); Fagrskinna (F. Jénsson, ed., Fagrskinna, Copenhagen, 1902-3, chs 24, 27, 28, 37, 43);
Morkinsinna (F. J6nsson, ed., Morkinsinna, Copenhagen, 1932, 1-7, 16-18, 58-9, 64, 85-8, 357); The Saga of Bjorn
(R. C. Boer, ed., Bjarnar Saga Hitdelakappa, Halle, 1893, ch. 4); King Harald’s Saga (M. Magnusson & H. P4lsson,

trans., Harmondsworth, 1979, chs 2, 5, 16-17).
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as they did with the rest of Europe, until the middle of the twelfth century.>® Given the lively
and lengthy intercourse between the two nations, it would be easy to overestimate Scandinavian
influence on Rus’. On the other hand, with the continual arrivals in Rus’ of Scandinavian royal
households, whose entourages were likely to include at least one poet whose job would have
been to record in favourable terms the exploits of his royal patron, together with the continued
presence of Varangians in the Russian princes’ retinues, it would not be far-fetched to conclude
that some kind of cultural exchange must have taken place,3® particularly in Novgorod, where
links with Scandinavia endured much longer. By the middle of the twelfth century, however,
heroic poetry in Rus’ would have developed its own characteristics, and any Scandinavian
influences would now have been felt in the most indirect way.®° But, despite social change and
literary evolution, the seminal ideas concerning heroism endured, since warfare remained the
principal occupation of the ruling class. The concept of Christian rulers as defenders of the
Faith and Holy Russia had not yet taken root in the twelfth century in the way it was to do
following the Tatar invasions.

Before embarking on this study, something more needs to be said concerning the non-Russian
texts used here.

The oldest complete poem is Beowulf (early 8th century) which, despite its predilection for
monsters, has proved a rich source for comparison with the Slovo®! with its analogous themes
and images, its strong pagan character, its view of history in relation to the present and its
sense of man’s place within the cosmos. Two centuries later comes The Battle of Maldon, of
which the beginning and end have not survived. Although in many respects very different

58 The principal dynastic links are as follows: Vladimir (4 1015) X 4 Scandinavians (prior to conversion); Iaroslav
(+ 1054) X d. of k. Olaf of Sweden; Vladimir Monomakh (+ 1125) X Gy®8a, d. of English k. Harald (match arr. by k.
of Denmark); Mstislav(-Harald) (+ 1132) X Christina, d. of Swedish k. Inge; Elizabeth, d. of Iaroslav X 1. k. Harald
HarBra8i of Norway (+ 1066) 2. k. Svein of Denmark; Malfrid, d. of Mstislav(-Harald) X 1. k. Sigur3 of Norway 2.
k. Eirik Emun of Denmark; Ingeborg, d. of Mstislav(-Harald) X Duke Canute Lavard, s. of Danish k.. (See Schlauch,
op. cit, 106; Heimskringla, III, 290, 434—5 (for a report of the intermarriages between the Russian and Scandinavian
royal families and their issue)). Dynastic connections with other Western European noble houses are as follows: d. of
Vladimir X Bernhard, marg. of Nordmark; Vladimir, s. of laroslav X Oda, d. of Count of Stade (c. 1043); Sviatoslav
of Kiev (+ 1076) X d. of Etheler, ct. of Dithmarchen; Anna, d. of Iaroslav X 1. k. Henry I of France (+ 1060) 2.
Raoul II, ct. of Crespy & Valois (+ 1071); Iaropolk, s. of Iziaslav of Kiev (+ 1078) X Cunigundis, d. of Otto, ct.
of Orlamiinde (c. 1073); Praxedis, d. of Vsevolod (+ 1093) X 1. Henry, marg. of Nordmark (+ 1087) 2. Henry IV,
Western Emp. (+ 1106); d. of Iaropolk-Peter of Vladimir-Volynsk X Giinther, ct. of Kavernburg. (For relations with
Scandinavia and Western Europe see Vernadsky, Kievan Russia, 332—47).

59 .Besides Harald of Norway, himself no mean skald, other named persons with poetic associations to visit Rus’

during Iaroslav’s reign were Sigvat the Skald and his royal patron, Olaf II of Norway. Olaf was well-known for his
patronage of poets and, according to a verse which Snorri attributes to Sigvat, made them go into battle with shields
to obtain first-hand information (Heimskringla, I1I, 18-19). Also see Schlauch, op. cit., 101-105.

60 Schlauch, op. cit., 124.

61 See Perejda op. cit.; Barker, op. cit.
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from Beowulf, its heroic credentials are not in any doubt. Its suitability for comparison with
the Slovo lies in the fact that it is also a more or less contemporary account of an historical
battle between the English and the Danes, and displays to a certain degree a more Christian
and ‘national’ character. As texts go, the Chanson de Roland is early (c. 1100), but it already
manifests a strongly partisan Christian spirit, inspired no doubt by the Crusades which by then
were well under way; yet it also retains many of the ideas and conventions which characterise
the literary heroic ethos, especially in the first part which deals with Roland, a popular subject
of earlier songs celebrating his short-lived career. One of the features the Roland episode shares
with the Slovo, and also with Beowulf, is the seemingly unresolveable conflict between old and
new ideas, which may be seen as central to the tragic course events take.®? The second part,
the so-called ‘Baligant Episode’ in which Charlemagne and the Saracen giant king, Baligant,
do battle, is quite different both in style and temperament; many scholars now agree, however,
that this much more overtly Christian episode is a later interpolation and that Roland’s death is
the culminating point in the main poem.®3 The early years of the thirteenth century produced
El poema de mio Cid (sometimes called El cantar de mio Cid), the only survivor of medieval
Spanish epic in near-complete form, and the German Nibelungenlied (c. 1200). While the Cid
echoes certain themes inherent in the Chanson de Roland and yields some useful analogies for
the present study, there are many striking differences between it and its European fellows, some
of which were noted in the brief descriptions given earlier (supra, 16). Its happy resolution,
in which the wrongly accused hero exonerates himself, is more typical of the romance genre,
while, more significantly, the Cid’s character, his humanity and the detailed accounts of his
personal life, diminish his impact as an heroic warrior.64 Like its Spanish contemporary, the
Nibelungenlied has one foot firmly entrenched in romance, with its predilection for magic,
personal detail, love and wooing scenes and domestic squabbling, but, lacking the former’s
optimism, it is a dark and tragic tale. Its subject—the destruction of the Burgundian kings,
the Nibelungs—is an ancient one, like that of Beowulf and the Chanson de Roland, and is
also preserved in an expanded old Norse cycle. As a revival of an old story, it preserves many
aspects of the Germanic heroic ethos, and so despite numerous references to Christian concepts
and worship, it generally reflects a more pagan world view. Among the earliest Norse Edda,
dating from the late ninth century, are AtlakviBa (which recounts the Burgundians’ visit to
Atli and their subsequent destruction) and Ham8ismdl (a later episode in the Niflung cycle).
A later retelling of the former, Atlamdl (12th century), retains many heroic echoes, but its
apparent bookish nature, its attention to detail, its insights into the characters’ personal lives
(as witnessed in the lengthy exchange of mutual recriminations between Atli and Gu3run),
as well as its elaborate imagery and symbolism make it more a ‘post-heroic’ story.®> One
conspicuous feature of the Edda, distinguishing them from other European epics, including

62 It could be argued that Roland’s death and the destruction of his warriors is attributable to his attempt to

live up to the ideals of the old-style hero and his consequent inability to adapt to the demands of his own society. See
A. Renoir, ‘The heroic oath in Beowulf, the Chanson de Roland and the Nibelungenlied’, in S. B. Greenfield, ed.,
Studies in OF Literature in Honour of Arthur G. Brodeur, NY, 1973, 237-66 (esp. 252-3) [hereafter Studies sn OF
Literature].

63 R. Bowen, “The dreams of Charlemagne’, Medium Aevum, 23, 1954, 34-40; D. D. R. Owen, ‘Charlemagne’s

dreams, Baligant and Turoldus’, Zestschrift fir romanische Philologie, 87, 1971, 197-208. W. W. Kibler, ‘Roland’s
pride’, Symposium, 26, 1972, 155—6; J. de Vries, Heroic Song and Heroic Legend, 32-3; For a balanced debate see, J.
R. Allen, ‘Du nouveau sur l'authenticité de I'épisode de Baligant’, Bulletin de la société Rencesvals (6th International
Congress, Aix-en-Provence, 1973), Actes, 1974, 149-56.

64 See Bowra, op. cit., 249.

65 Its style and prose-like elements may be attributed to the growing dominance of the prose saga as an artistic

form (U. Dronke, ed. & trans., The Poetic Edda, I: Heroic Poems, Oxford, 1969, 106.)
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the Slovo, is the absence of any Christian colouring and hence any conflict of ideals. Any
mythological allusions derive from a rich tradition of mythological poetry treating the Norse
gods, their relationships with one another and their dealings with the world of men. Although
the gods have ceased to exercise any direct influence over the affairs of men in the heroic tales,
the mythological poems furnish much helpful evidence for clarifying the relationship between
mythology and the man-centred universe.

Also included among these heroic works, should be the Waltharius, a Latin verse epic of
tenth-century German provenance. Owing to its self-conscious bookishness and its pervasive
sense of parody, it is often dismissed from serious studies of medieval epic. But its subject
matter is old, enjoying widespread popularity, and illustrates, even through parody, the heroic
tradition surrounding its central hero.%5

With the exception of the Cid, the above works offer an abundance of material which could
help to shed light on the artistic nature of the Slovo. These represent the most complete works
of heroic literature; other sources furnishing additional clues are the many surviving fragments
of heroic works. The oldest is the Gododdin and its accompanying lays, the gorchenau, com-
posed in Scotland around 600. These poems are heroic in character, although they are not
narratives, but a mixture of eulogy and panegyric celebrating a number of heroes killed in
battle or sometimes the army as a whole. Other incomplete works include the Anglo-Saxon
Fight at Finnsburg (8th century) and the Waldere fragments (8th or 10th centuries), and the
Old High German Hildebrandslied (7th or 8th centuries).

A certain amount of useful information for this study has also been obtained from sources
other than early literary epic. The geographical situation of Rus’ in itself invites us to take
into account the oral traditions of its neighbours, the Finns, the South Slavs and the peoples of
Central Asia. Other important sources of both east and west include histories (notably those of
Tacitus, Saxo Grammaticus and Snorri Sturluson), chronicles (Western European, Byzantine
and Arabic), Icelandic prose sagas, the French chansons de geste, early German romances, and
Anglo-Saxon elegies, historical poems and religious verse.

A study such as this, which is forced to cast its net so wide, is bound to unearth many
tempting avenues for digression and further exploration. The constraints of time and space,
however, dictate against attempts to resolve every question that may present itself. The aim,
therefore, is not to define epic, nor to resolve the problem of the origins of early Russian
literature, but to ascertain through its literary content and expression the Slovo’s place in the
context of a European heroic tradition. At the same time, it is hoped that some of these findings
will help to answer on literary grounds certain doubts expressed by the Slovo’s detractors.

66 The legend of Walther has also survived in MHG, AS, ON and Polish. All but the Waltharius are brief or

fragmentary in their present form. For all extant versions see M. D. Learned, ed., The Saga of Walther of Agquitaine,

Westport, Conn., 1970.
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Chapter One

Slovo o polku Igoreve and the Heroic Ideal in Kievan Rus’

a. The heroic ethos in the early literary sources of Rus’

Before examining the literary treatment of heroism in the Slovo, an attempt must be made to
reconstruct from the few secular sources available a picture of the heroic ideal in Rus’ prior
to the late twelfth century, to determine whether there existed a concept of heroism along the
lines of the Western European ideal.!

The only available source for the reigns of the early Varangian princes of Rus’ is the Povest’
vremennykh let which, although not completed in its present form until around 1118, is based
on earlier chronicles, legends and songs. The early section describes how in the first century of
Varangian rule the Kievan princes Oleg, Igor, Igor’s wife Ol’ga and their son Sviatoslav brought
various East Slavonic tribes under their sway. Nevertheless, the accounts covering the careers of
the first three rulers emphasize, not martial excellence nor the pursuit of honour, but cunning,
foresight? and the quest for tribute. Oleg and Ol’ga in particular are characterised by their
extraordinary wisdom rather than by heroic epithets. For instance, upon Oleg’s return from a
successful attack on the Greeks in 907 the people of Kiev are said to praise him, but instead of
glorifying him for his military achievements, they make much of his vatic qualities (1 pro:zvasha
Olga veshchii—PVL, 31, ll. 23—4). In Ol'ga’s case, much detail is devoted to the ingenious
methods she employs in avenging her husband’s death on the Drevliany in 945 and 946 (54-8).
This quality of cunning is translated into a thirst for wisdom following her conversion.? On
the military front, although the reigns of Oleg and Igor are marked by incessant campaigns,
the princes seem to be motivated to action more by the promise of material gain than by the
desire for glory and honour:

B ce e wbro [945] pekowa apyxmnHa Vropesn: «orponi CBEHBIBKH H3OZBIHACH
CYTh OPYXXBEM'B> H TOPTHI, a Mbl HA3W; NOUIM, KHIXe, C HAMA B 1aHb, Ia X THI
nobyneus @ MuI». nocayma uxs Virops, nge B [lepesa B gaHp, 4 NPAMBILIISLIE
K'b IIePBOM /1aHH, (1] HACHIIAILE AM'B M MY>KM €r'0; BO3beMaBh IAHb, IOMAE B'L TPajb
CBofL

(53, 11 13-18)

The tone of the chronicle changes, however, in its treatment of Sviatoslav, who ruled from
964-972 and may be regarded as the last Kievan leader in the pagan heroic tradition. Arabic,
Greek and Scandinavian accounts of the Rus’ as warriors in this period describe them in the
light of the Germanic heroic ideal, emphasizing their martial fury, fearlessness, mutual loyalty,

1 As summarized in the Introduction, supra, 14ff.

2 Although for all his vatic wisdom and precautions, Oleg is unable to prevent the unheroic death foretold to him

in 912. The quality of cunning is not particularly respected or admired in heroic literature. B. V. Sapunov believes
this to hold true also for the period in which the Slovo was written, and that this is why the portrait of Vseslav
deviates from the conventional style of portraying princes (‘Vseslav Polotskii v SP’, TODRL, 17, 1961, 75-6).

3 But not before the chronicler permits himself one last anecdote which reflects some of her old shrewdness.

When, after her baptism, the Greek emperor asks her to marry him, she points out that, as he has baptized her (that
is, acted as her sponsor), and called her his ‘daughter’, it would be unlawful for him to marry her. The emperor replies

with apparent admiration: ‘perekliukala mia esi, Ol’ga’ (60, 1. 8).
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reckless daring, scorn for death and thirst for glory above all else. * Such descriptions closely
tally with what is known of the heroic tradition of the north as it is reflected in literature,
and the impressive portrait of Sviatoslav that emerges testifies to his parity with any great
Scandinavian leader. The portrayal of Sviatoslav in the Povest’ vremennykh let, which looks
as if it might have been lifted straight out of an heroic panegyric, reinforces this picture of a
great chieftain who shares the hardships of the heroic life with his retinue, never tarrying too
long in one place when there are battles to be fought elsewhere. The entry for the year 964
reads:

Knsasio CaTOCNaBy BBL3PAaCTBINI0 A BH3MYIKABII0, HaYa BOH COBKYIIATH MHOTH
# xpabpsl, ¥ JIeMbKO XOJf, AKHM NagnyCh, BOMHEI MHOrHW TBOpsme. XoAs BO3'b
mo coGB He Bo3dllle, HA KOTHIa, HA MSACTH Baps, HO MOTOHKY M3pB3aBh KOHHHY
nu, SBBPMHY JIM MM T'OBAAMHY Ha yTJIeX'hb HCHeKD Afsfile, HH LUIATPa MMAlIe, HO
OONLKJIANLE TIOCTIABS M CHIJIO B I'OJIOBaX'h; TAKOXKE H IIPOYMHA BOH ero Bcu 6axy.
[M] mocrinamie X cTpaHaMB, IJIATONA: «XO4I0 Ha BRI HTH». U mpe ma OKy pBky B
Ha Bonry, m marbse Barnum, m peye BaTmueMs: «xoMy naHb naeTe?» OHH Xe ph~
ma: «Ko3apoM®s 0 BIATY OT'B Paja 1aeMb).
B mTo 6473 [965). Ve CBaTocnass Ha Kosapsr...

(63, 11. 14-24)

He proceeds to defeat the Khazars, the Danube Bulgars and the Pechenegs, then, in 971, he
advances against the Greeks. Leo Diaconus, the Greek historian present during Sviatoslav’s
campaign against the Greeks in Bulgaria in this year, describes the madness with which the
Russians fought, a fury that shocked the Greeks. Their leader encouraged them to fight
against heavy odds, exhorting them to recall the valour of their forefathers, and to win or else
die gloriously, rather than return home as fugitives. 5 The PVL corroborates this account in
the entry for 971. Here, when Sviatoslav’s forces suffer a reversal in their battle against the
Bulgarians, their prince addresses them with the words:

«y>Ke HaM'b Clie IIaACTH; IOTACHEMD MY>KbCKH, 6DATEA B APY>KHHO!»
(68, 11. 13-14)

Emerging apparently victorious from this battle, the Russians proceed next against the
Greeks.® Finding themselves once again hard-pressed, they are exhorted by Sviatoslav thus:

«y>ke HAM'B HBKaMO ¢ XBTH, BOJICI0 H HEBOJIEIO CTATH NPOTHBY; Aa He IOCPAMHAMDb
seMs Pyckms, Ho ns)keM® KOCTbMHE [Ty, MepTBEIE 60 CpaMa He EMaM’b, alle JH
nobiraeMs, cpaMs MMaMb; HE MMaMb yOBXKATH, HO CTAHEMT KPBIKO, a3% XKe
peA’s BaM: IOA/Y: allle MO IJIaBa JAXKeTh, TO IPOMEICIHTe c06010.»

(69, 11. 1-5)

4 Davidson, op. cit., 109-14; 137-47.

5 Leonis diaconi Caloénsis historiae libri decem, C. B. Hase, ed., Corpus scriptorum historiae Byzantinae, II,

Bonn, 1828, Bks 8 & 9 (esp. 150ff.); Davidson, op. cit., 113-14.

6 In the PVL Sviatoslav’s second campaign in Bulgaria is so contaminated with legendary accretions as to

disguise entirely his ultimate defeat. See S. H. Cross & O. P. Sherbowitz-Wetzor, The Russian Primary Chronicle,
Cambridge, Mass., 1973, 241, n. 72.
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His words to his retinue reveal a man who fears nothing but dishonour, and who regards his
companions as equals.” They in their turn make a reciprocal vow saying in true comitatus
fashion that where he falls, they will fall with him (69, 1l. 5-6).

In the manner of many heroes, Sviatoslav began his heroic career early, in 946, when, as
a child, he accompanied Ol’ga and her troops on a campaign against the Drevliany and cast
the first spear as a signal for the battle to commence (56, Il. 21-2). When he grew older and
was on the threshold of his valiant career, his mother urged him to convert to Christianity, a
suggestion he greeted with vehement refusal:

«Kako a3 X040 MH'B 3aKOH'> NPUATH egnHB? a APY)KMHaA [Moa] ceMmy cMiaTHCS
HaYHYTb».

(62, 1. 11-12)

The new Christian faith would have been hard to reconcile with all that is known about
Sviatoslav. Unlike his predecessors, he shunned tributes of riches and finery, preferring weapons
and other military accoutrements, and for this reason gained a reputation for fierceness (69, 11.
16-44).

One explanation for the more ‘heroic’ rendering of Sviatoslav and his campaigns in the
PVL may be that by the time native chroniclers began to record the history of Rus’ from
legends and songs, both oral and written, (around the middle of the eleventh century when
literacy would have been more widespread), the lays praising the exploits of Sviatoslav, the
father of ‘Saint’ Vladimir, would still have been more or less fresh in the memories of the
people. On the other hand, by that time much less would have been remembered about the
reigns of the earlier princes, and so the chroniclers would have had to rely upon non-Russian
sources, legend and possibly half-forgotten myth.3

With the death of Sviatoslav, the last truly pagan prince, comes a marked change in the
chronicle’s accounts of battles. Gone is the hero of Scandinavian descent who, together with
his devoted bodyguard, builds up vast armies with the help of Slav and Pecheneg allies. With
the reign of Vladimir begins a decline in Varangian influence, which was now by and large
confined to mercenary service for the rulers of Kiev, Novgorod and other Russian towns.®

One of the consequences of Vladimir’s consolidation of Rus’ with Kiev at its centre, to-
gether with the simultaneous growth of Christianity, was the degeneration of the comitatus
along similar lines to those noted by A. T. Hatto in his study of German heroic literature, and
by M. J. Swanton.!® Although the princes of Rus’ continued to maintain an elite bodyguard,
or druzhina, the spirit that existed between Sviatoslav and his retinue appears to have all but
evaporated. In the first place, after its treatment of Sviatoslav, the PVL ceases to portray

7 For a more detailed discussion of exhortation as a literary convention, see infra, Ch. 5f. (Heroic speech).

Likhachev believes such speeches reflected traditional war oratory (‘Ustnye istoki khudozhestvennoi sistemy Slova’, in
idem, ‘SP’ i kul'tura ego vremeni, L., 1978, 150-1 [hereafter ‘SP’ i kul’tura].

8 On the sources for the chronicle accounts of the Kievan princes before Vladimir, see A. S. Orlov, Geroicheskie

temy drevnei russkoi literatury, M-L, 1945, 8-11; D. S. Likhachev, Chelovek v literature drevnes Rusi, M-L, 1958,
70-1 [henceforth Chelovek]; idem, Velikoe nasledie, M., 1975, 22-34; 53f.

9 Davidson, op. cit., 148—-9. As noted in the Introduction, however, dynastic and personal links with Scandinavia

persisted for some time yet.

10 gee Introduction, 16—17. For a more general view of the evolution of the state in medieval Europe (particularly

in France and England), see J. R. Strayer, On the Origins of the Modern State, Princeton, 1970, 9ff. (according to
Strayer, by the year 1000 it would have been hard to find anything like a state in Europe, apart from Byz.; nor, up
until that time, was Western Europe really Christian (15)).
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the princes addressing their warriors. At the same time, the relations between Vladimir and
Iaroslav and their former allies lack any sign of mutual loyalty and affection. This is borne out
by the chronicle account of Vladimir’s march on Kiev in 980 with his Varangian allies against
his brother Iaropolk. Since they were instrumental in taking the city the Varangians claimed
it as theirs and demanded tribute which Vladimir refused to pay. Selecting the few he deemed
to be ‘good’, ‘wise’ and ‘brave’ to remain in his service, he allowed the rest to depart for Tsar-
grad (Constantinople), sending the Byzantine emperor advance warning that they could prove
troublesome if allowed to remain together in one place, together with a request that they be
forbidden to return to Rus’ (77, 1l. 6-17).

It is hardly surprising, then, that Vladimir and his son, Iaroslav, should have received such
a bad press in Icelandic saga literature. With the decline in Varangian influence in Rus’, which
by then was mainly Slavic in organisation and policy, came an increased interest on the part
of Icelandic writers of saga in the affairs of Rus’ during the reigns of Vladimir and Iaroslav
(978-1054), as many stories connected with their courts were carried back to Scandinavia
by mercenaries who had served under them. Valdimar and Jarisleif, as they are called, are
portrayed as mean and ineffectual, able to maintain power only through the assistance of
Scandinavian warriors who had come to GarBariki (Rus’) seeking fame and fortune.l! It is
only natural that the Scandinavian warriors, whose relations with foreign princes stood upon
a strictly business-like footing, and who felt that their efforts went insufficiently rewarded,
should have lacked any feelings of loyalty towards their employers; furthermore, in depicting
the Kievan princes as weak or indecisive, they enhanced their own status as heroes.

While laroslav did not always acquit himself in the Norse sagas, his brother Mstislav
emerges as a more popular figure. Although he is portrayed as a Christian in the PVL, his
personal qualities belong to the older heroic tradition far more than the cautious Iaroslav. 12
He is virtually the last military figure in the Chronicle to be portrayed in heroic language, with
all the necessary heroic qualities concentrated in him: courage, a fine manly bearing, and a
deep love for his retainers.

B8 >xe MrcTucnaB® nebGens TBIOMB, YepMeHD JIANEMB, BEJIMKHIMA OYAMa, Xpa-
60p® Ha paTH, MAJIOCTHB'D, M0bdllle APY>KAHY IO BEeNNKY, AMEALA He NIaAsAIIe, HA
NHThA, HA BaeHbs/ GpaHaure.

(146, 1. 23/147, 11. 1-3)

This affection for his retainers is expressed earlier in Mstislav’s own words when, following his
battle with Iaroslav, he surveys the dead on the battlefield and is relieved to find none of his
retainers among them:

«KTO ceMy He paA®? ce nexxuTh CBBepsHUHD, a ce Bapsars, a Apy>XmHA CBOSA Kb~
nay.

(145, 11. 7-8)

1 gee esp. Bjarnar Saga Hitdelakappa, ch. 4 (for the tale of the Icelandic hero Bjorn at Viadimir’s court,

in which Vladimir is portrayed as cowardly and indecisive) and Eymundarpdttr Hringssonar 118ff. (which gives a
distorted but still recognizable account of court life and the enmity between Iaroslav and his brothers). Also Thidrek’s
Saga, which relates how the hero Thidrek slew King Valdimar of Holmgard (Novgorod) (E. R. Haymes, trans., The
Saga of Thidrek of Bern, NY-London, 1988, 312). See also Davidson, op. cit., 153—-63; Cross, ‘La tradition islandaise
de Saint Vladimir’, esp. 138-9; idemn , ‘Yaroslav the Wise in Norse tradition’, 186-9.

12 Davidson, op. cit, 15762 (It should be noted that in her section on the dynastic links with Scandinavia, Dr.

Davidson confuses this Mstislav with the son of Monomakh); Orlov, op. cit., 17-18 (on Mstislav as one of the more

interesting chronicle characters, and as a suitable subject for heroic song).
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His most famous adventure, also recollected in the Slovo, is his wrestling match in 1022 with
the giant Rededia, prince of the Kasogians (PVL, 143, Il. 3-20).13 Mstislav’s clash with his
brother Iaroslav also receives heroic treatment; the elevated language in which it is couched
captures the spirit of heroic song:'4

n moceM® HacTynm MCTHCIaBD: €O [IPYXKMHOIO CBOeI0 M Haya cbBum Bapsra]; m
RICTH CBYA CHJIHA, SKO HOCBETAIIE MOJOHbA, GlenianreThcs Oopykhe, H 6B rposa
BeJIMKA U CBYa CHJIHA M CTpPALIHA.

(144, 1. 21-2/145, 11. 1-2)

Interestingly enough, the description of the battle between Iaroslav and his other brother,
Sviatopolk, earlier in 1019, is likewise expressed in a manner typical of military accounts:!®

.. .BBCXOAAILI0 COJNHIIO, M CCTynmuiacs obom, GeicTh cBYa 3ina, sika >ke He Gnina
B PycH, ¥ 3a pyKH eMiloye ceyaxXycs, H CCTYNAINACH TPMIKARI, AKO IO YAONLEME
KPOBH TeIlH...

(141, 1. 7-10)

That these passages differ both in style and in mood from the matter-of-fact, often didactic,
tone usually adopted by the chronicler in his battle descriptions, suggests they may be echoes of
contemporary heroic poems treating the conflicts between laroslav and his brothers. Normally,
the internecine feuds which were to ravage Rus’ would have elicited stern disapproval from the
chronicler. These rare glorifications of battles between brothers, however, may be attributed to
two factors: first, the overall popularity of Mstislav (cf. n. 13) and his subsequent acceptance

13 Wrestling matches are a common feature in Northern literature and folklore (¢f. F. Klaeber, Beowulf and the

Fight at Finnsburg, Lexington, Mass., 1950, xiii-xxi). In his victory over the giant Grendel, Beowulf uses no weapon,
but is forced to use a powerful sword on Grendel’s dam, a more formidable foe (ibid., ll. 745-819; 1441-1569). The
Icelandic hero Grettir (d. 1031) was also renowned for his wrestling contests. Grettissaga (c. 1300) relates two such
adventures: 1. in which Grettir slays the shepherd Glamr (who is haunting a farm after being killed by an evil spirit) in
a mighty struggle, which ends when Grettir finishes Glamr off with his sword (Ch. 32-5). 2. in which Grettir grapples
with a troll-wife whom he also finally stabs with his sword (Ch. 64-5), in P. Foote, ed., & G. A. Hight, trans., The
Saga of Grettir the Strong, London-NY, 1968, 86—-100; 170-75. For further analogues to Mstislav’s wrestling match,
see Davidson, op. cit., 155. Other examples of single combat without weapons may be found in the PVL under the
year 992, as well as in the youthful career of the Byz. hero Digenis Akritas who, in preparation for the warrior’s life,
wrestles with bears (V. D. Kuz’'mina, ed., Devgenievo deianie (Deianie prezhnikh vremen khrabrykh chelovek), M.,
1962, 144).

14 \While there is an actual storm taking place during the battle, the images of thunder and lightening are used

metaphorically to convey the scene of battle. Storm metaphors for the clash of weapons are widely used in heroic
literature, and are especially abundant in the SP. See A. S. Orlov, ‘Ob osobennostiakh formy russkikh voinskikh
povestei (konchaia XVII v.)’, Chteniia v imperatorskom obshchestve istorii i drevnostei rossiiskikh pri Moskovskom
universitete, 203, IV, iii, M., 1902, 13-15 (Grom i molniia, blesk oruzhiia) [henceforth ‘Ob osobennostiakh formy’].
See also infra, Ch. 6d., 193-4.

15 ibid., 11-12 (‘Sostupishasia. . .5 byst’ secha zla’); 12 (‘Za ruki emliushche sia sechakhu’); 21-2 (‘Krov’ lilas’

po udoliam, kak reka’, etc.). The so-called ‘military tales’ and traces of them in chronicle accounts are quite separate
from the heroic literary genre, although, as Antony Stokes points out, it is difficult to place them within any single
fixed genre (‘What is a voinskaia povest’?”’, Canadian and American Slavic Studies, 13, 1979, 33-51). The military
tales mix elements from Byz. translated works and the Russian heroic song tradition, although their use of combat

formulae is fairly prosaic.
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of Iaroslav’s authority, and secondly, the legitimacy of Iaroslav’s battle with Sviatopolk on the
grounds that the latter was a thoroughly iniquitous character on whom Iaroslav was exacting
revenge for engineering the deaths of their saintly brothers, Boris and Gleb.

From the time Iaroslav became sole ruler of Rus’ (1037-9) until 1110, the year at which the
Povest’ vremennykh let ends, military campaigns consisted mainly of internecine wars: even
when the ‘elder princes’ formed alliances against the Polovtsy in the 1090’s, the minor princes
continued the feuds. Such wars, apart from rare exceptions such as those mentioned above,
would have made poor subjects for heroic treatment, since the bonds of kinship constituted one
of the most important bases for the heroic ethos. Although the concepts of honour and glory
continue to play a part in the campaigns against the Polovtsy (beginning around 1061), the
princes themselves have forfeited their individuality and are practically indistinguishable. The
most notable change in the chronicle’s portrayal of princes comes after the death of Iaroslav.
Whereas the earlier princes are characterised and distinguished by their deeds, the later princes,
more or less following Byzantine models of ideal Christian rulers, come to be characterised by
more abstract qualities outside the sphere of military action. From now on, the glorification
of princes goes beyond personal eulogy; praise is rendered to them as representatives of Rus’
and her institutions. 6

In the reign of laroslav a new brand of hero emerges who is to have a significant impact on
later military tales: the hero-martyr. Following the death of Vladimir in 1015, Sviatopolk, the
aforementioned brother of Iaroslav, ascended the throne of Kiev and immediately proceeded to
eliminate the competition, beginning with his universally loved brothers, Boris of Rostov and
Gleb of Murom. Leaning heavily on the Psalms and the story of Cain, the chronicler relates
how Sviatopolk betrayed them and had them murdered. Boris and Gleb embody and exalt the
ideal of brotherly love, not only in their love for one another, but in their unwavering loyalty to
the elder brother who betrays them. Rather than raise his hand against a brother, Boris prays,
then lays down meekly to await his assassins (129, lI. 13ff.). They were subsequently canonized,
and their story became so popular that their cult soon became widespread throughout Rus’.
It is a little ironic that these heroes of non-resistance should have become patron saints of
warriors, particularly in ‘holy wars’ against pagans and Roman Catholics. Although, strictly
speaking, they had not laid down their heads for the Orthodox Church, they nevertheless came
to be associated with dying for the Faith and the Russian land, and were repeatedly held up
as models for princes in the course of Russia’s kin-slaying history.!?

For the period between the death of Iaroslav (1054) and the late twelfth century, there
are no surviving native texts corresponding to the heroic lay. Beginning in the middle of the

eleventh century, however, several secular works based on military themes were translated into 014

Russian from the Greek: the History of the Jewish War, Digenis Akritas and the Alezandria.
The Jewish War, which tells of the struggle of the Jews against the Romans from 4 B.C. to
73 A.D., was to influence Russian military narrative well into the seventeenth century, with its
dramatic style and elaborate images relating to military themes. 1® The Alezandria, one of a
number of retellings in both east and west of the life and exploits of Alexander of Macedon, is
believed to have been in circulation in Rus’ in the eleventh and twelfth centuries. Alexander,
remarkable for his successful exploits and prowess, is further distinguished by such abstract

16 Likhachev, Chelovek, 27ff., 72-3; idem, Velikoe nasledie, 36-7.

17 The story of Boris and Gleb may be found in the Chtenie o Borise i Glebe and the Skazanie o Borise

i Glebe (D. I. Abramovich, ed., Zhitisa sviatykh muchenikov Borisa i Gleba in L. Miiller, ed., Die altrussischen
hagiographiichen Erzdhlungen und liturgischen Dichtungen tiber die heiligen Boris und Gleb, Munich, 1967).

18 See N. A. Meshcherskii, I'storiia iudeiskos voiny losifa Flaviia v drevnerusskom perevode, M-L, 1958, 97-115

[henceforth Istoriia iudeiskos voiny]; E. V. Barsov, ‘SP’ kak khudozhestvennyi pamiatnik Kievskos druzhinnoi Russ,
I, M., 1887, 213-72. The following phrases from Josephus, for example, find close parallels in the Slovo (44, 1. 9-11):
‘sharpen your spirits in vengeance’ (331) and ‘girding his mind with strength’ (322).
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qualities as wisdom, mercy and a thirst for knowledge.!® The same applies to Digenis. The old
Russian text, Devgenievo deianie, goes back to a lost Byzantine romance of the tenth century
based on the struggle between Byzantium and the Saracens, and was translated not later than
the twelfth or thirteenth centuries. Devgenii is a hero in the mould of Alexander, only more
emphasis still is placed on his piety. All his gifts and successes he attributes to God’s grace,
although overt divine assistance is still absent here. With the emphasis placed on qualities of
mind and on piety, these two Greek heroes, while retaining youthful and enterprising spirits,
also epitomise the ideal ruler.

While the tales of Alexander and Devgenii celebrate heroic qualities and employ fairly
standard heroic metaphor, they are, in the final analysis, romances, with their stress on qual-
ities of mind and soul outside the sphere of heroic characterisation, their love interest, their
hyperbole, their delight in subterfuge and their quixotic qualities in general. Although it is
generally agreed that certain features contained in these works as well as in the History of the
Jewish War are reflected in the Slovo, this holds much more true for the military tales of the
thirteenth and fourteenth centuries.??

While no indigenously Russian heroic lays survive from the long years between Iaroslav’s
death and Igor’s campaign, a fairly comprehensive description of the ideal warrior-ruler for the
late eleventh, early twelfth centuries is preserved in the Pouchenie of Vladimir Monomakh,
who ruled Kiev from 1113-1125. The work, which appears in the Chronicle entry for 1096, is
the first Russian ‘autobiography’ and the only ‘Mirror for Princes’. 2! In it, Monomakh not
only instructs his children in matters of decorum, Christian virtue and plain prudence, he also
seizes the opportunity to recount his numerous hunting expeditions and military campaigns,
particularly his successes against the Polovtsy: A wsekh putii 80 i 3 velikikh, a proka ne
ispomniu menshikh (146). The relatively conventional picture invoked by Monomakh is that of
an energetic warrior and statesman of courage and honour, whose love of hunting and danger
is tempered by wisdom, good statesmanship and humility. What is particularly noticeable
here, is the absence of any ideology relating to the comitatus. Although he regularly joined
forces with other princes in his campaigns, Monomakh exhibits more a tendency to undertake
everything himself, than a chieftain’s trust in and deference towards the retainers who serve
him. He warns his sons not to depend upon their captains, and adds:

Eske GbIJI0 TBOPUTH OTPOKY MO€MY, TO CAM €CMb CTBOPDHII'BEBEIIa, HA BOMWHB, 1 Ha
JIOBBX', HOYS H [ICKb, Ha 3HOIO M Ha SHMB, He fad cobb ynmokxosa. Ha mocagaukm He
3ps, 4 Ha Oupuym, caM TBOPHI'BL 4YTO 6BLIO HamOOR.

(148)

The virtue of such an approach lies in Monomakh’s unwillingness to rule by proxy, and in his
desire to share in the hardships and ordeals borne by the men who served in his campaigns (in
much the same fashion as his ancestor Sviatoslav). It also has the purely practical advantage of

19 v. Istrin, ‘Aleksandriia pervoi redakstsii’, Aleksandriia russkikh khronografov (Issledovanie i tekst), M., 1893,
16, 19.

20 For stylistic features and loci communes see Orlov, ‘Ob osobennostiakh formy’, passim; H. Y. Prochazka,

Military Prose Narratives in ORL: The Problem of Genre, PhD dissert., London, 1978, passim (esp. 70-1; 260—
312); Istoriia iudeiskoi voiny, 97ff. While there is no love interest in the military tales, the heroes nevertheless
resemble Alexander and Digenis in their deep piety and trust in God’s grace. Comparable characters are wholly
absent in the Slovo.

2 The text used here is found in A. S. Orlov, Viadimir Monomakh, M-L, 1946. References will be designated

by page numbers in the body of this work. For a summary of the Pouchenie with commentary and references, see

Fennell’s article in, Fennell & Stokes, eds, Early Russian Literature, 64-9; also Likhachev, Velikoe nasledie, 111-31.
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ensuring that things get done to his satisfaction. On the other hand, his reluctance to delegate
indicates fairly conclusively that the heroic ideal of mutual loyalty and trust between a prince
and his retainers has no real hold in Kievan Rus’ by this time. This, it has been suggested, may
be accounted for by the complexities of the Russian vassalage system, which allowed members
of the druzhina to transfer their allegiance from one prince to another without being reviled as
traitors, since their loyalty went first to the grand prince of Kiev, and to his dynastic offshoots
only second.?? Under these circumstances there would have been little scope for the cultivation
of strong personal loyalties and emotional ties between a prince and his retainers. While this
particular hierarchy of loyalties and freedom of mobility for retainers may have been peculiar
to Rus’, the relegation of personal loyalties to a position secondary to that of fealty towards
the central figure of authority parallels a similar process in the West, as will be noted in due
course.

What emerges from these earliest sources, meagre though they be, is evidence for the existence
in early Kievan Rus’, until the death of Iaroslav, of heroism more or less on a Germanic
model. This concept embraces ideas concerning the comitatus as well as self-sufficiency, military
enterprise, personal honour, single combat, courage in the face of overwhelming odds, leaders
sharing in the austerities of the heroic life, and a preference for weapons above riches. In
the earliest military accounts of the Povest’ vremennykh let, campaigns, especially individual
battles, are seen as the culminating points in the historical narrative process, in which the
exploits of individuals, usually princes, are emphasised. The chronicler, despite what his own
views may be, does not subordinate the narrative to Christian speculation and didacticism,
but chooses his moments for religious reflection. Prayers by leaders before battle are used with
discretion, and there is not as yet any kind of divine intervention, however indirect. 23
Beginning in the reign of Vladimir, Varangian influence begins to decline dramatically
and, whether as a direct consequence of this, or of the changing political structure of Rus’, so
too does the concept of the comitatus, even though the chronicle also states, under the entry for
996, that Vladimir was fond of his followers, that he consulted them on matters of government
and war, and that he was sensible to the fact that a good retinue was beyond price (123, 1L
20-2/124, 1l. 1-3). Nevertheless, the decline in the earlier concept of the druzhina begins
here and continues into the reign of Vladimir Monomakh. In the reign of laroslav emerge the
concepts of the Christian hero-martyr and the ‘Defender of the Faith’ through the cult of Boris
and Gleb. Translations of Greek military tales, whose heroes are characterised principally by
their piety, had also begun to circulate in Rus’ around that time. Despite these new Christian
influences, however, notions relating to personal heroism and honour must still have had some

22 V. O. Kliuchevskii, Kurs russkot istoris, I, M., 1937, 197-8; see also D. S. Likhachev, ‘Nekotorye voprosy

ideologii feodalov v literature XI-XIII vekov’, TODRL, 10, 1954, 82ff.

23 Likhachev, Velikoe nasledie, 50-2. On the theme of divine intervention in the military tales, see Orlov, ‘Ob

osobennostiakh formy’, 3749 (Pomoshch nebesnoi sily). For a discussion of divine intervention in the later military
tales, see Prochazka,op. cit., 222-32 (In her discussion of the Slovo Dr. Prochazka interprets the omens there as
belonging to the category of divine intervention. As will be noted in Ch. 2, omens such as these have their roots in

pre-Christian tradition.)
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currency if the Slovo is at all representative of the kind of poetry that was current among the
nobility in late twelfth-century Rus’.

b. Heroism in the Slovo o polku Igoreve

The heroes of the Slovo are characterised exclusively by their actions, which are expressed
solely through military feats. In this respect they conform to one of the universal criteria
for protagonists of heroic poetry, since their internal lives, that is, their reason, emotions and
appetites, are subordinated to the single-minded pursuit of honour through personal risk in
battle. All thought and speech on their part is strictly directed to the conflict at hand. Such
is the setting when the narrative unfolds, revealing Igor from the inside out, driven by a single
purpose: 24

IloyneM?s ke, GpaTne, HOBECTH CHIO OT'H CTaparo Biagumepa no HeIEBIIEATO Hrop-
s, MKe NCTATHY YMb KPEIIOCTHIO CBOEI0 M IIOOCTPH CEPAIA CBOEr'0 MY>KECTBOM'b,
HAIUI'BHHEBCS PATHATO yXa, HaBefie CBOS Xpabphid MI'BKH Ha 3eMiio [looBBonKyro
3a semiuio Pycekyro.

(44, 11. 8-12)

This burning eagerness and longing for victory in battle takes him over to the extent that he
appears to be unconscious of the omen, the solar eclipse which forebodes disaster for him and
his warriors (44, lI. 17-19). However, since Igor is shown to be mindful of the eclipse in the
Laurentian and Hypatian chronicle accounts of the campaign,?® it may be supposed that he
is also meant to be aware of it in the Slovo when he is said to observe the shadow it casts
over his troops; but his warlike spirit obliges him to forge ahead despite the obvious danger.
Knowledge of the portent not only enhances the drama of the narrative, it also underlines the
heroic quality of self-sufficiency in the heroes. Undaunted by the omen, then, Igor addresses
his troops: 26

«BpaTne ® gpy>xuHo! nyne >k 661 NOTATY 6BITH, Heke NOJIOHERY GHITH, a BCAAEM'D,
6paTue, Ha cBoM GpE3bIT KOMOHH fa nmo3puMb cuEero Jlomy...Xomy 6o...komue
HNpHJIOMHTH KoHenmp mons Ilonosemkaro, ¢ Bamu, Pycrmm, Xoury rijiaBy CBOIO
OPHIIOXKHATH, a JI000 HCIUTH 1eoMoMb [JoHYY.

(44, 1. 15-21)

Since the princely exhortation to his followers is, like the heroic boast, one of the principal
devices through which the heroic spirit reveals itself, its contents tend to reflect a more or less
universal standard. Analogous sentiments may be observed in the Chanson de Roland. Note
especially the rallying words of the warrior-archbishop, Turpin, to the other peers when they
find themselves surrounded by a great Saracen host: 27

24 All quotations and references to the Slovo will be taken from L. A. Dmitriev & D. S. Likhachev, eds, Slovo

o polku Igoreve, L., 1967, and will be designated by page and line numbers in the body of this work. (The line
numbering is my own, its purpose being to facilitate the location of references on any given page).

25 polnoe sobranie russkikh letopises, I (Laurentian Chronicle), L., 1926, col., 396: II ( Hypatian Chronicle), M.,

1962, col. 638 [henceforth Laur. and Hyp.]. All references to these chronicles will be designated in the body of the
text by column numbers.

26 On the hero’s defiance of omens, see infra, Ch. 2, 107 (also Ch. 5, 157-8). For a more detailed examination

of heroic speech, see infra, Ch. 5f.

27 The text and translation of the CdR is taken from G. J. Brault, The Song of Roland: An Analytical Edition,

II, University Park, Pa.—London, 1978. All references will be designated by line or laisse numbers in the body of this

work.
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‘Seignors barons, n’en alez mespensant!

Pur Deu vos pri que ne seiez fuiant,

Que nuls prozdom malvaisement n’en chant.
Asez est mielz que moerjum cumbatant.’

[‘My lord barons, don’t harbour base thoughts!
For God’s sake I beg you not to flee,
So that no worthy individual sing bad songs about it.
It is much better that we should die fighting.’]
(11. 1472 [1515]-1475 [1518])

Just as Igor considers death to be preferable to shame (in this case, that of capture), so also
does Roland. On Oliver’s pointing out that the pagans far outnumber the Franks, he replies:

‘Mis talenz en est graigne.
Ne placet Damnedeu ne ses angles
Que ja pur mei perdet sa valur France!
Melz voeill murir que huntage me venget.’

[‘My determination is greater because of it.
May it not please the Lord God nor his angels
That France lose its worth on my account!
I’d rather die than be disgraced.’]
(1. 1088-91)

The same qualities of single-mindedness and courage in accepting death as the only alternative
to victory befitting a hero is also expressed by Beowulf when he vows to undertake the task of

ridding Heorot of Grendel’s unwelcome attentions: 23
‘Ic baet hogode, ba ic on holm gestah,
sabat geseet mid minra secga gedriht,
bat ic anunga eowra leoda
willan gewoﬁ]te, ob8e on wel crunge
feondgrapum feest. Ic gefremman sceal
eorlic ellen, ob3e endedaeg
on bisse meoduhealle minne gebidan?!’

[‘I had this in mind at the time I embarked,
Entered the ship with my company of men,
That I should assuredly accomplis{x the yearning
Of all your people, or else be destroyed

In a fiend’s stranglehold. Bravery of chivalry

I shall follow to victory, or else in this mead-hall

Suffer the close of my living days.] n )
. 632-8

Speeches like these encapsulate all that needs to be known about the hero. It may be said
that, to an audience well-versed in heroic convention, they merely confirm what the audience
already knows and expects.

Having disclosed all that is necessary to establish his courage, self-sufficiency and enter-
prising spirit, Igor steps into his ‘golden stirrup’ and all but disappears from the action until his
escape from captivity. The author devotes no space to Igor’s prowess in the field, but reserves
it instead for his brother Vsevolod:

28 All references to Beowulf are taken from the third edition of F. Klaeber, ed., Beowulf and the Fight at

Finnsburg, and will be designated by line numbers in the body of this work. The translations are my own.
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Sps Type BceBosog! Cronmn Ha GOpOHHM, NMpHIIIENId HA BOM CTPBIaMH, IpeMie-
1M O LIeJIOMEI Meyd Xapany>kHeiMH. Kamo, Typs, mockousime, CBOEME 3JaThIMD
IIeJIOMOMs ITIOCBBYMBas,—TaMO JIEJKAT'h HOI'aHEIA ronoBsl ITonoBenkeiga. ITockena-
HEI cabnaMu KaneHBIMHA 1eaoMbl OBapckuig oTh Tebe, Spn Type Becesonope! Kasn
paHBI, fopora GpaTHne, 3a6LIBs YTH M JKMBOTA, H I'paja UpLHHUroBa OTHA 37aTa
CTOJIa, H CBOS MWJIBIA XOTH, KpacHbIA [ 71B60BHEI, CBbIYasA U OGbI4yasn!

(47, 11. 26-30/48, 1. 1-4)

The author presents a portrait of the ideal warrior displaying his manly prowess by fighting
furiously in the thick of battle. Vsevolod is depicted on a larger than human scale as the
embodiment of his whole force, the men of Kursk, whom he describes thus:

. . .«CBBIOMM K'EMETH: IOA’s TPy6aMM IOBHTH, IIOA'H LIEJIOMBI BE3JIeIBAHE], KOHEN b
Konusd BBHCKPBMIIEHH, IHYTH MMb BBIOMH, ApDYT'Hl HMB 3HaeMH, JIYOM Y HHXD
HAIpSOKeHA, TYJIH OTBOPEeHH, cabiM M3BOCTPEBH, CAMH CKAauYIOTh, SKEI CBpPHIA
BA'BLIH BB IIONB, HIy4H ceGe YTH, a KHASIO CIABB.»

(46, 11. 5-10)

The author’s exaggerated claim that the men of Kursk were born to heroism and nurtured
on warfare recalls other heroes, particularly in Central Asian epic, who, from the start, can
be identified as extraordinary men whose physical development and martial qualities are not
those of ordinary beings.?® This portrayal also shows that for them life was on a permanent
war footing. The praise of Vsevolod, then, may be interpreted metaphorically as a panegyric
also to his men, for the actions of his druzhina are seen to be concentrated in him.3° In reality
he has only one sword and one bow, and cannot be in every place at once, but the Slovo speaks
of ‘raining arrows’, ‘thundering swords’ and ‘infidel heads’ lying everywhere in his wake. The
concentration of the druzhina’s actions, or even those of an entire army, into the actions of one
prince is found elsewhere in the Slovo. Of Sviatoslav of Kiev it is said:

...0AlIeTh OpUTpeNan’s CBOMMHA CHJIBHBLIMH INI'BKBI M XAapaTY)KHBIMH Me4H; Hac-
Tynu Ha seMiio ITosoBenkylo, IPATONTA XJIBMHU B APYThI, BSMYTH PBKH M O3epEI,
HMCCYLIM NOTOKH B GosnoTa. A moranaro Kobgka M3® YKy MOpS, OT'h JKeJrB3HBIX'D
BEJIHKHX'B INI'EKOBE [10/10BenKAX's, KO BUXP'B, BHITOPIKE...

(50, 1-6)

The author addresses Grand Prince Vsevolod of Suzdal’ and Yaroslav ‘Osmomys]” of Galicia
in the same vein (51, ll. 31-4/52, 1. 1-2; 52, 1. 9-17).

The culmination of this kind of concentration may be found in the legendary character,
Evpatii Kolovrat, in the Povest’ o razorenii Riazani Batyem, a military tale relating the brave
but hopeless defence of Riazan’ by the princes of Rus’ against the Tatars in 1237. On seeing the
devastation wrought upon Riazan’, Evpatii gathers together a modest force and pursues the
Tatars. He and his men are annihilated, but not until Evpatii performs a series of remarkable
feats of courage and prowess. When the battle begins there is no mention of his men; Evpatii
emerges as the sole avenger, fighting with such fury that he must keep exchanging his dulled

29 Chadwick & Zhirmunsky, op. cit., 155-7; Bowra, op. cit., 94-5. Both Digenis and Alexander of Macedon start

their careers as prodigies, performing feats of valour by the age of fourteen. The bylina hero, Volkh Vseslavich is also
a born warrior who, soon after his birth, demands to be swaddled in armour and begins his military career in earnest
at the age of twelve (Danilov, 6).

30 See Likhachev, Chelovek, 74-5.
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swords for new ones. He fights a duel with the Tatar champion, Khostovrul, whom he chops
in half, and is only killed himself when the Tatars resort to firing their siege guns at him.3!

In Likhachev’s view, Evpatii Kolovrat, whose image comprehends all the qualities of his
druzhina, is the first bogatyr of Russian literature. This figure developed later into the bylina
bogatyr who in time came to be portrayed as a single hero without an army fighting against a
huge enemy force.3?

A similar phenomenon, that is the attribution of qualities and actions pertaining to an
entire army to a single hero, may be perceived in the Chanson de Roland. The battle between
the French rearguard and the Saracen army is described in two successive series of single
combats between the Twelve Peers and their opposite numbers among the Saracens. Apart
from general allusions to the battle raging between the forces and to the many casualties
on both sides, no mention is made of the rest of the warriors who make up the rearguard.
Not only does the business of fighting appear to rest with the Twelve Peers, but the damage
they inflict on their opponents takes on super-human proportions: shields and spears are
shattered with ease, armour splits and flies apart, bones jut out, organs and entrails burst
forth, swords slice down through helmets, bodies, and saddles until they break the horses’
spines (1. 1188-1395; 1483[1526]-1609[1652]). Pagan victories over the French are naturally
much less spectacular than the revenge taken by the latter for fallen friends. In the end only
three of the heroes remain—Roland, Oliver and Archbishop Turpin—who, terrible injuries
notwithstanding, continue to dispatch their enemies in great numbers until the Saracens flee,
leaving the heroes to die from their wounds (2146 fI). Earlier the three are portrayed thus:

Dur sunt li colps e li caples est grefs,

Mult grant dulor i ad de chrestiens.

Ki &)uls veist Rollant e Oliver

De lur espees e ferir e capler!

Li arcevesque 1 fiert de sun espiet.

Cels qu’il unt mort, ben les poet hom preiser:
Il est escrit es cartres e es brefs,

Co dit la Geste, plus de .IIII. milliers.

[i‘I‘he blows are hard and the fighting is heavy,
he Christians suffer very heavy losses.
One could see then Roland and Oliver
Striking and slashing with their swords!
The Archbishop strikes with his spear.
We have a good idea of the number they killed:
It is written in the documents and records
The Chronicle says that there were more than 4000.]
(1. 1678-85)

The poet’s description of Roland in the fray closely resembles the portrait of Vsevolod in the
Slovo:

Li quens Rollant par mi le champ chevalchet,
Tient Durendal, ki ben trenchet e taillet,

31 In V. P. Adrianova-Peretts, ed., Voinskie povesti drevnei Rusi, M—L, 1949, 9-19 ( Volokolamskii spisok, 13-14)

[henceforth PRRB]. All subsequent references will be taken from this edition.

32 Chelovek, 75. In his study, ‘Literature of the Tatar period (13th to 15th centuries)’, John Fennell demonstrates

that the PRRB is, as most scholars agree, a compilatory work spanning nearly three centuries, concluding that the
religious colouring is out of place for the first half of the 13th c., and that Evpatii’s hyperbolised exploits, together with
the universality of the slaughter, have a popular folkloric ring, and are therefore more likely to be later interpolations
(Fennell & Stokes, op. cit., 90-2). On the folkloric origins of Evpatii, see B. N. Putilov, ‘Pesnia o Evpatii Kolovrate’,
TODRL, 11, 1955, 118-39.
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Des Sarrazins lur fait mult grant damage.
Ki lui veist l’'un geter mort su ’altre,
Li sanc tuz clers gesir par cele place!

Count Roland rides in the middle of the field,
e holds Durendal, which cuts and hacks well,
He causes great harm to the Saracens.
One could see him dispatching his adversaries, ?]iles of them,

And the bright blood n profusion in that place
(1. 1338-42)

This device of depicting the hero as the embodiment of a collective force may be seen as a
kind of substitute for single combat which, in early heroic poetry as well as later, was regarded
as the most effective means by which a hero could display his ability. Mstislav’s conflict with
Rededia was apparently such a popular story that the author of the Slovo includes it among
the eulogies of Boian (44, 1. 2—4). He also recalls how Iziaslav of Polotsk, deserted by his
brothers, fought ‘alone’ against the Lithuanians, ‘clanging with sharp swords’ against their
helmets (53, 11. 7-19). Again, as in the passage devoted to Vsevolod, the plural form ‘swords’
(mechi) suggests that he was supported by his retainers, but in portraying him thus alone, the -
author accentuates his heroism in the face of overwhelming odds and glorifies his tragic fall. It
also reinforces the fundamental notion that heroes must face their doom alone (as do Beowulf,
Roland, Ham®@ir and Serli in Ham83ismdl and Riidiger in Nibelungenlied, to name but a few).
Returning to Vsevolod, it may be asked why he and not Igor is held up as the conventional
epic ideal, the hero whose ‘single combat’ against terrible odds is depicted in the most elevated
terms. The answer may lie in the author’s apparently ambivalent attitude towards his heroes,
Igor in particular. Although he endows Igor with heroic qualities from the start, tactfully
excluding any mention of Igor’s historical alliance with the Polovtsy in 1180, to eulogize him
in the same exuberant manner as he does Vsevolod would have seemed inappropriate since
he is also obliged to condemn his rashness. It is true that he censures Vsevolod together
with his brother but, as he makes clear from the beginning of the narrative through Igor’s
exhortation, it is Igor who is the instigator of the venture and therefore responsible for its
failure. The author’s portrayal of Vsevolod tallies closely with what is revealed about him in
the Hypatian Chronicle account of the campaign of 1185. Besides declaring him the boldest
and manliest of the Ol’govichi (col. 642), it imputes no direct blame to him for the exploit and
its consequences.3®> What must partly exonerate him from blame in the author’s eyes is that
he accompanies Igor through brotherly tenderness by which he affirms their common interest:

«Opue® 6paTs, OAMHD CBBTH - cBBTaBIE—Thl, Uropro! O6a ecsd CBaTncias-
auualy

(46, 11. 1-3)

And so, while censuring Vsevolod along with Igor, the author also suppresses his role in the
defeat in order to invest him with an aura of heroism in this fatal campaign. Consequently,
Igor’s heroic qualities of mind combined with Vsevolod’s physical courage and prowess produce
a complete heroic figure.

In the same way that the heroes of the Slovo, past and present, at times embody the sum
of the qualities pertaining to their individual armies, so they also incorporate what the author
sees as the heroism of all Rus’, past and present. That the Slovo betrays certain national

33 This portrait remains consistent until Vsevolod’s death in 1196, under which year the Hyp. not only describes

his funeral and the lamentation his death inspired, but also praises his valour, goodness and love for all, judging him

once again to be the best of the Ol'govichi (col. 696).
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aspirations, at least on the part of the author, is self-evident;3* and that Rus’ may be viewed
on one level as the ‘hero’ of the Slovo, as some scholars believe, is supported by the fact that
the work does not limit itself to the figures and events of 1185, but embraces the entire history
of Rus’ from its foundation—‘rom Vladimir of old to Igor of our time’ (44, 1. 8-9).3° In the
events that comprise this history, furthermore, it is all of Rus’—flora, fauna, cities and the
cosmos—that sorrows, fears and rejoices.® In a sense, then, the individual heroes are only
microcosms of the nation’s bravery and aspirations (as well as its problems and failings).

The precise meaning of Rus’or Russkaia zemlia here continues to be mooted by scholars.
It suffices to say at this point that contrary to the apparently narrow geographical and political
understanding of the term in the late twelfth century, the author of the Slovo invests it with a
broader ethnic significance. 37 For him Russkaia zemlia is not limited by the boundaries of the
Kievan lands or the closest surrounding principalities, but includes all the Russian lands where
there are Russian people, as far as the Don, the Donets, the Danube and even Tmutorokan’,
which by then had long been in Polovtsian lands. His understanding of the term, then, is not
territorial so much as dynastic, with all the princes and people as inheritors of the legacy of
the Riurikids. In calling the heroes by the name Rusichi he encourages the audience to note
the tribal or clan connotations. They are also termed Ruskyia pl”ky (47, 1. 23) and Ruskiie
synove (54, 1. 4), reinforcing the idea that the fate of Rus’, the underlying theme of the
Slovo, is inextricably linked with and embodied in the fate of her ‘warriors’ and ‘sons’, of the
participants in Igor’s expedition. Their defeat prophesies disaster for Rus’, which is peréoniﬁed
and to which the author twice addresses this warning (which on both occasions follows a bad
omen): O Ruskaia zemlia! Uzhe za shelomianem” esi! (46, 1. 24; 47, 1. 18).

Parallels may again be observed in Western heroic literature. While the earliest poems
tend to treat individual heroes in the context of the tribe or clan, by around the tenth and
eleventh centuries, the concept of the heroic nation begins to emerge in European heroic poetry.

The Battle of Brunanburh is strictly speaking a military account which relates, not many
years after the event, the victory of the English forces under the command of Ethelstan and
his brother Edmund over the Danish invaders in 937. This was seen as a military climax in a
movement by Alfred the Great and his immediate successors to free the West Saxon kingdom
from the threat of Viking conquest. While the poem contains many heroic features, it is more
a royal panegyric, and betrays strong national feeling, a natural consequence after long years
of humiliation at the hands of the Viking raiders. Practically no space is given to individual
achievement here, rather, all the participants in this battle are identified by nationality (Scots,
Norsemen, West Saxons, Angles); in addition, reference is made to Wesseazena land.33.

This tendency to portray the heroism of a nation as a whole may be discerned also in
the Battle of Maldon, although it is presented somewhat differently here. In the first place,

34 The phrase Russkaia zemlia appears 21 times (4, 1. 12; 46, 1. 24; 47, 1. 18; 48, 11. 19, 28; 49, 1l. 5, 17, 20, 26, 27,
29; 51, 1. 3; 52, 1l. 7, 16; 53, ll. 5, 23; 54, 1. 15; 55, 1l. 10, 25; 56, 11. 17, 18-19). The words ruskii and Rusichi appear
8 times (44, 1. 20—Rusitss; 46, 1. 27-Rusichs; 47, 1. 23~Ruskyia pl”ky; 49, 1. 4-Rusichi; 49, 1. 21-zheny Ruskiia; 50, 1.
10—Ruskago zlata; 51, 11.7-8-Ruskym” zlatom”; 54, 1. 4—Ruskikh” synov”). These words acquire greater force when
taken in conjunction with the author’s political message of the need for a unified Rus’.

a5 See Orlov, Geroicheskie temy, 36; Osetrov, Mir Igorevoi pesni, 71; Likhachev, ‘V zashchitu SP’, Voprosy

literatury, 1984, no. 12, 95.

36 On the personification of nature see infra, Ch. 2c., passim and Ch. 5¢.,172-3; 176.

37 Likhachev, ‘Nekotorye voprosy’, 84-6; idem, ‘Istoricheskie i politicheskie predstavleniia avtora SP’,, in idem,

‘SP’ § kul’tura, 126—7; A. N. Robinson, ‘Russkaia zemlia v SP’, TODRL, 31, 1976, passim. Robinson argues that
the author’s appeal to all the princes of Rus’ constitutes poetic hyperbole without any real political motive, since the
princes of Southern Rus’ could easily have handled the Polovtsian threat on their own (124).

38 In A. Campbell, The Battle of Brunanburh, London, 1938, 1. 59
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the characters are identified less by their nationality than by name and pedigree, and are
distinguished individually by their brave words and actions. Secondly, the central theme of
the poem is absolute and overriding loyalty to one’s lord coupled with heroic resistance on
his behalf, a theme also echoed in the Slovo, but not in Brunanburh. Although the focus
of this devotion is Bryhtno8, ealdorman of Essex and one of the top men in England, who is
responsible for taking the fatal decision that leads to defeat, the poet devotes as much attention
to the courage and valour of his personal retinue, some of whom originate from as far away
as Mercia and Northumbria. Of particular interest and contrary to common practice in heroic
literature, is the exaltation of the rank-and-file soldier. Here the ‘common churl’ (unorne ceorl)
Dunnere, personifying as it were the entire English nation, exhorts his fellow warriors to avenge
their lord’s death.3° Although the tone of Maldon is patriotic and its characters take pride
in the lands of their birth,*® national intolerance towards the Vikings and hostility towards
their paganism 1is, as in the Slovo, relatively underplayed, and it is not propagandistic in the
same way as Brunanburh.*! Both works, however, were composed at a time when England
was under constant threat from a foreign invader, an England that was now organised from
scattered tribal units into centralised kingdoms. Under such circumstances it was natural for
the English to identify themselves in national terms, and to begin to unite against foreign
threat. Such a situation is not unlike that of Rus’ in the twelfth century, and this is reflected
in the Slovo.

The Chanson de Roland was also composed in its extant form under such conditions. The
‘valiant Franks’,%? under Charlemagne, the ruler of ‘fair France’ (ll. 116; 1054; 1064, etc.) and
defender of Christendom, are waging war against the Saracens in Spain. The Twelve Peers,
the ¢ flower of fair France’ (Il. 2431; 2455), while also expected to consider their personal glory,
strive on behalf of Charlemagne and France. Ganelon’s treason against his kinsmen is the more
serious since it spells destruction for the whole of France (1. 835). To Roland the honour and
glory of France are closely linked to family honour. He refuses to sound the horn and summon
help, he says, lest he bring disgrace upon France (ll. 1062—4); on other occasions he and Oliver
express concern lest his actions betray her glory and bring shame upon her (I1l. 1090; 1734).
Prior to his death, Roland recalls in true heroic fashion all the successes achieved by him with
his sword Durendal, but while he is justifiably proud of his record, he nevertheless claims to
have done these things selflessly for Charlemagne and for France, and closes his speech invoking
God to preserve France from shame (1l. 2316-37).

While the Chanson de Roland provides many opportunities for the individual to accrue
personal honour in battle, it also portrays heroism on a more abstract national level. In the
first part, which treats the battle at Roncevaux, Roland emerges as the principal hero; but in
the second, in which Charlemagne, the ‘defender of Christendom’, does battle with the larger-
than-life Baligant, the personification of heathendom and God’s enemy, it may be said that the
real hero there is Christianity and, by implication, its defender, France, whose representative
is Charlemagne.*3

It remains puzzling that a French poem of the late eleventh to early twelfth centuries
should betray such a highly patriotic tone and theme; that concepts of ‘fair’ and ‘holy’ France
should gain currency at a time when personal loyalty to one’s lord was the prevailing ethic in

39 In E. V. K. Dobbie, ed., The Anglo-Saron Poetic Records, VI, The Minor Anglo-Sazon Poems, NY, 1942, 1l

114-23 [henceforth ASPR]. All future references to Maldon will be designated by line numbers.

40 See 1l 216-24; 265-7.

41 For more on this point see infra, Ch. 2, 53ff. Where personal heroism is the main concern, religious differences

are not usually the prime motivation for fighting.

42 | 789. Cf. ‘khrabrii Rusichi’.

43 See Introduction, n.63.
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feudal France.#* As D. J. A. Ross observes, the Roland poet had ‘a more uncommon vision
in that he saw the state as an entity and an abstract idea in an age of warring individualists
precariously held together by a feudal bond’. 4* The same holds true for the author of the
Slovo and his assessment of the Russian princes’ separatist policies. His view of Russkaia zemlia
transcends its contemporary political-territorial definition, and acquires ethnic, dynastic and
even metaphysical or spiritual connotations. This more abstract and emotive understanding of
the term becomes more widespread during the Tatar period and later. 46 However, as it would
be some time before Russkaia zemlia became inextricably coupled with vera khrist’ianskaia,
any ‘spiritual’ quality that the author may be said to be injecting into his understanding of
the term may possibly have its roots in the pre-Christian and folkloric concept of zemlia-mat’
(Mother Earth), which in turn is linked to the pagan concept of the clan. 47 In his appeal
for unity and allegiance to the prince of Kiev on the part of all the principalities of Rus’—
even those more remote and therefore not directly threatened by the Polovtsy—the author is
reminding them of their common ancestry and origins at a time that is especially politically
precarious.*®

As Maldon and Roland testify, however, patriotism and national identity need not detract
from an individual’s pursuit of personal honour and heroic acclaim. On the contrary, poems
of this kind may furnish plenty of scope for heroic ilﬁiative. As C. M. Bowra says, ‘national
pride is a legitimate pleasure, and heroic poetry cannot fail at times to promote it’. 4° It is not
therefore required for the heroes of the Slove to sacrifice personal considerations altogether in
favour of some kind of ‘higher’ external goal, but to synchronize their aims with the interests
of Rus’.

Honour (chest’) and glory (slava) are the concepts which motivate heroic action. In the
Slovo these concepts are also closely linked with the themes of Ruskaia zemlia and loyalty to
central authority, as they are also with the notions of ‘fair’ France and loyalty to Charlemagne
in the Chanson de Roland. %°

From the start the author establishes what he considers to be the prime motive for the
campaign in Igor’s address to his troops, in which the latter stresses the heroic ideal of honour:
that death is preferable to capture. 31 As the Russians prepare to do battle, the author says
on two occasions that they do so—ishchuchi sebe chti, a kniaziu slave (46, 1. 9-10; 28). Igor’s
commitment to personal honour is also emphasised in the Hypatian Chronicle account:

“ See Brault, The Song of Roland, I. Introduction and Commentary, 16—-17. ‘France’ in the sense of Charle-

magne’s empire occurs 170 times, although individuals are identified by their regions. E. A. Kantorowicz observes
that while notions of the ‘fatherland’ (patria) existed in the earlier Middle Ages, when a warrior’s self-sacrifice was
personal and individual rather than public, they tended to be expressed in formalised phrases and did not really reflect
any kind of medieval ‘patriotism’ until the 12th and 13th cc. Since he incorrectly puts the composition of the CdR
as late as 1170, however, his claims for its strong patriotism are contradictory (‘Pro patria mori in medieval political
thought’, American Historical Review, 56, no. 3, 1951, 476-82).

45 op. cit., 125.

46 D. S. Likhachev, Natsional’'noe samosoznanie drevnes Rusi: Ocherki iz oblasti russkos literatury XI-XVII

vv., M-L, 1945, 70ff.

w See V. L. Komarovich, ‘Kul’t roda i zemli v kniazheskoi srede XI-XIII vv.’, TODRL, 16, 1960, 84-104.
4B g infra, Ch. 2, 824, 89, on the invocation of ancestors at critical moments.

49 op. cit., 30.

50

In ORL ‘honour’ and ‘glory’ are very rarely treated outside the patriotic ideal. See, however, Hyp., cols 407-3;
427. For the interrelation of these concepts see, H. Y. Prochazka, ‘On the concepts of patriotism, loyalty and honour
in the old Russian military accounts’, SEER, 63, no. 4, 1985, 481-497.

51 For this convention in heroic speech see Ch. 5f., 200-01.
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«oe HeI BoyneTs He GHBACS BOSBOPOTHTHCS, TO COPOMB He 6oyaeTh noylieit cMep-
TH....ce Bors CH/I0I0 CBOEK BO3JNOXHJI'sb Ha Bparkl Halla moGRoy, 8 Ha HaC YeCTh
H CJIaBa Ce JKe BEANXOMD NMoJKH IlonoBBoskam».

(cols 639; 640)

In the Slovo, Sviatoslav of Kiev, commonly regarded as the mouthpiece of the author, re-
proaches Igor and Vsevolod in his zlato slovo for jeopardizing the welfare of Rus’ for their own
aims, thus placing her honour at stake:

Pano ecta Hauana ITooBenkyio seMii0o MeYH OBBINTH, a ceGB cnaBel uckatu. Hb
HeYeCTHO Of0BCcTe, HeuecTHO 60 KPOBEL MOT'aHYIo mpoiamsicTe. Bato xpabpas cepa-
oa BB JKEeCTONEeMb Xapaly3eB CKOBaHa, 8 Bb OyeCcTH 3aKalleHa...A yixKe He BHXKAY
BIaCTH CMIILHAro, # Gorataro, m MHOrosom Gpatra Moero SlpociaBa...Hs pexocre:
«MY>KAUMBCHA, IPESHIOI0 CIABY CAMH IIOXUTHMD, a 3aJHIOIO C CAMH NOMBIAMD.»

(51, 11. 12-24)

They have brought disgrace upon themselves and upon all their kin, he says, and so, by
implication, upon all the Russian princes with whom Igor and Vsevolod have dynastic ties.
Likhachev interprets this passage as meaning that the author of the Slovo places no value
on attempts to gain personal honour. 32 The author, however, does not restrict himself
to expression through Sviatoslav, but speaks through all that is worthy in every hero. He
does, after all, define Igor and Vsevolod in heroic terms, whereas Sviatoslav’s prudence and
didacticism prevent his attaining any real heroic stature. 53 The author does not perhaps
altogether condemn the idea of personal honour, but feels that the princes’ heroism has been
squandered on a rash venture. The quest for personal honour has its place, and that, within
the context of the nation’s interests. A secure and prosperous Rus’ invites glory which she in
turn reflects on her heroes and their clans.

There exists a kind of hierarchy of honour which depends upon the hero obeying certain
rules for its equilibrium. Personal, family and national honour are all interdependent and a fine
balance among them must be maintained and reinforced. Although Roland fights for France
and Christendom, he is always mindful of his personal honour and glory as well as that of his
family. It is he who summarizes this notion of tri-partite honour. When the Saracens first
move to attack the rearguard and Oliver sees how hopelessly outnumbered the Franks are, he
urges Roland twice to sound the oliphant, to summon back Charlemagne and his army. On
both occasions Roland refuses:

‘Jo fereie que fols!
En dulce France en perdreie mun los.
Sempres ferrai de Durendal granz colps.

Ne placet Damnedeu
Que mi parent pur mei seient blasmet
Ne France dulce ja cheet en viltet!

FI would be behaving like a fool!
would lose my name in fair France.

52 Istoricheskii i politicheskii krugozor avtora SP’, in V. P. Adrianova-Peretts, ed., ‘SP’': sbornik issledovanii §

states, M—-L, 1950 [hereafter ‘SP’: sbornik], 125-6.

53 Rather like the figure of Oliver in the CdR, whose caution and prudence render him that much less heroic

than Roland, who prefers to court danger. Likewise, in the first section, Charlemagne is seen to tire of the war in
Spain, and to be seeking ways of making peace with the Saracens, a decision Roland hotly opposes. On the decline of

Charlemagne’s status in the chansons de geste, see Ch. 4, 146-7.
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I shall immediately strike great blows with Durendal!

.N‘I‘ay it not please the Lord God
That my kinsmen incur reproaches on my account,

Or that fair France should ever fall into disgrace.’]
(1. 1053-5; 1062—4)

Here Roland places his personal honour first, but it is less a question of whose honour has
priority than how to preserve the honour of all three at once. In one sense, Igor and Vsevolod
may be seen as disrupting this harmony through an initiative from which no one gains. On the
other hand, Igor’s return to Rus’ from captivity is welcomed with great rejoicing. His stop in
Kiev prior to returning to Novgorod-Seversk (an episode inserted by the author of the Slovo) is
significant in that it is a symbolic confirmation of fealty to the Grand Prince of Rus’. Balance
and order are then restored, and the work ends on a note of hope:

Conune cebruTns HAa Hebech—Vrops kHA3bk BB Pyckom semim. /[BBMOU HOHNTH
Ha [[yHaH—BRIOTCSH I'oJIocH 4Ypess Mope fo Kuesa. Urops BaeTs mo Bopuuesy kb
cBaTeu Boropoannu IImporomen. Crpans panum, rpagmu Becenn.

(56, 11. 18-21)

Roland’s seemingly rash and vainglorious decision may be seen as having been the only option
open to him. Seeing Charlemagne tempted to accept a life of peace, he feels duty-bound to
preserve his lord’s and France’s honour from such an inglorious fate. Knowing that Ganelon
has betrayed them, Roland decides to sacrifice his life and the lives of the ‘lower of France’ in
a sure bid to spur Charlemagne back into action. In this way he ensures the immortal glory,
not only of his king and country, but of the Twelve Peers with himself at their head. 5*

Affection and nostalgia for one’s homeland are expressed in a variety of ways in most
heroic epics, even in a work as early as Beowulf, in which both Danes and Geats manifest a
certain ethnic or national self-awareness, although its principal ethos is more one of personal
rather than public loyalty. This awareness is first demonstrated in the opening lines of the
poem, in which the author recollects the deeds and valour of the ‘spear-Danes’ (gar-Dena),
then proceeds to relate the story of the founding of the illustrious Danish dynasty. As will
be seen in the next chapter, the national sentiments expressed in the Slovo also carry strong
dynastic associations, possibly linked to pre-Christian notions concerning the earth as a sacred
force in itself. 5%

While the Slovo is widely regarded as a strongly patriotic work, a closer reading reveals that
in this respect, as in others, there exists an ambivalent relationship between the author and his
own work. Here is yet another example of the underlying conflict noted earlier between writers
of heroic literature and their material. It soon becomes apparent that any ‘patriotism’ here is
expressed in the author’s voice. Not once does the much-invoked name of Rus’ escape the lips of
the protagonists. They speak of honour and glory in purely personal and ‘feudal’ terms, while
their concerns are confined to local and dynastic matters, such as Vsevolod’s apparent sense of
local pride in his warriors (46, 1l. 1-10), and the desire to reclaim Tmutorokan’ for Chernigov.

54 See L. S. Crist, ‘A propos de la desmesure dans la CdR’, Olifant, 1, no. 4, 1974, 17-18. W. W. Kibler sees
Roland’s ‘pride’ as ‘wholly legitimate and warranted’ in the light of the feudal ethic, which by no means conformed
to the Christian ethic (‘Roland’s pride’, Symposium, 26, 1972, 147-60).

55 This idea is carried to the limit by Boris Gasparov who, adopting a mythological view of the Slovo, argues that
the author is entirely independent of contemporary political ideas, and that for him Rus’ represents the whole living
world, while the ‘unknown land’ of the Polovtsy (46, 1. 15) represents the ‘Other World’ (Poetika ‘SP’, Vienna, 1934,
141-9). See also Ch. 3, infra, 132-3.
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In a sense, his characters have a life of their own. The author, meanwhile, is effectively removed
from his tale to the vantage point of a spectator, albeit an interested one. Interpreting events as
he surveys their course, he assumes the role of commentator, introducing ideals and aspirations
obviously not shared by the work’s heroes. However, once the major disaster anticipated by the
Slovo’s author actually comes to pass in the form of the Tatar invasions, this ambivalence on
the Russian author’s part towards his subject vanishes forever, to be superseded by Christian
conviction and a singleness of purpose between writer and subject.

c. The heroic ideal in Russian literature of the 13th and 14th centuries

By the time of the Slovo’s composition, Kiev had already ceased to be anything more
than perhaps the cultural and spiritual centre of Rus’, with power already beginning to shift
north-east to Vladimir-Suzdal, as well as to Riazan’ and Murom;3® Novgorod and Pskov were
semi-independent republics, and the western lands of Galich and Volyn’ tended to be absorbed
in their own affairs. In the - century and a half that followed, these lands continued
to produce literature without creating new genres, while literature in the south Kievan empire
proper dwindled down to nothing; meanwhile, with the exception of the west Russian lands,
cultural contact between Rus’ and the West seems to have evaporated. During this period,
Russian literature turns in on itself, borrowing less and less from outside sources and developing
existing genres. Sermons and rhetorical literature in general, which relied on the Byzantine
model, took second place to chronicle-writing and to the two genres which flourished alongside
and often within it—the military tale (voinskaia povest’) and vitae (semi-secular biographies
and hagiographies of various kinds). 57 In the thirteenth century military activity was directed
against the Swedes and Germans in the north-west, while in the south-west Hungary and
Poland vied for control over Galich-Volyn’. The military exploits of particular interest here,
however, are described in north-eastern literature concerning battles against the Tatars. The
first Tatar invasion in 1223-4 is documented in the tale of the Battle on the River Kalka. It
is an impartial and unemotional account of a military disaster brought upon Rus’ by God ‘for
our sins’. 5 The Russians do not consider the possibility of defeat, nor do they invoke divine
assistance. Very little attention is given to personalities and isolated events. The author is more
interested in the overall picture of the battle as it relates to the pattern of Russian history. The
individual hero, admired primarily for his outstanding courage and martial prowess, appears
to have vanished. The people of Rus’ are afraid, the princes fight hard but without hope, and
most of them are killed. Increasingly, divine support rather than human strength and military
skill will be recognised as an indispensable factor for success in battle.

The first clash of the main Tatar force with the Russian principalities in 1237 is described
in the Povest’ ¢ razorenit Riazani Batyem, a highly emotional and dramatic presentation
compared with the Kalka tale, in which time and events are distorted and exaggerated in order
to move the audience. It is generally accepted that this work is a fusion of three centuries,
and that features such as the religious chauvinism of both sides, the pathos and the general
emotional treatment do not belong to the original layer of the Povest’. 5° Heroism appears
to exist on two levels here, although the first turns out to be merely a particularization of
the second. Heroism on an individual level is represented by the princes themselves who,
besides being noble and pious, fight valiantly and face their doom with great courage. Evpatii
Kolovrat slays thousands of Tatars practically single-handedly before being killed, earning the

56 ¢f. ‘Great Prince’ Vsevolod of Vladimir-Suzdal in the Slovo (51, 1. 31-4/52, 11.1-2).
57 Fennell, ‘Literature of the Tatar period’, 830-1.
58

In A. N. Nasonov, ed., Novgorodskaia pervaia letopis’ starshego s mladshego izvodov (Sinodal’nyi spisok),
M-L, 1950, 61-3.

59 See supra, n.32.
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admiration of Batu himself who laments and praises him after his death (14). These episodes,
however, do not signal a return to the concept of personal heroism.

The work opens with Grand Prince lurii of Riazan’ securing a coalition of princes from
Murom, Kolmna and Pronsk, without the much-needed cooperation of the Grand Prince of
Vladimir. These are shown to put up a spirited resistance on an individual level, but they
merely do what any other prince would have done under the circumstances. Although Evpatii
is portrayed in heroic terms through the stock theme of single combat, this epic treatment is
taken a step further, rendering him a personification of bravery described solely in terms of
his courage. It is significant that the princes and people of Riazan’ are seen to die together
‘in communion’ in defense of their city. Recurring Eucharistic images also reinforce the idea
of martyrdom in defense of the Faith: za sviatyia bozhiia tserkvi, i za veru khrist’ianskuiu
(11).%° The predominant theme here is the heroism of the princes and the people of Riazan’ in
particular and of Rus’ in general in their uncompromising attitude on a collective level towards
the enemy. The warriors and their individual feats only translate this ideal from the general
to the particular.

The Zhitie Aleksandra Nevskogo is based on the life of the warrior-saint Alexander Nevskii,
prince of Novgorod and Grand Prince of Vladimir. Written in the 1280’s, it recounts two
decisive victories for Novgorod at the Battle on the Neva (1240) and the Battle on the Ice
(1242) over the Swedes and the Teutonic Order respectively, whose invasions coincided with
those of the Tatars in the south. Alexander is portrayed as a deeply pious ruler, a conventional
defender of the Faith, but also as a valiant warrior. However, the few secular passages in
this work are entirely typical of early chronicle battle accounts in their use of conventional
phraseology and formulae, although one of the more unusual features is the relatively lengthy
description of feats of valour performed by ordinary people at the battle on the Neva.5!

As Tatar domination began to weaken in the fourteenth century, the Russians, for the
first time in a century and a half, were able to defeat the Tatar forces at Kulikovo Field
in 1380. The Zadonshchina is probably the most artistic treatment of this moral victory.
Nevertheless, Grand Prince Dmitrii Donskoi of Moscow embodies the, by now, conventional
virtues of a Christian ruler and warrior along the lines of Nevskii, and the motivation of the
work is primarily patriotic—the glorification of the land of Rus’ and her Orthodox Faith.
Although there is less religious flavouring here,5? the idea of an inextricably united land and
faith is very strong. Dmitrii and his brother Vladimir are portrayed as justified in the defense
of their patrimony against those wishing to enslave it, in contrast to the policy of aggression
adopted by Igor and Vsevolod in their attempt to regain control over territory already lost.
Consequently, the Zadonshchina may be seen not so much as a slavish imitation of the Slovo,
as many believe, but as a kind of ‘answer’ to it. By consciously imitating the latter’s style,
but reversing the imagery and its application, the author of Zadonshchina presents an ideal
outcome of the events in the Slovo, signalling the end of sorrow and suffering for Rus’, of which

60 See infra, Ch. Se., for a more detailed discussion of this imagery.

61 In V. Mansikka, ed., Zhitie Aleksandra Nevskogo: razbor redaktsii i tekst, (Pamiatniki drevnei pis’'mennosti

i iskusstva, 180), SPb., 1913 (Spisok pervonachal’nos redaktsii, 1-10) [henceforth ZhAN]. For the feats of 6 ordinary
men (who are named and identified by place of origin), see 4-5. A similar catalogue of individuals going into battle,
as well as the concept of the valour of the rank-and-file, may also be found in Maldon. The following conventional
battle formulae, which appear on p. 6 of the text (during the Battle on the Ice), may be found in Orlov’s study, ‘Ob
osobennostiakh formy’, with a list of all the OR works in which they appear: 1. warriors are instilled with courage
and the hearts of lions (29) 2. the breaking of lances and the clashing of swords (13) 3. blood flowing everywhere over
the (in this case) ice (21-2). This tale abounds in miracles and instances of divine intervention.

62 v. p. Adrianova-Peretts suggests that the prayers in the Zadonshchina are later interpolations by copyists

attempting to bring the work stylistically into line with Muscovite writing ( Voinskie povesti drevnei Rusi, 162-3).
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the Slovo was thought to signal the beginning. 3 By now, then, the inevitability of tragedy
in relation to heroism has been dispensed with.

d. The wages of heroism: the hero’s fall

It is tragedy which characterises the majority of earlier heroic songs and lays. Heroes usually
die as a consequence of the heroic decisions they have been forced to take by the prevailing
heroic ethic. It stands to reason that if they subscribe to a certain code of living, then they
must see that life through to its inevitable conclusion. It is perhaps inaccurate to define the
hero’s death as tragedy, since it is not meant to evoke emotion in any Aristotelian sense.
Rather, it should be viewed as a sacrifice to his ideal of manhood, which dictates that a man
who lives by violence cannot escape the doom that awaits him. Poetry that contains the fewest
Christian embellishments, such as the heroic Edda and Beowulf, holds the darkest view of man’s
place in the world and of his hopeless struggle against fate and his own mortality.® The irony
of the heroic life is that it is fulfilled only by an heroic death. Bowra confirms that, ¢ such
an outlook seems on the whole to exist in aristocratic societies, perhaps because they are not
quite easy about the heroic ideal and feel that, great though its rewards are, it demands a price
which is no less great, and that in the last resort the hero fulfills his destiny by meeting his
doom when circumstances arise which he challenges but is unable to defeat’. %6 Since pagan
warriors in particular entertained no hope of eternal life in Paradise, and life and war in this
world were everything, they naturally sought to win the kind of honour and glory that would
gain them immortality at least in the minds of succeeding generations.

This preoccupation with glory after death finds expression in the last words of dying
heroes, through which they provide the outlines for their own eulogies by recounting their own
qualities and successes.®” The ultimate aim of the heroic life is summarized best by Beowulf
himself:

‘wyrce se pe mote
domes zr deape; pat bi8 drihtguman
unlifgendum &fter selest.’.

[let him who can
achieve glory before death; for that is best
to the retainer after his (ieath.’]
(11. 1387b-89)

Although Beowulf’s death brings catastrophe to his people in the form of attacks by enemy
tribes hitherto subdued by Beowulf in his capacity as king, it cannot be said that he dies in
vain if, in his capacity as hero, he has obeyed the call to honour. %8 It must be remembered
that since heroes court disaster with open eyes, the common expression used to describe the

63 See Likhachev, Natsional’'noe samosoznanie, 76-7.
64 See Bowra, op. cit., 75-7.
65

See J. R. R. Tolkien, ‘The monsters and the critics’, in L. E. Nicholson, ed., An Anthology of ‘Beowulf’
Criticism, Notre Dame—London, 1963, 67-8 [henceforth Anthology]; C. Moorman, ‘The essential paganism of Beowulf’,
MLQ, 1967, 3-18.

66 b cit., 118-9.
67 CdR, ll. 2303-34; Beo., 1l. 2732-43.
68

On the other hand, Adrien Bonjour finds his death vain and tragic (‘The Beowulf-poet and the tragic muse’,
in S. B. Greenfield, ed., Studies in OE Literature in Honor of Arthur G. Brodeur, NY, 1973, 129-35 (esp. 133)
[henceforth Studies in OFE Literature).
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source of fateful decisions—*‘heroic excess’ (desmesure, ibermuot, ofermod)—should be applied
with caution.’® The nature rather than the degree of ‘pride’ in individuals of such heroic
stature as Beowulf, Roland, Byrhtno8, Hagen and Kriemhild, may be seen as quite legitimate
and warranted within the context of Germanic and also feudal societies. 7

Another drawback to the obedience of the heroic code of honour is that it usually proves
catastrophic for the people for whom princes are otherwise expected to secure peace and
prosperity. 7> Herein lies the paradox at the core of heroic society—if a hero be a prince or
king, then to succeed in his office he must act with prudence and wisdom, qualities which go
against the heroic grain. We may admire Hro8gar for these qualities, but he does his reputation
no good in hiring a foreign hero to rid the Danes of Grendel, a task for which he knows he has
grown too old. As John Leyerle observes, “The greater the hero, the more likely his tendency
to imprudent action as King. The three battles with the monsters, the central episodes in the
poem, reveal a pattern in which Beowulf’s pre-eminence as a hero leads to the destruction of
the Geats when he becomes king’.”?

Much of the aforementioned fits in closely with the problem of heroism in the Slovo (al-
though the heroes’ ‘fall’ means capture, not death), and may explain in part the author’s
apparent ambivalence in his portrayal of Igor, Vsevolod and others. Sviatoslav disparages
them for their obedience to the call of honour,” but, having charged them with bringing dis-
honour upon themselves and Rus’, he goes on to acknowledge their valour: ‘vaiu khrebraia
serdisa v” zhestotsem” kharaluze skovana, a v” buesti zakalena’ (51, 11. 14-16). That the au-
thor takes a firm line on what he sees as heroic excess or vainglory, however, is evinced by his
account of the death of Boris Viacheslavich at the battle of Nezhatina Niva (1078):

Bopuca >xe BsuecnaBmiuya ciaBa Ha CyA’s IOpHBede, X Ha KammHy 3eineHy mna-
MOJIOMY HOCTJA...Xpabpa U MJiIaga KHA3A.

(48, 1. 11-13)

This caveat follows hard on the heels of the epic portrayal of Vsevolod.

It may, of course, be argued that the Slovo loses much of its heroic impact because its
central hero, in accordance with historical fact, survives and returns to Rus’. In this respect it
does not appear to conform wholly to the kind of subject matter normally favoured by singers
and writers of heroic epic. Such a departure from convention notwithstanding, death in the

69 See R. W. V. Elliott, ‘Byrhtno8 and Hildebrand: a study in heroic technique’ in Studies in OE Literature,

59 (When Hildebrand is forced to slay his own son in combat, and when Byrhtno8 decides to forfeit his advantage by
allowing the Vikings to cross over onto the mainland, it is because they are provoked into only one solution befitting
a warrior under the circumstances: to give battle. Byrhtno8’s men never even question his motives); Bowra, op. cit.,
122-7.

70 Kibler, op. cst., 150-1; Crist, op. cit., 11-15. The view that Roland and Byrhtno8 were foolish and guilty of

the sin of pride is put forward by J. D. Bessinger, (‘Maldon and the Oldfsdrdpa: an historical caveat’) and A. Renoir,
(“The heroic oath in Beo., the CdR and the Nibel.’), in Studies in OF Literature, 30-1 & 253—6. For a view of Hagen
and other heroes of the Nibel. as weak, vain and full of #dbermuot, see J. K. Bostock, ‘The message of the Nibel.’,
MLR, 55, 1960, 200-12.

L See J. Leyerle, ‘Beowulf the hero and the king', Medium £vum, 34, no. 2, 1965, 89—-102.

72 ibid., 89. Although Beowulf is old when he tackles the dragon, he nevertheless insists upon confonting him

alone (1. 2532b-35a).

73 It should be recalled that, having been unable to participate in the previous campaign against the Polovsty

after his earlier successes, Igor felt his honour to be at stake, and this probably motivated him to embark on this

particular venture (Hyp., col. 637).
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Slovo is ever-present in a broader temporal and universal context; it overshadows the earlier
internecine feuds of the heroes’ ancestors, taking young princes such as Iziaslav and Rosislav,
and it overwhelms the present and the whole of Rus’— people, towns and nature itself. Its
metaphorical presence permeates much of the imagery as in, for instance, Sviatoslav’s dream
and the boyars’ reply to it (in which they describe the fall of the princes in terms of suns
and moons being eclipsed and ‘pillars’ being extinguished (50, 1. 28-9/51, . 1-2)). The
author, therefore, may be said to interpret Igor’s capture and imprisonment metaphorically,
symbolising through him the present destruction of Rus’ and the ultimate ‘death’ he foresees
for her and her heroes. Boris Gasparov sees a parallel between the eclipse of the sun at the
beginning and the ‘eclipse’ of the prince in his sojourn in the darkness of the ‘Other World’."
Both the sun and Igor eventually resurrect at the end of the work, however, making this demise
only temporary.

This sudden happy turn of events sits somewhat uncomfortably with the rest of the work,
since it conflicts not only with historical reality (Rus’ suffered terribly under the ensuing
Polovtsian raids and had little to rejoice over), but also with the author’s aesthetic purpose
(he is after all describing what he considers to be a catastrophe with potentially even more
terrible repercussions). Since this final section describing Igor’s victorious return to Rus’ is at
odds with the general tone and imagery of the Slovo, not only in this respect, but in others
(as will be observed in the course of this work), the possibility of a slightly later interpolation
or reworking here cannot be ruled out altogether.”

While the Slove deviates from the traditional pattern of European heroic epic in some respects,
such as the heavily tendentious tone adopted by its author, the survival of the central hero
and the uncharacteristic ‘happy ending’, it shares with its European counterparts a common
conception of the hero. However much the author may censure the brand of heroism he is
describing, he is nevertheless able to endow his protagonists with genuine heroic qualities.
Like Beowulf and Roland, Igor serves an inner direction which irresistibly drives him to
act heroically. It is through his actions that the playing out of fate (whose presence is signalled
by the eclipse), and man’s struggle against it may be perceived. It is this strained relationship
between the hero and fate that sets him apart from the warrior-saint who, being a manifestation
of divine purpose, acts in harmony with divine Providence. The Christian author, more at ease

74 op. cit., 20.

75 That the epilogue to the Slovo comes as a surprise, proving an embarrassment to the work’s early commentators,

is noted by Mazon, who finds the crusading sentiments at the end out of keeping with the ‘pagan’ poem (Le Slovo
d’Igor, 171-2). Even among those who accept the Slovo as a genuine 12th ¢. work, the question occasionally arises
whether Igor’s escape and the Christian sentiment at the end might not have been added to the main body of the
Slovo once Igor, or possibly his son Vladimir, had returned to Rus’. For a discussion on these views, see A. A. Gorskii,
‘Problema daty sozdaniia SP’, in D. S. Likhachev, ed., Issledovaniia ‘SP’, L., 1986, 36—7 [henceforth Issledovaniia).
For a more recent argument for the organic unity of the Slovo, see D. S. Likhachev, ‘Protiv diletantizma v izuchenii
SP’, Issledovaniia, 183-96 (the same article is in Voprosy literatury, 1984, no. 12, 80-99, under the title, ‘V zashchitu
SP’). This is directed against what Likhachev calls A. Nikitin's ‘vivisection’ of the Slovo in a series of three articles

for Novyi mir (1984, nos 5-7).
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with a saintly subject, is able to focus attention on such a prince’s qualities of mind, on his
just and merciful reign, and on the miracles that either attend it or appear after his death.
The problem that relatively early Christian poets faced in writing heroic tales, was in
effecting some kind of reconciliation between the two diametrically opposed parts of society—
the Christian and the heroic.”® As a result, there is often an antithesis in the poet’s handling
of his hero. Byrhtnoth and Roland, for instance, while portrayed in unambiguous heroic terms,
are later seen to die Christian, almost saintly, deaths. A similar kind of antithesis, as already
observed, also exists in the mind of the author of the Slovo. Like the poets of Beowulf, Maldon
and the Chanson de Roland, he sees heroic society as essentially flawed.”” While the qualities
of courage, manliness and personal drive may be worthy ones, the quality of resoluteness that
accompanies them is often transformed into what in Christian terms looks like vainglory and
recklessness. From the point of view of the heroes, however, there is no other course for them
to take; they are obliged to see through their heroic calling despite the obvious dangers.
While the author of the Slovo is able to depict Igor and Vsevolod as embodiments of the
heroic nature in which there is much to admire, he also shows that in his view the old heroic
ethos is no longer a viable solution to the problems besetting Rus’. He does not, however,
completely reject the heroic outlook, but urges a more sober revision of it.”® This ability to
accommodate such a conflict of interests is not shared by everyone, however. In the view of
V. L. Abaev, it is difficult to find anyone less heroic than Igor; he is in fact an anti-hero whose
only claim to glory is a great defeat; he betrays his former allies, the Polovtsy, endangers the
lives of his people, and returns from prison alone, leaving everyone else either dead or captive.
According to Abaev, the author’s praise of Igor and his celebration of the prince’s return to Rus’
is merely an attempt to quell any potential anti-princely feeling. 7 Abaev attributes princely
aggression in general, and Igor’s behaviour in particular, to the Viking legacy of a cruel and
barbarous temperament which continued to be passed down the princely line, bringing grief
to the Russian people. Norman rule, he alleges, coarsened and brutalised an otherwise gentle
and peace-loving people: ‘Ono iskazalo litso russkogo naroda, naroda po prirode svoei dobrogo,
miroliubivogo i trudoliubivogo, men’she vsego sklonnogo k voennym avantiuram.’ Consequently,
it is hard to say who was Rus’s greatest enemy—the Polovtsian invaders or the Russian princes
for whom war was a ‘profession’.3? This extraordinary view, which carries Slavophilism to the
extreme, demonstrates the dangers of interpreting the past from a late twentieth century
standpoint and measuring it subjectively against current ideologies. In order to come to any
objective understanding of it, heroic society must be judged on its own terms, or at least on
the terms of the writers through whom we make its acquaintance. Any judgement must be

L See B. F. Huppé, ‘The concept of the hero in the early Middle Ages’, in N. T. Burns & C. J. Reagan, eds,

Concepts of the Hero in the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, London, 1976, 9. See also Ch. 2 of this work which
deals with this problem in greater depth.

L For a detailed examination of this theme, see L. Georgianna, ‘Hrethel’s sorrow and the limitations of heroic

action in Beowulf’, Speculum, 62, 1987, 829-50.

8 See Hatto, ‘Medieval German’, 182—4 (In his analysis of the medieval German poem Kudrun (c. 1240), Hatto

interprets the eponymous heroine as a ‘modern’ figure who strives for peace and reconciliation in place of military
solutions for settling scores. She stands in sharp contrast to the character Wate, an admirable leftover from the Heroic
Age. In placing Wate and his martial qualities and solutions alongside Kudrun, the author does not condemn the
former; he sees simply that Wate’s ways must yield to a more practical way of life guided by Christian hope.

(] ‘Zhanrovye istoki SP v svete sravnitel’nogo fol’klora’, Izvestiia sugo-osetinskogo nauchno-issledovatel’skogo

instituta AN GSSR, 27, Tbilisi, 1985, 102-3. As regards this latter point, Abaev ignores the obvious fact that a poet
has some choice in his subject matter. If he had felt Igor’s campaign to be potentially politically explosive, no doubt
he would have avoided it and opted for a safer subject.

80 id., 104.
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made on the premise that war was indeed the profession of princes, as Abaev so disapprovingly
observes, or one of them at any rate.3! While the author of the Slovo may deplore the princes’
actions both in this instance and in the past, and yearn for a strong, peaceful and prosperous
Rus’, he is not making pacifist propaganda. His panegyrics to Sviatoslav of Kiev and the other
grand princes of Rus’ celebrate their ferocity and military successes. 32 Nor is the glorification
of martial qualities restricted to the Slovo (which in Abaev’s view reflects the interests of the
‘Norman’ aristocracy), for it also figures largely in the chronicles and the military tales, most
notably in the Zadonshchina where, as it happens, these qualities pay off. War was as much a
‘profession’ for the princes of the Povest’ o razorenii Riazani Batyem and the Zadonshchina,
then, as it was for the princes of the Slovo. The difference lies in what is perceived to be a
‘just’ cause ending in victory or martyrdom and a ‘vainglorious’ one ending in defeat. Had the
Russians been victorious in 1185, perhaps Igor would have been praised for his great ‘daring’.
It is easy to censure a defeat.

The hero’s calling and his love of arms are epitomised by Hro8gar’s messenger when,
having met Beowulf and his Geats on their arrival in Denmark, he eyes their splendid weapons
and accoutrements, and pays them the highest compliment a hero could receive:

‘Hwanon ferigead ge feette scyldas,
rage syrcan, ond grimhelmas,
eresceafta heap?
...Ne seah ic elpeodige
bus manige men modiglicran.
Wen’ ic paet ge for wlenco, nalles for wraecsium,
ac for higeprymmum Hro3gar sohton.’

[‘Whence do you come bearing your gold-plated shields,
grey-mailed shirts and visored helmets,
a multitude of spears?

Never have I seen
so many foreign men look so gallant.
I should think that daring, not exile,
but greatness of spirit, has made you seek out HroBgar.’]

(Beo. 11. 333-9)

81 loc. cit.

82 See infra, Ch. 4b. (The royal patriarch).
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Chapter Two

Religion and the Heroic World View

One of the grounds on which the sceptics disputed the authenticity of the Slovo was what they
considered to be its ‘pagan’ character. Mazon argued that the work manifests a pantheistic
paganism that was alien to twelfth-century Rus’; that prince Igor is rendered impossibly pagan;
that the euhemeristic features are without precedent; and that the author’s view of nature
reflects pre-Romantic notions.! This line of argument was taken up by Zimin, who insisted
that it is unexpected to find a work so steeped in paganism in a period when the Church was
still struggling with the relics of heathenism. Why, he asks, was the Slovo not numbered among
the books officially proscribed by the Church?? The work’s defenders, however, argued that
owing to both the fortuitous disappearance and the deliberate suppression by clerics of secular
literature our knowledge of twelfth-century Russian literature is scant,® although research has
shown at least that paganism and religious ‘dualism’ (dvoeverie) were widespread even among
the noble houses of twelfth-century Rus’.* Roman Jakobson adds that pagan features such
as those found in the Slove were common in Icelandic and Byzantine literature of the same
period, and that they were euhemeristic in nature.® Citing Jan de Vries, he alleges that this
‘neo-paganism’ was part of a literary trend that swept across Europe towards the second half
of the twelfth century, and that the Slove is typical of this trend. According to de Vries,
mythological motifs were avoided in skaldic verse of the eleventh century, but later, when
paganism no longer posed a threat to the Church, they were admitted into literature where
they intermingled with Christian motifs.® While there is no concrete evidence to support this
theory’s application to the Slovo, it need not be ruled out altogether. What it demonstrates
in any case is that the use of pagan images and motifs in literature of the Christian period is
a fairly early phenomenon, and not a practice first adopted in the late eighteenth century. To
understand better the religious character of the Slovo it is necessary to examine the way in
which other writers of early epic tackle the problem of reconciling (or not) traditional heroic
themes with the not always accommodating Christian tradition.

Although the non-Russian texts under scrutiny here represent some of the earliest extant
works of heroic literature, the proportion of pagan and Christian motifs contained in them
varies dramatically. As might be expected, the highest proportion of pre-Christian elements

1 Le Slovo d’Igor, 43, 105.

2 ‘Kogda bylo napisano Slovo?’, 143—4; ‘Obsuzhdenie odnoi kontseptsii o vremeni sozdaniia SP, Voprosy istorii,

1964, no. 9, 129, 137. The struggle of the Church against paganism will be discussed further in this chapter.

3 See Likhachev, “The authenticity of the SP’, 42.

4 See B. V. Sapunov, ‘laroslavna i drevnerusskoe iazychestvo', SP-XII, 321-9; V. L. Komarovich, ‘Kul't roda

i zemli v kniazheskoi srede XI-XIII vv.’, TODRL, 16, 1960, ,84-104; Anichkov, op. cit., passim; B. A. Rybakov,
‘Tazycheskoe mirovozzrenie russkogo srednevekov’ia’, Voprosy istorii, 1974, no. 1, 3—-30; idem, ‘Rusalii i bog Simargl-
Pereplut’, Sovetskaia arkheologiia, 1967, no. 2, passim (esp. 94, 116); Robinson, ‘O zakonomernostiakh razvitiia
vostochnoslavianskogo eposa v rannefeodal’'nyi period’, 178-224; R. Zguta, Russian Minstrels: A History of the
‘Skomorokhi’, Oxford, 1978, 7 fI.

5 In Grégoire, et al., La Geste du prince Igor’, 351 fI.

6 ‘The puzzles of the Igor’ Tale’, 57 (citing J. P. M. L. de Vries, De Skaldenkenningen met mythologischen

Inhoud, Haarlem, 1934).
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are found in works composed nearer the threshold on either side between the Heroic Age and
the Christian era, or earlier, such as Beowulf and the earlier Edda.” The Chanson de Roland,
the Nibelungenlied, the Waltharius and the Battle of Maldon, on the other hand, were written
long after France, Germany and England had been christianised. All but the latter, however,
are based on much older heroic stories and so, while traditional themes have been embroidered
upon to some extent, with new ideas and motifs being introduced in the course of time, these
works retain to varying degrees the spirit of the earlier heroic ethos. Despite the fact that the
Battle of Maldon is based on a contemporary tenth century event and its heroes are fighting
a pagan enemy, it is essentially an austerely heroic poem and lacks the crusading spirit with
which the Chanson de Roland is suffused. The latter is based on earlier poetic treatments of an
unremarkable historical event perfunctorily recounted by Einhard between 814 and 821 in his
Vita Karoli Magni. In 778, while travelling through the Pyrenees on his return from a military
expedition in Spain, Charlemagne’s baggage train and rearguard were ambushed by Basques
who, like the Franks, also happened to be Christians. We are informed simply that, among
others, Roland, lord of the Breton Marches, was killed in the attack.® With the emergence
in France of religious chauvinism inspired by the Crusades, this kernel of historical fact was
eventually elaborated into a lengthy poem centred on the struggle between the Franks and the
Saracens, detailing countless battles and heroic speeches.

When the Slovo was composed shortly after the events of 1185, Russian Christianity was
officially around two hundred years old. Although Princess Ol’ga (regent 945-62) had espoused
Christianity some time earlier, her decision did not affect more than a small minority of her
subjects in Kiev and possibly in some of the larger towns of Rus’. It certainly made no
impression on her son Sviatoslav, who remained a pagan until his death in 972, nor upon her
grandson Vladimir in the earlier part of his reign, during which Kievan Rus’ experienced a
pagan revival. Only when Vladimir eventually received baptism from Byzantium in 988 did
Christianity become the official religion of Rus’.? Despite two centuries of official Christianity,
however, pagan practices were still apparently commonplace in Rus’, not only among the rural

7 English Christianity was established ca. 640, approximately 100 years after Beo. is believed to have been

written. This dating is partially based on the fact that the Christian poet, Ceedmon was writing in 660 (Chadwick,
The Heroic Age, 55). Most scholars now agree that Beo. was written in the first half of the 8th c., although it must
have existed in some form in pre-Christian times, as it is unlikely that a poem which praises the Danes could have
been written after the start of the second series of Danish invasions towards the end of the 8th c. (Klaeber, op. cit.,
cvii; F. P. Magoun, ‘The oral-formulaic character of AS narrative poetry’, in Nicholson, Anthology, 204; D. Whitelock,
The Audience of ‘Beowulf’, Oxford, 1967, 29). Chadwick believes that the description of the cremation ceremonies in
Beowulf could have been composed no later than 630 or 640, as they must date from a time when such practices were
remembered but no longer engaged in (op. cit., 55).The conversion of Norway, together with that of the Russians, the
Baltic Slavs, the Poles, the Hungarians and the Danes, took place in the late 10th c. (Turville-Petre, The Heroic Age
of Scandinavia, 130 fI.). The conversion of Iceland is documented in Njalssaga as having taken place in the year 1000,
although paganism had been more or less on the decline throughout the 10th c. (M. Magnusson & H. Pélsson, trans.,
Njal’s Saga, Harmondsworth, 1971, 1, 19 [hereafter Njal’s Saga]. For an account of this and its effects, see Chs 100-05
(216-25)). The composition of AtlakviSa and HamBismdl dates from around the end of the 9th to the beginning of
the 10th cc., although the lost prototypes from which they were copied cannot have predated the beginning of the
13th c. (Dronke, op. cit., xi—xii; 42-45).

8 G. H. Pertz, ed., Einhardi Vita Karoli Imperatoris, in Monumenta Germaniae historica. Scriptores, II,

Berlin, 1829, 447-8.

o Vernadsky, Kievan Rus’, 43-70; J. Meyendorff, Byzantium and the Rise of Russia, Cambridge, 1981, 4 ff. See

also F. Dvornik, The Slavs: Their Early History and Civilization, Boston, 1959, 204—6. The conversion of Vladimir
and Rus’ is recounted in the PVL under the years 983-9.
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population as might be anticipated, but within the ranks of the aristocracy itself.!° Pre-
Christian notions relating to the poetic art may also be discerned in the figure of Boian, an
apparently well-known bard of the early twelfth century whom the author of the Slovo invokes.
As for placing battles with pagan foes into any kind of religious context, this has no more place
in the Slovo than it does in Maldon.!!

Prior to examining the ways in which Christianity and paganism operate in the Slovo,
it would be useful to summarize some of the prevailing ideas concerning the evolution of the
heroic ideal in literature and the social, mythological and psychological factors that attended
it.

The ‘Heroic Age’ in literature may be said to begin when man’s ideas about himself
change; when fear of and helpless subjugation to powerful external forces are replaced by self-
reliance, self-esteem and an appreciation of one’s own potential for greatness through personal
endeavour.

The evolution of man’s concept of the world around him in Homeric and early Northern
poetry has been the subject of investigation by H. V. Routh. He maintains that in both cases
there was a tendency at first towards a fairly benign and narrow form of animism which at
length gave way to ‘gigantism’, a belief in forces infinitely more powerful than mortals, govern-
ing a world in which men saw themselves as ‘a hostile settlement surrounded by supernatural
enemies’.? It was at this stage that the creation myths took shape and, in the case of Northern
literature, the belief that this violent and chaotic creation will one day perish.!® There fol-
lowed a period of what Routh calls ‘spiritual equilibrium’, in which a doctrine of Fate began to
crystallise as a bulwark against fear. Humans, finding themselves equal to their destinies, thus
regained their self-confidence. “The first step was to imagine some consistent and dependable
power, no empirical system of sorcery, but an established part of the spiritual, which could be
relied upon to oppose or limit the malignity of the superhuman’.!* The ‘doctrine of Fate’ or
‘personal Life Spirit’ was naturally reserved for the warrior class when it was engaged in some
great enterprise, since only such men could have invented and embraced such a creed.!® In the
post-Homeric age of Hesiod there was a reaction against the idea of hero-gods as friends and
allies, and men ceased to have dealings with them; while in Northern literature Fate began to
develop a dark side, resulting in the belief that elves and dwarves also wielded the power of
Fate in opposition to the Norns (the ‘official’ Fates) and were malevolent towards men. From
this belief grew the ‘doctrine of evil’, and Fate soon became a ‘a burden from which the victim
cannot escape’.!® A natural consequence of this distrust of the unseen world was a return to
self-sufficiency and the rise of the hero who discarded religion altogether because he neither
feared nor needed it.!” A new sense of certainty and foreknowledge was proffered to man
with the advent of Christianity, but its gifts were conditional on man’s recognition of his own
worthlessness and dependency.!®

10 See supra, n.4.

u All these points will receive fuller treatment in the course of this chapter.

12 God, Man and Epic Poetry, 2 vols, Cambridge, 1927 (I, 58-61; II, 26-8. The quotation is from II, 28).
13 pid., 11, 28.

14 id., 1, 63-8; II, 32-4. The passage cited is in I, 63.

15

In the case of Homeric heroes, they must be either god-born or god-favoured to have their life-spans marked
out by Fate (ibid., I, 68).

16 jpid, 10, 38-52.
17 ibid., 11, 64-7.
18

sbid., II, 73. Since most secular ideas and activities contravened Christian teaching, it is scarcely surprising
that dvoeverie continued to flourish even among the warrior classes in Rus’ for some time. For a breakdown of Russian

religious development into four stages, see Rybakov, ‘Iazycheskoe mirovozzrenie...’, 10.
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A similar view is held by V. Ia. Propp, although it is expressed in an obviously Marxist
context of social change. Propp maintains that heroic literature grew out of myth, not through
any evolutionary process, but through a rejection of the latter and its ideology around the
time communal tribal rule was on the decline and a class society had begun to emerge. The
heroic epic often relies on borrowings from mythological themes and images (such as dragons)
in order to reinforce its repudiation of the laws and notions supposedly governing the world of
this earlier society. The hero of primitive myth is a man who sees himself as both the creation
and the subordinate of the same natural forces against which he is forced to struggle and
which he attempts to manipulate to his advantage. In the course of social development, the
idea of subservience begins to disappear and stories of active strife between men and various
personifications of nature (such as gods and spirits) begin to emerge. The tendency of these
stories is to destroy the myths and make way for the creation of a new poetic form: the heroic
epic.?

Bowra sees this kind of development in narrative poetry as undergoing three stages. In
the first, which he terms the ‘shamanistic stage’, the chief character is normally a magician,
with magic as his means of achieving success. The next stage of development produces heroic
poetry in which both gods and men take part. This type of poetry may still be regarded as
shamanistic, but it is not untouched by the new spirit of the ‘man-centred universe’, which has
by now penetrated narrative, and also appears separately in panegyric and lament. This stage
branches off to form the third: the poetry of the gods and the poetry of men. Heroic poetry,
as defined by Bowra, comprehends all of the second and the second half of the third stages. It
is composed with the conviction that its characters belong to a superior class of men set apart
in a strange and distant past.2°

Following a not altogether dissimilar pattern to Bowra’s, P. F. Fisher sees the possibility
of classifying epic narrative according to the way the trials of the hero are presented. The
first class has barely emerged from its source in myth and legend, and represents the universal
trials of a race or tribe (¢f. Hebraic writings or the Edda, which describe human experience
from creation through destruction to renewal); the second category includes the trials of the
hero as the incarnation of his race or tribe, and is therefore tribal or national in its emphasis
(¢f. the Mahabharata, the AEneid, the Vplsungasaga or the Niebelungenlied); the third and
final category is the most individualistic, emphasising the trials of the hero as the central and
dominating figure (cf. the Ramayana, the Iliad and Beowulf). All these stages, Fisher believes,
feature the underlying struggle between the divine, the natural and the demonic within the
field of the hero’s experience.?!

While these views may differ in some matters of detail, the general consensus appears to
be that the heroic ethos is the product of a change in man’s response to the world around him.
Rejecting domination by external forces, he turns inward on his own resources. Whilst perhaps
continuing to to be aware of forces more powerful than himself, he neither opposes nor invokes
them, choosing instead to act despite them and to resign himself to his destiny while, at the
same time, striving to attain divine honours. As noted in Chapter One, the ideal that places
man at the centre of things drives the hero to act in the face of great danger according to the

19 Russkii geroicheskii epos, M., 1958, 32f1. See also B. N. Putilov, Byliny, L., 1957, 26 fi.

20 op. cit., 5-25. While the bulk of heroic literature glorifies heroes of old legend, the celebration of contemporary

heroes and events by no means disqualifies a work from this category, as Maldon, which Bowra includes in his study,
demonstrates. H. M. Chadwick takes Bowra's theory a step further, subdividing heroic literature itself into four stages:
(1) court poetry of the Heroic Age (panegyrics and laments celebrating living men) (2) epic and narrative poems based
on the above (3) popular poetry of the 8th c. onwards (incl. ballads & biographical sketches) (4) MHG poems of the
12th c. onwards in which heroic themes have been revived (such a revival did not occur in England, for example) (op.
cit., 94-100).

21 The trials of the epic hero in Beowulf’, PMLA, T3, 1958, 172.
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dictates of the heroic code, but often at the cost of his other obligations. In the twilight years
of heroic poetry, whence many of the texts used here originate, poets begin to discern flaws
and sometimes irreconcilZable contradictions in heroic society. While the arrival of Christianity
heralded new hope, certainty and courage, it demanded in turn the kind of obedience, humility
and self-sacrifice that were wholly alien to the heroic imagination. It also brought with it a
revised concept of heroism. This was developed best perhaps in the English Arthurian cycles
of the thirteenth to fifteenth centuries, in which the hero knight undergoes spiritual testing
to determine whether he fully understands the meaning of the ethos he represents and his
attendant obligations to it. The prevailing theme of memento mori emphasises that while
earthly acclaim for knightly virtue and prowess is a desirable thing in itself, man’s actions in
the end are subject to God’s judgement.??

a. Christianity

The religious tone of the Slovo is markedly different to that of the chronicle accounts of Igor’s
campaign. The Hypatian Chronicle depicts Igor as a traditional Christian prince who perceives
his struggle against the pagan Polovtsy as a Christian duty:

Urops xe Monsaietrs CpaTocnasmio Moy)xeBu: « He nam Bor®t Ha moransrs B3pa
CS OTpElN: HOTAHBI €CTh BCHM'b HAM'b 06e4yb BOPOI'h!»

(col. 637)

A traditional Christian interpretation is also ascribed to the solar eclipse, which is supposed to
disclose God’s will. In the Laurentian Chronicle it is represented as a fearful omen from God
to men:

Crpawmso 63 BUTBTH YeNOBEKOMT 3HaMeHLe bojkne.
(col. 396)

This reading of the eclipse is less explicit in the Hypatian Chronicle. Nevertheless, it is recog-
nised as an unfavourable sign by the boyars, and as an omen by Igor who, having acknowledged
it as such, proceeds to expound on the mysterious ways of God and his signs (col. 638). Igor’s
behaviour throughout this account is characterised by piety and penitence, while practically
every speech and action is suffused with a sense of God’s will. The same sententious overtones,
supported by biblical analogues, may be discerned in the Laurentian Chronicle (cols 398-99).
No value is placed on personal attributes or martial achievement in these accounts. The entire
event is seen, not as a military encounter in which the protagonists display their abilities, but
as some kind of grandiose metaphor for the will of God.?3

22 See, for example, R. A. Waldron, ed., Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, London, 1971; R. J. Gates, ed., The

Auwntyrs off Arthure at the Terne Wathelyne, Philadelphia, 1960; R. W. Ackerman, ‘Gawain’s shield: penitential
doctrine in Gawain and the Green Knight’, Anglia, 76, 1958, 254—65.

23 A prevalent notion in later chronicle accounts and in the military tales. The PVL first attributes the Polovtsian

incursions (which began in 1061) to the sins of the Russians in the entry for the year 1068, at the height of the
internecine feuds (grekh” zhe radi nashikh”—163, 1. 11). This notion is elaborated in the entry for 1093 (214, 1. 18
ff.). The stock phrase za grekhy nashi or grekh radi nashikh takes root in the account of the Battle on the River Kalka
(NPL, 61 (2X); 63) and is further developed in the PRRB (12 (2X); 13; 15). For an appraisal of the presentation
of the characters in the chronicle accounts and in the Slovo, which emphasises the contrast between the moralising
Christian tone of the former and the epic hyperbole of the latter, see V. P. Adrianova-Peretts, ‘SP i ustnaia narodnaia
poeziia’ in idem, SP, M-L, 1950, 295-302 (The same article is also found in sdem, Drevnerusskaia literatura 3 fol’klor,
L., 1974, 99-119).
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Unlike their chronicle counterparts, the heroes of the Slovo are not regulated by Christian
symbol. While the solar eclipse here may be understood as an omen by the characters, the
author and the audience, Igor cannot address himself to God because he does not apparently
regard the sun as an object of God’s will but, as will be discussed later in this chapter, as
something possessing a will of its own.2* The stated concern of the Russians here is not to act
in accordance with any cosmic will, nor to overthrow the ‘ungodly’ pagans, but to seek honour
for themselves and glory for their princes (46, 1l. 9-10; 28).

In the military tales of the Tatar period, the quest for personal glory becomes closely
associated with patriotic and Christian duty. The princes celebrated in the Zadonshchina
are said to do battle—...za zemliv Russ’kuiu i za veru khr(i)stian’skuiu.2® While acclaim
for martial achievement on an individual basis still counts for something in this work, the
warriors here and in other more conventional military tales are motivated to take risks and
make sacrifices primarily on behalf of ideals that lie outside themselves, to which they dutifully
subordinate their personal ambitions. In the Povest’ o razorenii Riazant Batyem, the patriotism
of the work is subordinated to its religious fervour; thus the princes’ motive for the defense of
Riazan’ is said to be—za sviatyia bozhiia tserkvi, i za veru khrist’ianskuiu (11, 18).

Patriotism is far less conspicuous in the Slovo than it is in the military tales of the Tatar
period, while religious zeal (if we disregard the religious tag at the end of the work) is altogether
absent.2® As observed in Chapter One, although the characters of the Slovo exhibit some sense
of regional identity and even ethnic origin (cf. Igor’s reference to his men as rusichi—44, 1. 21),
the bulk of the patriotism that characterises the work rests with the author, just as Igor’s piety
in the chronicle accounts may be attributed to clerical fancy and convention. As someone who
was probably close to the events of 1185, the author would have found it difficult to ascribe to
his characters any patriotic or religious sentiments which did not ring true. Furthermore, if, as
suggested by his occasional invocations of Boian, he is drawing to some extent on the earlier
poetic tradition of that bard, then such sentiments would have conflicted with the earlier heroic
aesthetic.?”

Just as full-blown literary patriotism was still in its embryonic stage in late twelfth century
Rus’, so too was the crusading Christian spirit. The Church in Rus’ at this time was as yet
relatively young, and the Crusades, in which western nations had been participating for some
years, had made no impression on that region. The ethnic and religious toleration enjoyed in
Rus’ at this time?® is characteristic on the whole of earlier heroic societies in which all men,
regardless of national origins and religious proclivities, were judged on individual merit. Eccle-
siastical writings of this period, however, would suggest that the opposite were true. Among
the canons of the early Russian Church inherited from Byzantium, for example, was one which

24 See A. N. Robinson, ‘Solnechnaia simbolika v SP’, in O. A. Derzhavina, ed., ‘SP’: pamiatniki literatury i

iskusstva XI-XVII vekov, M., 1978, 40-2 [hereafter ‘SP’: pamiatniki].

25 Und. 535, 536, 537, 540; KB 548, 550; Hist. I 541, 542; Syn. 551, 553, 554. As noted in Ch. 1 supra, the

quest for personal honour and glory is a fairly standard notion in earlier military accounts (¢f. PVL, 69, 11. 1-5). In
later military tales it is represented by stock phrases and is closely related to the patriotic ideal of Rus’, wherein the
attainment of personal honour reflects upon the honour and glory of Rus’ as well as her princes, past, present and
future (see Likhachev, ‘Istoricheskii i politicheskii krugozor avtora SP’, 32-6.

26 Ppatriotism in the sense of nationhood and pride of race is a much later concept not found in pre-Christian

heroic literature (see supra, Ch. 1, 37-41).

27 On the possible influence of Boian’s poetry on the SP, see A. L. Nikitin, ‘Nasledie Boiana v SP. Son Sviatoslava’,
in Derzhavina, ‘SP’: pamiatniki, 112-33.

28 Toleration, of course, did not extend to pagan practices among the Russians themselves, although such activities
appear to have been fairly widespread, especially outside urban centres (see Zguta, op. cit., 15; idem, ‘The pagan

priests of early Russia: some new insights’, Slavic Review, 33, 1974, 259-66).
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forbade Orthodox Christians to eat with ‘heretics’, under which head came pagans, Jews and
even Western Christians, although eating with the latter was not as strictly proscribed.?® His-
torical evidence, on the other hand, demonstrates that in the Kievan period Rus’ was not given
to nationalistic seclusion and that, despite such prohibitions, matrimonial connections between
Russian and non-Orthodox royal houses in Central and Western Europe were extremely com-
mon. As for observing canonical prohibitions at home, ecclesiastical documentation testifies to
the practice in Novgorod, where total conversion to Christianity took rather longer, of women
indiscriminately bringing their children to Catholic priests for prayer and, in the case of illness,
to pagan volkhvi, or sorcerers.3C

Despite the fact that the Polovtsy are referred to as pogani on twelve occasions in the
Slovo,3' and once as deti besovi (47, 1. 23), there is no sense, other than in the closing
lines, that this conflict was seen, either by the participants in the action or the author, as
having any religious basis.3> Although Rus’ had been subject to a series of relentless and
devastating Polovtsian raids since 1061, this situation was further compounded by perpetual
quarrels among the Russian princes themselves, during which many were not so fastidious that
they did not often seek Polovtsian aid against their own kinsmen (a fact which testifies to the
lack of all-Russian patriotism among the ruling classes of the twelfth century). Traditionally,
the Ol’govichi of Chernigov allied themselves with the Polovtsy, while the Vseslavichi of Polotsk
often recruited the help of the pagan Lithuanians in their disputes among themselves and with
the Monomakhichi.3® The Polovtsy under Konchak took part in the internecine feuds of 1172
(Hyp., cols 548-51). During a major civil conflict in 1180, the OP’govichi (including Igor and
Sviatoslav of Kiev) enlisted the aid of khans Kobiak and Konchak, who were later to become
their enemies (Hyp., cols 621-4). It should be added that in the campaign of 1185, this time
against the Polovtsy, the Russians used Turkic pagans from Chernigov as auxiliaries. Alliances
of an even less successful nature were also attempted through marriages between the ruling
houses of the Rus’ and the Polovtsy. Two of Monomakh’s and one of Oleg Sviatoslavich’s sons
were married off to Polovtsian girls, while later, Igor’s own son Vladimir married Konchak’s
daughter (in these unions, of course, baptism of the bride would have been a precondition,
and their offspring would also have been baptised and borne Russian names). Such military
and dynastic relations with the Polovtsy, therefore, would have necessitated a certain amount
of social intercourse, including the proscribed banqueting.®* It would be an exaggeration to
say that the Russians and the Polovtsy enjoyed amicable relations even at the best of times;
what these historical facts demonstrate, however, is that the Russian nobility, which, officially
speaking, would have been the first social class to embrace Christianity, shared none of the
squeamishness betrayed by their ecclesiastical contemporaries towards peoples of other faiths.

29 G. P. Fedotov, The Russian Religious Mind, I: Kievan Christianity, Belmont, Mass., 1975, 186-9.

30 idid., 189. That paganism and sorcery continued to thrive in many Russian towns (incl. Kiev) for some time

may be observed in the PVL entry for the year 1071 (to which the entire entry is dedicated—169-76) and 1092 (207-8);
as well as other later chronicles (¢f. Hyp., 1114, cols 277-8). The volkhvi must have enjoyed considerable influence
with the people, judging by the numerous chronicle accounts from the 11th c. describing uprisings of the heathen
masses at their instigation. The practice of consulting ‘sorcerers’ continued, though in muted form, until the Russian
revolution, and still lingers on today.

31 46, 1. 29; 47, IL. 8, 29; 49, 11. 16, 28; 50, 11. 4, 18, 26; 51, 1. 14; 52, 1. 16; 53, L. 23; 56, 1. 25. Only 4 times does

the name ‘Polovtsy’ appear without this epithet.

32 In all cases but one it is the author who bestows these terms on the Polovtsy. The exception occurs in

Sviatoslav’s account of his dream (50, 1. 18), although no significance need be attached to this since Sviatoslav acts
as a kind of mouthpiece for the author.

33 gee Robinson, ‘Solnechnaia simbolika. . .’, 32-3.

34 Robinson, ‘O zakonomernostiakh razvitiia. . .’, 190, n.27; 200-1; Fedotov, op. cit, 199.
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This kind of religious toleration was furthermore reciprocated by the Polovtsy, among whom
a number of conversions undoubtedly took place (the Christian Ovlur is a case in point).3%
Also, while the conquest and even destruction of Rus’ may be legitimately regarded as their
objective by the author of the Slovo, he never suggests that the Polovtsy are bent on destroying
Christendom in the way the Saracens of the Chanson de Roland appear to be. In Fennell’s
view, such a motive cannot even be ascribed to the Tatars of the late thirteenth century. In his
analysis of the Povest’ o razorenii Riazani Batyem he states that while conventional prayers
before battle and stock phrases such as ‘because of our sins’ and ‘for God’s holy churches
and the Christian faith’ are in keeping with the spirit of the literature of this period, the
determination to ‘uproot the Christian faith and to destroy the Christian churches to their
foundations’ imputed to Batu, and the desire ‘to convert [Oleg] to his false faith’ are entirely
out of place at a time when the Tatars offered every protection to Orthodox Christians, and
when churchmen did not portray them as anything other than ‘God’s scourge’; these latter, he
concludes, must be later interpolations.3 Halperin supports and expands this point, stressing
the Mongols’ religious tolerance, which enabled the Russian Church to thrive, as well as the
social, political, economic and cultural contacts enjoyed by the Russians and the Tatars.3?
Not only does the author not view the conflict between the Russians and the Polovtsy
in the Slovo as a religious war, he also does not share the traditional Christian view of the
chroniclers with regard to the non-Christian enemies of Rus’. Nowhere does he allude to the
Polovtsy as the scourge of God or to their ‘godlessness’. The Hypatian Chronicle, on the other
hand, denounces them as the source of all evil, with special emphasis on their godlessness,
accursedness and uncleanness.3® It would seem that the author’s attitude to the Polovtsy was
shaped by two factors: the close and relatively relaxed contacts that at times existed between
them and the Russians (a sound reason if, as most scholars assume, he was a layman),3° and the
capacity on the part of writers of heroic literature for admiring heroic qualities in the enemy.
How significant, then, is his nomenclature for the Polovtsy? G. P. Fedotov suggests that the
word pogani had by then changed its original sense of ‘heathen’ into ‘unclean’ or ‘impure’ in the

3B gee C. I Halperin, Russia and the Golden Horde: The Mongol Impact on Russian History, London, 1985,

10-20, on the many and regular mutually beneficial contacts between Rus’ and her nomadic neighbours, in particular
the Polovtsy. Halperin convincingly shows that early Russian bookmen inclined to what he terms an ‘ideology of
silence’, whereby, owing to their religious bias, they stressed the wars with the ‘pagans’, but glossed over their role in
the Russian civil wars, and remained silent on the cooperation and close relations the two sides enjoyed. Occasionally,
however, we get a glimpse of what the Russians really thought about thé Polovtsy. Halperin cites Monomakh who,
in his Pouchenie, lists the Polovtsian princes whom he has defeated or killed by name, in the expectation that his
readers would recognise them as men of political weight and military prowess (Pouchenie, 146 /8). Thus, for Monomakh
the pagan enemy was neither undifferentiated nor dehumanised (Halperin, 16). Religious tolerance on the part of the
Polovtsy, on the other hand, may be ascribed to the fact that, unlike Christianity or Islam, shamanic religious tradition
did not subscribe to proselytisation.

36 ‘Literature of the Tatar period’, 90. The passages alluded to are found in PRRB, 12; 13.

37 op. cit., 8, 24, 113. Russian churchmen showed their gratitude by continuing to excoriate the Mongols in their

writings and to uphold their ‘ideclogy of silence’ regarding less hostile relations (113-14).

38 See especially the entries for the years 1179, 1183 & 1184 (col. 612—bezbozhnii nechistii; col. 628—bezbozhnei;
col. 634—Poshel” biashe okan’nyi i bezbozhnyi i trekliatys Konchak” so m’nozhestvom’ Polovets’...). See also
Adrianova-Peretts, ‘SP’ i pamiatniki russkos literatury XI-XIII vekov, L., 1968, 82-3, on epithets for the Polovtsy
in the chronicles.

39 geeN. V. Sharleman’, ‘Iz real’nogo komentariia k SP’, in I. I. Skliarevskii, et al., eds, ‘SP’—800 let, M., 1986,

78-89 (passim).

‘,\\
55



physical or physiological sense, and that the term was intended merely as a term of abuse.*°

Contemptuous treatment of the enemy, however, is unusual in heroic literature, particularly
if he acquits himself as well in the field as the Polovtsy do in the Slove.*! Only cowardice
or some other form of unworthy behaviour could conceivably evoke such disdain. The kind
of scorn heaped on the Tatars which characterizes the Povest’ o razorenii Riazani Batyem
and, to a much greater degree, the byliny treating the Tatar invasions (in which the enemy is
portrayed as rude and loutish, and becomes the object of slapstick humour) is a much later
phenomenon, dating from no earlier than the fifteenth century.#? Excepting one occasion, the
author of the Slovo avoids the types of epithets applied to the Polovtsy in the chronicles (such
as ‘godless’ or ‘accursed’), or the still less flattering epithets bestowed on the Tatars by the
bylina singers (such as ‘cur’). It is unlikely that the term poganye here is intended to carry any
moral implications, or to serve as anything much more than a term of identification for the
Polovtsy, who happen to be pagan. It would have gained more force had the author identified
the Russians as Christians, but they are designated simply as rusichi. In time, poganye became
such a recurrent epithet for Russia’s non-Christian enemies that the Tatars of the byliny use it
with reference to themselves, while khan Kalin invariably bears the unflattering epithet sobaka
Kalin-tsar’ even when addressed by his own people or when referring to himself.43

Likewise, the author’s use of the phrase deti besovi appears to betray little more than the
influence of ecclesiastical writing, and should not be seen as a conscious expression of moral
aversion on his part. A view shared by many churchmen held that the pagan gods were devils
and that those who worshipped them were their progeny;** and yet the author’s attitude to
the pagan gods of the Eastern Slavs elsewhere in the work strongly suggests that he inclined
more to the other prevailing view, the euhemeristic notion ol 3OJS QS ancestors.

The only place in the Slove where the conflict between the Russians and the Polovtsy
acquires a crusading element is in the concluding lines:

3apaBu, KHA3U U ADY>XMHA, no6apasd 3a XpHCTHAHEI Ha Toranbls IeKH! KAg3emMs
CJIABA & APY>XUHB. AMUHE.

(56, 11. 24-6)

As already noted in Chapter One, this sentiment is so out of keeping with the tone and imagery
of the rest of the work that it would be reasonable to suspect that it does not belong to the
original work. It may have been appended by the author himself who, fearing ecclesiastical

40 op. cit., 317-18. Such is indeed the case for the evolution of the word into Ukrainian (pohanyi—‘bad,

poor’) and Serbo-Croat (péhan—‘unclean’). See M. Fasmer, Etimologicheskii slovar’ russkogo iazyka, III, M., 1971,
294. In early Russian writings, however, this term is used to denote ‘pagans’ from as early as the 11th c., while its
secondary meanings of ‘unclean’, ‘unorthodox’, ‘foreign’ or ‘vulgar’ are, on the whole, restricted to much later usage

I. I. Sreznevskii, Matersaly dlia slovaria drevnerusskogo iazyka po pis’mennym pamiatnikam, II, SPb.,1895, cols
Y »

1011-13).

41 For more on the enemy in heroic literature see infra, Ch. 4d.

42 Fennell, ‘Literature of the Tatar period’, 95—6. See, for example, Kalin-tsar’ (Danilov, 24). On the 30 or so
byliny on the subject of II'ia and Kalin-tsar’, and o - Lo P - : the

possible Turkic etymology of this epithet, see R. O. Jakobson, ‘Sobaka Kalin Tsar”, Selected Writings, IV: Slavic
.. . p o
Epic Studies, The Hague—Paris, 1966, 64—-81(07‘0"‘4% ?“bl“’“d under HLP: m O. Tansen i Slavio 4

17,71937,82-98)-
43 See Il'ia Muromets i Kalin-tsar’ (Gil'ferding, II, 75). Note especially the speeches of the Tatars and Kalin (1l.
456-79).
44

Anichkov, op. cit., 105-26 (‘Dva vzgliada na iazychestvo u drevnerusskikh knizhnikov’). This view was also

shared by some Western Christian apologists (see J. Seznec, La survivance des dieuz antigues, London, 1940, 20).
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proscription, wished to dilute the work’s otherwise ‘pagan’ character. Another explanation
points to a later interpolator who, viewing this particular incident in the light of Russia’s later
conflicts with the Tatars, interpreted 1t as a kind of holy war which anticipated the defense of
Rus’ and Orthodox Christendom against the Tatars.4®

The natural discrepancy between what the Church officially dictated and what was in fact
practised was not, of course, unique to Rus’. In a famous letter to the bishop of Lindisfarne
in 797, Alcuin, the English scholar and missionary to France, admonishes him for condoning
banquets at which Christian priests were regaled with stories of pagan kings. ‘What’, he
asks, ‘has Ingeld to do with Christ?*4® Alcuin’s anti-pagan zeal, however, cannot be regarded
as representative of the views of contemporary English society at large any more than the
strictures of early Russian chroniclers and homily writers against secular entertainment of all
kinds reflected the secular life of Rus’ in the eleventh and twelfth centuries.?” The fact that
English churchmen as well as laymen continued to enjoy old tales recounting the exploits of
pagan heroes as late as the close of the eighth century suggests that the general attitude towards
the heathen on the part of the English clergy did not reflect Alcuin’s disdain.

Extensive missionary traffic between England and the Continent from the late seventh
and throughout the eighth centuries brought numerous accounts of pagan practices to Eng-
land, since funerals such as those described in Beowulf and sacrifices to idols persisted on the
Continent even into the ninth century. While it is impossible to trace the sources of Beowulf
with any certainty, the story, together with the tales of Hygelac, Hro8gar and Finn, probably
reached the poet through travellers from missions in Frisia. It is also possible that stories of
Sigemund and other Swedish tales spread to England through the Frisians themselves, who
traded regularly with both England and Scandinavia.*®

Alongside attitudes such as Alcuin’s, there existed also at this early stage in England’s
Christian history a kind of sympathy that grew out of a sense of kinship between the English
and their Germanic cousins on the Continent. Charles Donahue suggests that the Pelagian
heresy, which held that heathens could attain salvation through their own natural virtue, was
more widespread than is commonly believed, and that the Beowulfpoet was affected by it.
Such a belief would have enabled Christians, for whom the idea of their noble and illustrious
forebears suffering eternal punishment would have been disconcerting, to continue to hold them
in high esteem.?® This notion was apparently shared not only by poets and free-thinkers, but
also by some orthodox churchmen who openly conceded that virtue could indeed exist among
pagans.®® In both England and Rus’, up to around two hundred years following the conversion
of each nation respectively, there was a reluctance on the part of many clerics to condemn

45 See supra, 45, n.75.

46 E. Duemmler, ed., MGH, Epistolarum IV, Epistole Merovingici et Karolini £uvi, 11, Berlin, 1895, 183. [Verba
Dei legantur in sacerdotali convivio. Ibs decet lectorem auderi, non citharistam; sermones patrum, non carmina
gentilium. Quid Hinieldus cum Christo? Angusta est domus: utrosque tenere non poterit. Non vult rex celestis
cum paganis et perditis nominetenus regibus communionem habere; quia rex ille ®ternus regnat in celis, ille

paganus perditus plangit in inferno.)

47 See PVL, 165, 11. 19-22/166, 11. 1-8; Anichkov, op. cit., 26-57 & 205-24.
43 L. D. Benson, ‘The pagan coloring of Beowulf’, in R. P. Creed, ed., OF Poetry, Providence, 1967, 195-9.
49

‘Beowulf, Ireland and the natural good’, Traditio, 7, 1949-51, passim. For a summary of Augustine’s and
Dante’s ideas on salvation outside the Judao-Christian tradition, see 266, n.20.

50 See the Translatio Sancti Alexandrs, which credits the Saxons with decency, good conduct and good laws (G.

H. Pertz, ed., MGH, Scriptorum II, 675). Also Bede's Historia ecclesiastica gentis Anglorum, I, 34, in which he
expresses a qualified admiration for the Bernician king, /EBilfri8, and compares him with Saul (B. Colgrave & R. A.
B. Mynors, eds, Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of the English People, Oxford, 1979, 116 [henceforth, Hist. eccles.]).
See also A. G. Brodeur, The Art of ‘Beowulf’, LA-London, 1971, 216, on pagan heroes as noble models.
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out of hand and to abolish from living memory the pagan past. This is borne out by some
early Russian writers. The chronicler’s patriotic feelings, for instance, not only prevented him
from censuring the early princes of Rus’ for their paganism, but also inspired him to portray
Sviatoslav in the most flattering and elevated terms. In his eulogy to Vladimir in the Slovo
o zakone i blagodati (c. 1037-1050), Metropolitan Ilarion praises not only the christianiser of
Rus’ but also his illustrious forebears, Igor and the ‘glorious’ Sviatoslav:

...M>Ke, B'L CBOA JIBTa BIAALIYECTBYIOILE, MY>XeCTBOMB XK€ B XpabophcTBOME mpo-
Clylla BH CTPaHaX’h MHOraX’h, H NOGRIAMH M KpPBOOCTiI0 IOMWHAKTCA HBIHB K
cnoByTh. He BB Xynb 60 m HEBBIOMB 3eMIIH BIaABIYLCTBOBAIIA, HDB BH PYCKB, sSxXe
BBAOMA M CJIBIUINMA €CTh BCBMH 4eTHIDHMHM KOHIHW 3€MIIH.

His subsequent glorification of Rus’ in this passage calls for a panegyric to all the rulers, pagan
or Christian, who made her great and renowned.5!

Even if the clergy of Rus’ and England had wished to suppress the glorious pagan past,
they would have found it a formidable undertaking at a time when stories extolling pagan heroes
were still fresh in people’s memories and the focus of their entertainment and aspirations. Poets
of this early period faced the still more daunting challenge of preserving the spirit and dignity of
the old stories, while reconciling them with their own beliefs and views on morality. Those who
were able to view their own pagan past with tolerance and even admiration, however, were also
capable of exercising the same respect (if at times qualified) for a heathen enemy. This ability
to adapt earlier heroic tales, or at least their style, to the Christian ethos without forfeiting
their spirit and rendering them overtly ‘religious’ (and therefore unheroic) is manifested in a
variety of works of different periods.

The Battle of Maldon was written at a time when raids on England by the pagan Danes
were an annual occuqfsnce. The poem’s heroes are self-avowed patriots and Christians;32 never-
theless, apart from Byrhtno8’s boast that, ‘It shall be the heathen host that falls in this fight’
(1. 54-5), the heathenness of the Danes is not stressed and they are dealt with honourably.53

51 Text from N. N. Rozov, ‘Sinodal'nyi spisok sochinenii Ilariona—russkogo pisatelia XI v.’, Slavia, 32, 1963,

152-73 (passage cited from 163—4).

52 See, for instance, Byrhtno%’s speech to the Danish messenger:
Brimmanna boda, abeod eft ongean,
sege pinum leodum miccle lapre spell,
b=t her stynt unforcus eorl mid his werode,
be wile gealgean ebel bysne,
Epelredes eard ealdres mines,
folc and foldan. Feallan sceolon

hzbene =t hilde.

[Go, viking herald, answer back again,

Tell your men a much more hostile tale:

Here stands an earl undaunted with his troop,

One who intends to save this fatherland,

Ethelred’s kingdom, and my liege lord’s land and people.

It shall be the heathen host that falls in fight.]

(11. 49-55)

The dying Byrhtno8 and his retinue resort to prayers, the latter pray that they may avenge their lord’s death

(11. 146-8; 173-80; 262—4).

53 To give them an even chance, Byrhtno8 allowed them to cross the causeway from Northey Is. to the dry

mainland before starting battle. They would otherwise have made easy targets for the English archers while crossing

(1. 84-95).
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In the Waltharius, a monastic work of the tenth century,® Attila, the pagan scourge of
Europe, is judged by the same criteria as the poem’s Christian heroes, and is certainly the
moral superior of the weak and cowardly Frankish king, Gunther. The poet lays emphasis on
Attila’s preference for exacting tribute peacefully from conquered nations, even though—Hic
populus fortis virtute vigebat et armis (“This strong people [the Huns] flourished by bravery and
arms’).’® He and his wife, Osperin, are furthermore distinguished by their kindness towards
their young hostages:

Attila Pannonias ingressus et urbe receptus
exulibus pueris magnam exhibuit pietatem
ac veluti proprios nutrire vivebat alumnos.

'\}i'rgo etiam captiva deo praestante supremo,
reginae vultum placavit et auxit amorem...

[Attila, having entered Pannonia and been received by that city,
exhibited great kindness to the exiled boys, and ordered that they
be brought up as his own fosterlings. . . The captive maiden also
was, by the ald of the supreme God, pleasing to the queen, and
increasingly gained her love.. ]
(IL. 96-8; 110-11)

The Nibelungenlied also treats the story of Attila (Etzel) and the Burgundians, rendering
the latter as Christians although historically they were not. Again, as in the Waltharius, the
Huns’ paganism and the Burgundians’ Christianity is not emphasised here. The one scruple
in regard to Etzel’s paganism, arises when he contemplates marriage to Kriemhild, the sister
of Gunther. Doubt is expressed first by Etzel himself (st. 1145)%¢ and later by Kriemhild (st.
1248; 1261), whose reservations are quickly overcome once she realises she can manipulate the
arrangement to serve her private end—to avenge Siegfried’s death on her brothers.

At one point the religious differences between the two nations is alluded to with remarkable,
if somewhat naive, tolerance:

Si sungen ungeliche, daz da vil wol schein,
kristen unde heiden die waren nicht enein.

[But Christians and heathens sang mass differently, as was very
evident—they were at variance in this.]
(st. 1851, 1l. 1-2)

54 Hatto believes the Waltharius to have been written in the 10th c. and possibly even in the 9th (The Nibelun-

genlied, Harmondsworth, 1969, 370); de Vries places the work more specifically between 920-30 (Heroic Song and
Heroic Legend, 52).

55 A Kk Bate, ed., Waltharius of Geraldus, Reading 1978, 1. 6 (of the text proper, following the introduction

and dedication). See also 1l. 63-70:
‘Foedera plus cupio quam preelia mittere vulgo.
Pace quidem Huni malunt regnare, sed armis

inviti feriunt quos cernunt esse rebelles.’

[I desire treaties more than to bring war unto a people. Indeed the Huns prefer to rule in peace, but smite

with reluctance, using arms, those whom they regard as rebellious.’]

Hereafter, all references to this work will be designated in the body of the text:

56 H. de Boor, ed., Das Nibelungenlied (Nach der Ausgabe von Karl Bartsch), Wiesbaden, 1979. Translation

from Hatto, The Nibelungenlied. All subsequent references will derive from these editions.

59



Otherwise differences of faith are not remarked upon much. Etzel is portrayed as being as
noble and honourable a knight as any Christian, with many Christians in his service. He
also practises religious tolerance to the extent that he allows mass to be said at his court (st.
1818ft.).

It may be said that since the Nibelungenlied was written at a time when paganism no
longer posed a threat to Christianity, the poet had a freer hand in playing down his own faith
and showing tolerance towards his pagan characters. He was, however, also writing towards the
end of the Crusades (which ended with the sack of Constantinople in 1204) but the partisan
tone which might be expected under the circumstances is avoided in this work. No doubt, by
the time of the Fourth Crusade, public enthusiasm for these wars had worn pretty thin.

Such is obviously not the case in the Chanson de Roland, which was composed and written
at the start of the First Crusade (1095) by a poet apparently quite out of touch with the pagan
past. It is scarcely surprising, then, to see the Christian Basques originally responsible for the
attack on Charlemagne’s rearguard being substituted by ‘God’s enemies’, the Saracens. As
might be expected, the Franks hurl copious insults at their enemies, who are characterised as
evil, treacherous and full of unbridled passion. Despite his religious bias, however, the poet
cannot resist occasionally giving the Saracens their due:

Curant i vint Margariz de Sibilie,

Pur sa beltet dames 1i sunt amies,
Cele nel veit vers lui ne s’esclargisset,
Quant ele le veit, ne poet muér ne riet.
N’i ad paien de tel chevalerie.

M.arﬁariz est mult vaillant chevalers,
E bels e forz e isnels e legers.

Grandonie fut e prozdom e vaillant
E vertuus e vassal cumbatant.

[Margariz of Seville came rushing up,

The women love him for his beauty,

Not one of them sees him without becoming all aglow,
When she sees him she cannot help becoming all smiles.
No other pagan has such knightly qualities.

M;ngariz is a very worthy knight,
Well proportioned, strong, swift and agile.

Grandoine was reliable and worth s
Strong and courageous in combat.
(1. 955-60; 1311-12; 1593-4)

When Baligant, the most dangerous fpe of all, enters the battlefield he is described thus:

La forcheiire ad asez grant li ber,
Graisles es flancs e larges les costez,
Gros ad le piz, belement est mollet,
Lees les espalles e le vis ad mult cler,
Fier le visage, le chef recercelet,

Tant par ert blancs cume flur en estet;
De vasselage est suvent esprovet.
Deus! quel baron, s’oiist chrestientet!

E[I‘he brave man has a very large crotch,

e is slender in the hips and wide in the side,
His chest is wide, it is handsomely moulded,

His shoulders are broad and his face is very clear,
His look is fierce, his head is covered with curls,
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It was pure white as a flower in summertime;
He has often proved his courage.
God! what a brave knight if only he were a Christian!]
(1. 3157-64)

While the poet may legitimately believe that Nos avum dreit, mais cist glutun unt tort (‘We
are in the right and these wretches are in the wrong’—l. 1212), and that unless they convert
they will come to a bad end, he does not portray the Saracens as grotesque, and is able to give
them credit as warriors.®”

The Slovo is thus in line with most of its Western European counterparts in that it lacks
any real Christian bias in its treatment of the enemy (even where such a bias exists, as in the
Chanson de Roland, the enemy is accorded a certain admiration and respect). It differs from
the later military tales not only in this respect, but also in the absence of any references to
the Bible, Christian prayer and ritual, the doctrine of Salvation, or the Russian Church as
an institution. Also conspicuously absent are saints, religious visions, and reflections on the
destiny of the soul.3® The only explicit evidence that the Slovo was written in Christian times
is provided by the nomenclature for the Polovtsy, the mention of three churches by name,°
two direct references to God (54, 1. 13-14; 55, 1. 9), one nebulous reference to ‘judgement’
(48, 1. 12) and finally, the religious tag at the end.

The references to churches in the Slovo, like the nomenclature for the enemy, is probably
more coincidental than deliberate. In this respect the work is more closely analogous to the
Nibelungenlied, which lacks a Christian tone on a deeper level, but which abounds with pe-
ripheral Christian elements. Churches and church services appear throughout the narrative:
the fierce quarrel between Brunhild and Kriemhild, which sets off the train of events leading
to Siegfried’s murder and Kriemhild’s revenge, takes place in front of the cathedral; ¢° later
in the poem a church once again acts as the setting for further provocations and evil thoughts
(st. 1859). The regular pious observances of the characters, then, have no visible effect on
their behaviour or designs. The only instance where Christianity appears to play more than a
cosmetic role is in the scene in which Riidiger, a later import into the story from the Christian
‘chivalric’ age, must choose between his divided loyalties to the Burgundians on the one hand
and to Kriemhild on the other, and dies a noble, blameless death. First the pagan Etzel, then
Gunther and his brother Gernot, express the hope that God will reward him for his noble heart
(chap. 37, st. 2165; 2177; 2184). Riidiger himself unloads his soul in prayer (st. 2154), but
his death is not exactly in keeping with that of a Christian knight; his thoughts are not on
heavenly rewards, nor does he ask for God’s mercy. The poem stands on the frontier between
heroic epic and Christian romance, testifying to ‘the poetic greatness of this epic-writer that
he was conscious of this frontier and left the pre-Christian heroic core untouched’.5! Here
Christian forms are taken as a matter of course and, like the paraphernalia in the Slove, have
no real function in the poem apart from the most incidental kind.

God’s role in the Slove is practically negligible. The first overt allusion comes in the
passage dedicated to Vseslav of Polotsk (d. 1101), who was probably a pagan, and around
whom many legends abound:

57 See Ross, op. cit., 87.

58 The princely martyrs, Boris and Gleb, are particularly favoured by the authors of the Zad. and the ZRAN.

59 st. Sofia of Kiev (48, 11. 15-16); St. Sofia of Polotsk (54, 1. 9); Church of the Holy Mother of God of Pirogoshch
(56, 1. 20-1).

60

See Ch. 14; Ch. 11, st. 716 describes the baptism of Gunther, son of Siegfried and Kriemhild; Ch. 17, st.
103940 describes Siegfried’s cathedral funeral.

61 de Boor, op. cit., xiv.
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Tomy BBiier BosHT B npHBOe MPHUITBBKY, CMBIC/ICHEIH, peye: «HE XHITDY, HA ro-
pasny, HM ITHLIO ropasay cyaa Godxuma He MEHYTH!»

(54 11. 11-14)

The second reference follows Igor’s escape from captivity:

MPOPCBK KHA310 6or's OYTh KAXXKETD M3b 3EMIJIN HOJ’IOBGII,KOH Ha 3eMJII0 P}'CK}'IO,
Kb OTHIO 3JIATY CTOJY.

(55, 1. 9-10)

While the third reference does not mention God explicitly, it may be said to contain strong
religious overtones depending on how it is interpreted.5? It alludes to the death of prince Boris
Viacheslavich, first cousin to Vladimir Monomakh and Oleg ‘Gorislavich’, who accompanied
the latter and his Polovtsian allies on an ill-fated expedition to Chernigov where they were
defeated by their uncles Iziaslav and Vsevolod at Nezhatina Niva: Boris was killed and Oleg fled
to Tmutorokan’ (PVL, 1078, 195, 1. 16ff). It is generally held that the author acknowledged
Boris’ fate to be God’s punishment for his vainglory:53

Bopuca ke BauecaBuua ciaBa Ha CyA’s IpuBeae, 1 Ha Kanuny seneny mamonomy
nocTiaa 3a o6uny Onrosy, Xpabpa B MiIafa KHASA.

(48, 1I. 11-13)

While the exact nature of God in the Slovo is somewhat obscure, what is certain is that he
is seen as an active force. If the sud in the Boris episode is understood as ‘God’s judgement’,64
then in two of the three episodes cited above, his primary function is that of judge (a role with
which he is principally associated in old Russian literature), judging all men on equal terms,
whether Christian or pagan. Nevertheless, God’s role in the Slove is set within certain limits.
The first, somewhat general, reference to judgement follows the author’s comment that, for
all his cunning, Vseslav also suffered, an implication perhaps that this was as a consequence
of God’s judgement. It is not clear, however, whether the judgement comes before or after
death. Such is also the case in the passage recalling the death of Boris; it is uncertain whether
he died as a result of God’s judgement, or whether his actions and pride would be judged
later. It is stated, after all, that his untimely death was caused by his quest for glory and
Oleg’s ‘offense’. The sud” to which these are said to have to have brought him, then, could
be interpreted more readily as ‘fate’ or ‘doom’. Finally, in showing Igor the road back to Rus’
following the prince’s escape, in which he had already enlisted the temporal help of Ovlur,
God merely participates in a fait accompli. Nowhere, then, does he manipulate the course of

62 These references are not chronological, as the second follows the third. The order in which they are given is

meant simply to distinguish between the more explicit references from the more ambiguous one.

63 See Dmitriev & Likhachev, eds, SP, 490n.; Adrianova-Peretts, ‘SP’ i pamiatniki russkoi literatury XI-XII

vekov, 102-3; PVL., 195, 11. 16-17. A somewhat different interpretation of the term ‘judgement’ will be discussed in
the course of this chapter.

64 The term sud” here could mean either ‘judgement’ or ‘fate/destiny’ (both in any event mean ‘death’). As will

be observed, the distinction between Christian Providence and pagan Fate is not always clear-cut. In Beowulf, God

and wyrd are distinct, but it is the latter which appears to govern men'’s lives.
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events, nor are the consequences of any actions ever attributed to him.%® More significant still
is that none of the references to God, just as none of the references to Rus’, is made by the
characters themselves.

Divine activity is similarly restricted for the most part in Western European heroic liter-
ature. At one extreme, we have the heroic Edda in which the Christian God is never alluded
to, while in Njal’s Saga, which devotes considerable space to the christianisation of Iceland,
life carries on at much the same level of treachery and violence as it did prior to conversion.
Because it would undermine the hero’s self-reliance and therefore detract from his glory, divine
intervention, if it exists at all, must be restricted to events outside the sphere of heroic action.
For this reason the Norse gods of the Edda do not, on the whole, take part in men’s affairs and
are confined to poems dedicated exclusively to their own activities.

This rule is consistently observed by all, even the earliest, writers of heroic literature.
While the characters in the Iliad, for instance, appear at first to be subject to the whims of
the gods, it soon becomes evident that, when confronted with the demands of heroism, the
protagonists are left to control their own destinies. The gods’ sphere of influence is reserved for
persons or situations which are not heroic: examples include Aphrodite whisking her cowardly
favourite, Paris, off the battlefield to safety,%¢ and Athene contriving to break the truce between
the Trojans and the Achaans by instructing Pandarus to shoot Menelaus, then shielding the
latter (Bk IV, 78-80). When the story turns to actual fighting, however, the heroes are left to
prove their mettle, with Athene and Ares adopting their metaphorical aspects and flitting to
and fro inspiring the combatants with martial fury (Bks IV, 88-91; V, 92). Likewise, Achilles’
decision to leave the battlefield and later to re-enter it to avenge his friend, Patroclus, is made
independently (Bks I & XVIII).®?

Of the later European epics, it is in the Chanson de Roland that divine intervention is
featured to a more remarkable degree. God’s messenger, Gabriel, is especially active but, like
the gods of the Iliad, restricts himself to the periphery of the action, helping to carry Roland’s
soul to Paradise (laisse 176), introducing visions into Charlemagne’s third dream (laisses 186—
7) and exhorting Charlemagne to prepare for the next fight (laisse 291). He is also sent to
Charlemagne by God, who—ne volt qu’il seit mort ne vencut (‘does not wish him to be killed
or vanquished’—l. 3609), when the emperor is engaged in fierce combat with Baligant, to
inspire him with strength and courage in the way Athene and Ares inspire the warriors of the
Iliad. On only one occasion is God actually seen to direct the action—when he halts the sun’s
course in order to help Charlemagne overtake the fleeing Saracens and avenge the destruction
of the ‘flower of France’ (1l. 2458fT.).

All instances of divine participation in the Chanson de Roland are confined to events
following Roland’s death, leaving the original tale of Roncevaux relatively free of external

65 It should be recalled that neither Igor nor the author sees the solar eclipse as an expression of God’s will. The

author is thus relieved of having to lay additional blame on Igor for disobedience towards God, which would force him
to qualify still further his praise of the heroes.

66 E. V. Rieu, trans., Homer: The Iliad, Harmondsworth, 1978, Bk III, 73-4.

67 The ancient Greeks, as a rule, did not believe that the capricious and unpredictable gods controlled the world

or set limits to human achievement. Rather, they were seen as embodiments of the many forms chance or luck might
take and were blamed for or credited with any unexpected outcome of a given action (J. B. Hainsworth, ‘Ancient
Greek’, in Hatto, Traditions, 28-9; Bowra, op. cit., 89). The supernatural likewise does not figure much in the purely
heroic literature of the Turkic peoples of Central Asia. It is quite exceptional for a hero to gain the upper hand in
battle through supernatural means, or by subterfuge; magical elements, where they occur, are incidental to the action
(Chadwick & Zhirmunsky, op. cit., 28, 89, 94, 128-9, 151; G. F. Cushing, ‘Ob Ugrian (Vogul and Ostyak)’ in Hatto,
Traditions, 221-2; Hatto, ‘Kirghiz: mid 19th century’, Traditions, 311).
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influence.®® The Roland section is nevertheless profoundly influenced by the crusading spirit,
with its emphasis on the Saracens as God’s enemies and the space it devotes to the prowess
of the warrior-priest, Turpin.®® The poet also portrays Roland’s death as that of a traditional
Christian knight who acknowledges his sins and humbles himself in prayer (laisse 175). Earlier,
however, when Roland makes his fatal but heroic decision not to surnmon help, divine help is
withheld, leaving him, like Achilles, to make his choice alone. Having made his penance, he
then devotes rather more words to reminiscences of past glory and conquests, and delivers a
lengthy eulogy to his sword Durendal (laisses 171-3), concluding with another short prayer
(1. 2384-8). It is as if Roland’s heroic self-sufficiency has been extended to his faith, thus
obviating the need for direct divine assistance. In this respect Roland is very different from
the kind of warrior-saint represented by Alexander Nevskii, whose chief characteristic is piety
and who receives direct help from God in battle (ZhAN , 3-5). While the character of the living
Roland epitomises more the ideal of secular heroism, the poet manages to portray his death
as that of both a pre-Christian hero and a Christian martyr, depicting the (almost) perfect
fulfillment of both ideals simultaneously without really detracting from either.

It is in the second part of the Chanson de Roland that the Christian God really makes his
presence felt. Whereas the Roland section is localised in time, geography and quasi-historical
fact, when Charlemagne enters the fight ‘uncloaked’, as it were, the story takes on broader
allegorical proportions. The confrontation between Charlemagne, the champion of Christianity,
and Baligant, Emir of Babylon, becomes a struggle between good and evil, Holy Jerusalem and
Babylon, Christ and Anti-Christ. The theme of this episode, therefore, cries out for marks of
divine favour, although these are limited to admonition and encouragement, and Charlemagne’s
triumph springs ultimately from his faith, courage and prowess. Thus divine intervention never
really alters the course of events in this work: Roland and his warriors die defeated, and it
is certain that one way or another Charlemagne would have defeated the Saracens no matter
where the sun stood in the heavens.™

The problem of accommodating the literary heroic ethos to Christianity in the Slovo
possibly has its closest parallels in Beowulf. Consequently, it is worth devoting some attention
to this, as yet, unresolved, debate.

Practically all scholars now concur that Beowulf was originally completed in pre-Christian
times, but there are nearly as many theories as to what happened to this work in the eighth
century as there are Beowulf scholars. Bodies of opinion relative to its religious character may
be divided roughly into four categories. A small proportion of scholars consider the poem to
be in some way virtually steeped in Christianity.”? Others view it as a traditional work edited

68 A possible exception is the supernatural darkness with foretells Roland’s death (ll. 1431ff.). While this

phenomenon is not explicitly attributed to God, the general tendency of the poem suggests that it might be construed
as God’s omen.

69 Analogous figures may be found in the Zadonshchina and the Cid in the persons of the warrior-monk Peresvet,

and the warrior-bishop Jerénimo. Peresvet’s ‘victory or death’ speech will be discussed at a later stage (Ch. 5f., 201).
Like Peresvet and Turpin, Jerénimo also easily reconciles his warlike fervour with his religious office. Prior to battle
against the Moors, the bishop says mass, absolves those about to die facing the enemy, then requests the honour of
striking the first blow (1. Michael, ed.,The Poem of the Cid, Manchester, 1975, 1l. 1699-1710). The presence of these
figures in their respective works reinforces the sense of these conflicts as holy wars.

70 This view is shared by Bowra, who sees the supernatural darkness announcing Roland’s death and the halting

of the sun’s course as episodes based on Biblical precedents (op. cit.), 85. See also Ross, op. ecit., 90.

7 Klaeber, op. cit., xviii-li; R. W. Chambers, Beowulf: An Introduction, Cambridge, 1921, 121-7; Whitelock,

op. cit., esp. 4 & 21 (Pagan rites were far enough in the past for the poet to write about them comfortably and with
detachment (12)); H. L. Rogers, ‘Beowulf’s three great fights’, in Nicholson, Anthology, 233-56 (Rogers allows that
the poet may not have regarded Beowulf as either Christian or pagan, but that he detached himself from the stories

and characters, using them as much as possible to convey his own Christian philosophy (253)); A. Cabaniss, ‘Beo. and
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for a Christian audience, thus containing many ambiguities but also a Christian outlook on
the pagan past, causing the poet and his audience to regard the pagan heroes’ struggles as
admirable but quite hopeless, since they could not look forward to salvation as a reward for
their endeavours.” A third group sees the work as essentially pagan, though containing some
Christian ideas. Many opinions within this group overlap with those of the second, but the
emphasis here is on the poem’s paganism and on the view that the marriage of pagan and
Christian ideas here is not an altogether successful one. The general conclusion is that these
vague fragments of Christian sentiment or doctrine here do nothing to alleviate the prevailing
sense of doom, tragedy and regret.”> Finally, there are those scholars who believe variously that

the liturgy’, in Anthology, 223-32 (An expansion on Klaeber's view of Beowulf as a Christ figure whose struggle with
Grendel’s dam echoes the Harrowing of Hell, the Flood, the Creation and Baptism (223-7). Elaborate parallels are
drawn between nearly every passage in Beo. and the Scriptures); M. B. McNamee, ‘Beo.—and allegory of Salvation?’,
in Anthology, 331-52 (McNamee reiterates the idea of Beowulf as a Saviour sent by God, adding that the whole poem
reflects not only the OT, but also NT theology, and that Beowulf’s last hours closely parallel Christ’s (348)). The
view that Beo. is a ‘Christian’ poem is generally restricted to earlier scholarship.

72 Bowra, op. cit., 30 (The poet stands on the threshold between the heroic and Christian views, hard-pressed

to reconcile the two, although he manages to adopt a moralising tone); L. L. Schiicking, ‘The ideal of kingship in
Beo.', in Anthology, 40—-1 (Despite the work’s heathen characteristics, Beowulf and HroBgar conform to the Church
Fathers’ ideal of kingship); K. Sisam, The Structure of ‘Beowulf’, Oxford, 1966, 72ff. (The poet was not really
concerned with either Christianity or paganism: Beowulf is a pagan hero driven by pagan motives, while HroBgar’s
speeches, although reflecting some Christian elements since they are not governed by pagan tradition, do not express
any characteristically Christian doctrine (78)); E. G. Stanley, ‘Hethenra Hyht in Beo.’, in Greenfield, Studies in OF
Literature, 136-51 (The poet is deliberately vague in presenting the two value systems: secular and monastic. Beowulf
and HroBgar ar shown to possess virtues and a nebulous piety, but no system of faith. The story is pessimistic showing
that life without faith is a life without hope. Even virtuous pagans cannot be ensured salvation, and the poet’s silence
on the afterlife may be seen as an indirect condemnation of heroic society. He wished to present an heroic ideal that
was still attractive to a Christian audience but insufficient because it was pagan); Brodeur, The Art of ‘Beowulf’,
182ff. (Although Christianity is deeply engrained in the fabric of Beo., the hero does not represent a Saviour or a
self-sacrificing king. The moral virtues are Christian and the social virtues are pagan; these complement rather than
oppose one anocther).

73 A. Bonjour, ‘The Beowulf-poet and the tragic muse’, in Greenfield, Studies in OF Literature, 129ff. (The poet

is an orthodox Christian writing a tragedy in which Beowulf’s death is seen as a death in vain, showing that for the
pagan all joy is earthly. He allays the tragedy slightly by hinting at Beowulf’s salvation and by reiterating the idea
that God controls Fate); C. Moorman, ‘The essential paganism of Beo.’, ML Q, 28, 1967, 3-13 (The tone, language and
outlook are essentially pagan; the Christian elements, peripheral or superficial. The poem ends with a sense of doom,
showing the ‘unyielding, though profitless, struggle of man against the forces of a malevolent nature’ (6). The audience
is still very close to its pagan heritage); Routh, op. cit., II, 64-80 (Beo. is not a Christian work, but ‘typifies the last
phase of pagan sentiment before or while the whole world gave way to Christianity’; it is nevertheless independent
of religion, emphasising self-sufficiency (65)); H. M. Chadwick, op. cit, 29-54 (The poet had little direct knowledge
of Christianity, but was familiar with some religious poems, hence the similarity between Caedmon’s Hymn and the
scop’s Creation song. It is a pagan work revised in Christian times but, as the Christian elements are underplayed,
the original story remains unaffected); Tolkien, op. cit., 51-103 (There is no confusion between Christianity and
paganism, rather the shift to Christianity is incomplete, which is why the view of Eternal Life does not change the
pagan view of defeat. While the poet suppresses Christian elements and draws on the tradition of a noble pagan past,
pagan deities are also omitted both because they were regarded by Christians as evil inventions, and because they
are not essential to the theme. There is not enough Christian hope to alleviate the intense regret and tragedy); F.
A. Blackburn, ‘The Christian coloring of Beo.’, in Anthology, 1-23 (A monastic copyist with no poetic skills added
the Christian allusions himself, which would account for their colourlessness. Since he was restricted by the nature
of the poem to making only slight alterations, he was unable to include references to Christ, the NT or ecclesiastical

practices and doctrines. Written in 1897, this article represents a more extreme view).
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the poet resolved his dilemma to some degree by placing his characters outside Christianity
and paganism.” All but the most extreme of these views merit serious consideration.

It is generally agreed that Beowulfis an old tale (or collection of tales) edited for a Christian
audience. The poet, therefore, cannot and does not draw in pagan mythology, but he is also
prevented from rendering his heroes, whom he evidently admires, as Christians because they
are pagans upholding the ideals of a pre-Christian society. His compromise is to present them
as noble monotheists of an indeterminate kind who, while lacking any clear-cut theology or
form of worship, often express sentiments which reflect Christian teaching. Since he must also
preserve the heroic ethos around which the work revolves, however, it is inevitable that the
characters’ attitudes will occasionally conflict with Christian ideas. Beowulf, for instance, may
thank God for the strength to overpower Grendel and be conscious of divine Grace (Il. 1270-3);
he may even grieve for having unwittingly incurred God’s wrath (1. 2327-32); but he is also
conscious of the inexorability of Fate, and there is no doubt that for him there is no fate worse
than death, that he gives up his life against his will:

Ne waes peet ede sid,
pet meera maga EcgBeowes
grundwong bone ofgyfan wolde;
sceolde [ofer] willan wic eordian
elles hwergen, swa sceal eeghwylc mon
aleetan leendagas.

Unpleasant was that journey,
when the illustrious son of cﬁaeow,
was to give up the earthly field;
against his will he had to inhabit
a dwelling-place elsewhere; so shall every man
leaving his transitory days.]
(. 2586b.-91a.)

Given that his heroes are worthy and have not had the opportunity to know God, it is possible
that, as Donahue and Benson believe, the poet has indeed subconsciously consigned them to
some kind of Pelagian ‘Third City’ inhabited by virtuous non-Christians who predated the
New Covenant (see n.74). It would perhaps be more productive (and here is where the above
concept proves tempting, for it resolves many apparent dichotomies) to treat Beowulf more
as an expression of secular values. Heroic poetry is about actions and decisions men take
alone regardless of the faith to which they may subscribe; its very nature precludes excessive
preoccupation with a better life after death and supernatural interference of any kind.
Beowulf contains approximately seventy ‘Christian’ references which, apart from mentions
of ‘heaven’, are not explicitly derived from the New Testament. Neither are there any overt

e Donahue, op. cit., passim, esp. n.55 (It is not a ‘pagan work patched with scraps of Christian doctrine’ (269).

The poet sees his good characters as neither saved nor damned, but as belonging to the ‘Third City’, an idea later
developed by Dante (Inferno, Canto IV), where virtuous pagans do not suffer, but are cut off from knowing God);
Benson, op. cit., passim (Beo. is a celebration of the ideal Gmc warrior and a statement on Christian morality
(200). Reiterating Donahue’s views, Benson adds that throughout the 8th c. the dominant attitude of English
Christians towards the Gmc pagans was one of interest, sympathy and even admiration); M. P. Hamilton, ‘The
religious principle in Beo.’, in Anthology, esp. 107-11 (The poet resolves the problem of fusing the old culture with
the new by representing his noble characters as intelligent monotheists, loyal to one God, rather like OT characters,
and avoiding references to Christian worship, thus reflecting the Augustinian view that virtuous pagans are also
eligible for Grace); M. E. Goldsmith, “The Christian perspective in Beo., in Anthology, esp. 377-85 (While the work
is fundamentally Christian and the poet derived much from Scripture, Caedmon and the Latin Fathers, he could not
render his characters excessively Christian because they lived before Christ; he sees them instead as living under the

Old Covenant).
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allusions to Christian worship or doctrine, although it may be said that the latter is implicit
in places such as Hro8gar’s sermon. While God is invoked on numerous occasions, there are no
references to the other persons of the Trinity, saints or angels. The four recognisable biblical
references are derived from the early part of Genesis;”® allusions to God refer to his judgement,
grace, help, control and rewards, showing that, like God in the Slovo, he is seen as an active
force. The various titles by which the poet denotes God reinforce this image: Anwalda (‘Ruler’,
1. 1272); Metod (‘Ordainer of Fate’ (derived from ON), eleven times); Redend (‘Ruler’, 1. 1555);
Scyppend (‘Creator’, 1. 106); Wealdend (‘Wielder’/‘Ruler’, eleven times); Wuldur-cyning (‘King
of Glory’, 1. 2795). Although Beowulf acknowledges God’s help on three occasions (1. 1270-3;
1658-61; 2794-8) and is said by Wiglaf to have gone into God’s keeping (1. 3109—a cryptic hint
at his salvation?), there is nothing more explicit to suggest that Beowulf dies a Christian death
in the manner of Roland or even Byrhtno8. Despite rendering thanks to God for enabling him
to gain the dragon’s hoard for his people, his eyes turn not heavenward to his eternal reward,
but earthward to the treasure he has just won (ll. 2747ff.), to his blameless reign and former
glory (Il. 2732fF.), to his more recent conquests, to his impending illustrious funeral and to his
own posterity (1. 2799-2808). Ambiguous allusions to his help notwithstanding, God is never
seen to take a direct part in the poem’s action, and his ‘assistance’ is only recognised after
the fact. In addition to this, while Grendel and his dam are explicitly identified as God’s foes
(1. 711; 786; 811), nowhere is any mention made of God’s friends: Beowulf is certainly not
conceived as God’s champion, except perhaps in the most indirect sense in that he vanquishes
God’s enemies.

Possibly the most conspicuous illustration of Christian ideology in Beowulf is the poet’s
tirade against the Danes’ pagan practices early on in the poem (ll. 175-88). It is quite
possible that this rather unsympathetic passage may have been aimed at those of the poet’s
contemporaries who, instead of relying solely upon God, continued to resort to pagan rites
as an added safeguard against malignant forces.”® Tolkien suggests that this passage is an
interpolation, added some time after the Danish invasions began in earnest in 835 by a poet
wishing to discredit the Danes’ paganism, and that it would have given him satisfaction to
think of the invaders as hellbound.”” Whatever the explanation, it expresses a sentiment very
much out of keeping with the prevailing tone of the work; for although the characters do not
otherwise address Scandinavian deities or take part in pagan worship, the funerals of Scyld and
Beowulf are described not only with tolerance but with great dignity and care. And while the
question of Beowulf’s salvation remains open, it is nevertheless inconceivable that the poet,
after lavishing such praise and affection on his hero, should then consign him to the Christian
hell.

Many of the concepts and images in Beowulf that are sometimes given Christian inter-
pretations may just as easily have their origins in pre-Christian times, since a good deal of
Christian iconography and ideas has close parallels in pagan beliefs. The so-called ‘allegory of
salvation’ that some scholars discern in Beowulf’s ‘sacrifice’, for example, is analogous to the
Germanic concept of sacral kingship. Early European civilisations, in particular the Swedes,
tended to regard their kings as semi-divine, or at least as links between this world and the
‘Other World’; these would be sacrificed from time to time, especially when advanced age had
begun to sap their ‘divine’ powers, in order to ensure fertile crops and the general well-being

75 The first is a summary of the Creation story (ll. 92ff.); the next two allude to the story of Cain and Abel

(1. 107ff., 1261fF.); the last recalls the Flood (1l. 1689ff.). On the OT digressions see A. Bonjour, The Digressions
in ‘Beowulf’, Oxford, 1965, 64—6 [hereafter Digressions]. Chadwick perceives two additional biblical echoes which
originate in the NT, the first based on Ephesians 6:16 (1. 1745ff), and the second recalling the Day of Judgement (1.
3069) (op. cit., 47). These, however, are too obscure to have been consciously conceived by the poet.

6 Whitelock, op. cit., 78-9.

77 op. cit., 79 (n.26).
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of their people.”® Beowulf’s descent into Grendel’s mere and his victorious re-emergence may
strongly suggest Christ’s harrowing of hell, his Resurrection and the sacrament of baptism,
but it also has analogues in Celtic tradition, in which the ‘Other World’ is sometimes located
in lakes and other bodies of water, as well as early Northern poetry, where lakes are frequently
associated with the habitations of other-worldly monsters.”® It would be wrong, of course, to
imagine that the Christian poet, when writing Beowulf, forgot where his religious allegiance
lay; on the other hand, it would be nonsense to maintain that he consciously set out to write
an allegorical ‘life of Christ’. No doubt he adhered to his story as he knew it, although the
coincidental Germanic-Christian parallels contained in it probably did not escape him alto-
gether.

The peculiarities of religious colouring in Beowulf are closely paralleled in the Slove. Al-
though both works were executed by Christians, albeit in a relatively early period, they lack
on the whole genuine Christian elements; God is regarded as an active force, but is neither
appealed to nor given an active role in the narrative; pagan gods also have no place in the
action; real animosity towards pagans is largely absent; and the ideals with which the authors
primarily concern themselves are secular.

The main difference between the two works in this respect is that, while Beowulf is a
pagan and cannot therefore be expected to display Christian piety, Igor is a Christian who
nevertheless on no occasion either addresses God or (save for his stopover at the church near
Borichev on his return—56, 11. 20-1) acknowledges him in any way. The problem confronting
the author is this: if Igor is seen to pray at the outset and then ignore God’s omen (the eclipse),
his defeat could be interpreted as a punishment for his vanity and disobedience, as it is in the
chronicle account.®? The outcome would then be predetermined by an external force infinitely
more powerful than Igor and his troops. It is one thing to fight and lose against impossible
odds, but when those odds are fixed in advance and controlled by an omnipotent being, the
hero is robbed of the self-determination that is central to the heroic ideal. Thus, the heroes
of the Slovo must be seen to bring about success or failure through independent choice and
action.

For the Christian writer of heroic literature, faced with the choice of relegating his heroes
to a postion of subservience, since he cannot portray them openly defying God in the way the
older heroes opposed the pagan deities, the alternative is to secularise his work as much as
possible. His religious proclivities may then be disclosed in more subtle ways within the fabric
of the work through style and imagery. A number of investigations have been made into the
stylistic parallels between the Slovo and the Scriptures as well as native Russian and translated

78 Belief in the divinity of kings is universal and one of the oldest religious concepts. See E. O. G. Turville-Petre,
Myth and Religion of the North, London, 1964, 190ff. [henceforth Myth and Religion]; M. Eliade, Myth and Reality,
NY-London, 1963, 39f1.; J. de Vries, ‘Das Konigtum bei den Germanen’, Seculum, 7, 1956, 293ff. (on sacral kingship
and the belief that the king was the source of well-being and therefore responsible for good or bad harvests). The
deification of kings is not, of course, a strictly European phenomenon. On the deification of supreme rulers in Egypt
and Mesopotamia, see H. Frankfort, Kingship and the Gods: A Study of Near Eastern Religion as the Integration
of Society and Nature, Chicago, 1948, passim; F. Dvornik, Early Christian and Byzantine Political Philisophy:
Origins and Background, I, Washington, 1966, 4ff.

7 H. R. Patch, The Other World, Cambridge, Mass., 1950, 47; J. Speirs, Medieval English Poetry: The Non-

Chaucerian Tradition, London, 1966, 255; Gasparov, op. cit., 130 {on rivers as boundaries between this and the
Other World). For survivals in Rus’ of pagan rites involving water, see A. H. Krappe, ‘La chute du paganisme 4 Kiev’,
Revue des études slaves, 18, 1937, 212—-17. Note also the connection between the dragon and a river in the bdylina,
Dobrynia i zmesi (Gil'ferding 11, 157, 11. 30fF.)

80 Hyp., cols 642—4. The presence of God is 8o pervasive in this account that even the wounding of Igor is

attributed to divine purpose (col. 641).
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ecclesiastical and didactic literature,®! it has been found that, like its secular predecessors and
contemporaries, such as the chronicles and the writings of Monomakh, the Slovo contains many
echoes of the Psalms. The Slovo differs in that these parallels are stylistic, subtly woven into
the fabric of the work, rather than explicit; direct or indirect citations are absent here.3? In
this period the Bible in its entirety was unavailable in Rus’, but the Psalter, regarded as the
most sublime example of religious lyric, was widely known owing to its extensive liturgical use
and the monastic practice of reading it in full every day.3® Besides echoing certain sacred texts,
the Slovo also shares some of its imagery with a number of contemporary or near-contemporary
works on sacred subjects.* It would appear, then, that the author of the Slovo relies on several
literary traditions: the heroic style of Boian, chronicle writing and ecclesiastical writing. The
question is, which of these styles prevails. Kuskov believes that when the author says: Nachati
zhe sia t”i pesni po bylinam” sego vremeni, a ne po zamyshleniiu Boianiu (43, . 3-4), he
may mean that he intends to employ the style of Christian writings used by and familiar to
his educated contemporaries.®®> An opposing view is put forward by Valentina Dynnik, who
believes that the opening lines are corrupt and therefore wrongly interpreted. According to her
reconstruction of this passage, the author’s intention is not to narrate his story in the modern
style, but to tell a modern tale in ‘old words’. It is only fitting, therefore, that he should fall
back on the style of Boian. Dynnik argues that the usual interpretation of this passage (that
the author rejects Boian’s style in favour of a more contemporary one) does not fit in with the
author’s reverential invocations of Boian; the author, conscious of the fact that he is writing
an epic, must adopt a fitting traditional style, and turns to Boian as his authority.3® This
argument is given weight by the fact that medieval writers always leaned heavily on tradition,

81 See Adraianova-Peretts, ‘SP’ i pamiatniki russkos literatury, 3-44; V. V. Kuskov, ‘Sviaz’ poeticheskoi

obraznosti SP s pamiatnikami tserkovnoi i didakticheskoi pis’'mennosti XI-XII vv.’, in Derzhavina, ‘SP’: pamiat-
niki, 69—86; I. P. Eremin, ‘Zhanrovaia priroda SP’, in idem, Literatura drevnes Rusi, M—L, 1966, 152fT.; Met. Ilarion
(Ohienko), ‘Slovo pro Ihoriv pokhid’: Literaturna monohrafiia, 2nd. ed., Winnipeg, 1967, 99f1.

82 For parallels between the Slovo and the Psalms see Kuskov, op. cit., 79ff.

83 Fedotov, op. cit., 39ff.

84 Compare the following:

Boian” zhe, bratie, ne 10 sokolov” na stado lebedes pushchashe,
n” svoia veshchia pr”sty na zhivaia struny v”skladashe. ..
(SP, 44, 1. 4-6)

and
Vospoem”, druzhino, pesmi dnes’, a plach otlozhim, uteshimsia:
udars reche David” v gusli, v¥zlozhi persty svoa na
zhivyia struny. ..
(Slovo Adama va ade k’ Lazariu, in G. A. Kushelev-Bezborodko, ed., Pamiatniks
starinnos russkoi literatury, SPb., 1862, 11.)

Boian”. . .rastekashetsia myslisu po drevu, serym”
v”lkom” po zemli, shizym” orlom” pod” oblaky.
(SP, 43, 11. 6-7)
and
.. .detas mysl’iu pod nebesem, sako orel (Zhitie Makariia Rimskogo);
.. .poletas myslitu svoeiu, iaky orel po vozdukhu (Pouchenie Kirilla fllosofa)
(In Kuskov, op.cit, 78.)

85 op. cit., 75. Eremin perceives a close relationship between the Slovo and oratorical works (op. cit., passim).

86 ,p. cit., 56-7.
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writing in the style demanded by the genre.3” That the Slovo possesses the characteristics
inherent in heroic literature will be demonstrated further in the course of this study.

In England of the eighth century, as in Rus’ of the twelfth, much of Scripture would have
been made available to laymen as well as clerics through vernacular works such as apocrypha,
vite, homilies and versifications of biblical events (cf. Caedmon’s Hymn of Creation on which
the Creation song in Beowulf is believed to be based (1I. 92ff.); the Dream of the Rood, a
contemplative lyric on the Crucifixion (before 750); Andreas and the Fate of the Apostles;
Ezodus; Daniel; and Judith). A considerable number of the latter are based on Old Testament
themes.®® Although the Beowulf-poet confines himself to Old Testament allusions (since his
characters live outside the New Covenant), his work also contains some Christian echoes.
Through the medium of popular sermons, his audience would have been familiar not only with
the Bible, but also with the teachings of Bede and Alcuin, as well as the principal doctrines of
Augustine and Gregory which find their way into Hro8gar’s sermon.3® Thus, as in the Slovo,
reflections of the Christian tradition in Beowulf are oblique. In the case of explicit references
to biblical events (with the exception of the Creation song performed by Hro8gar’s scop), these
originate with the poet as commentator in the same way as the allusions to God in the Slovo
come from the author (Hro8gar, for instance, denies any knowledge of Grendel’s pedigree,
which descends from Cain—1. 1355). Beowulf, then, is an uneven blend of secular and religious
values, in which the former is explicit and the latter, implicit.

Occasionally these values may coincide. The most obvious theme shared by Christian and
heroic poetry is that of loyalty to kin and overlord. It features prominently in the Iliad, Beowulf,
Maldon, Waltharius, the Nibelungenlied, and the Chanson de Roland, the most ‘Christian’ of
the works under discussion here. In the Slove, emphasis is placed on the loyalty between
the brothers, Igor and Vsevolod (46, 1l. 1-3; 48, 1.30/49, 1. 1), which, in the light of the
internecine history of Kievan Rus’, cannot be dismissed as mere cliché. Their dereliction of
duty to their sovereign prince and ‘elder’, Sviatoslav, in undertaking a hazardous expedition
without deferring to him or seeking counsel from the rest of the princes, is amply illustrated
in Sviatoslav’s Zlato slove. It is not difficult to see how a code that was otherwise established
to maintain social order and cohesion should have found confirmation in Christian notions
of obedience to hierarchy, and vice versa. This, like the theme of pride, is expanded and
elaborated upon in the later Middle Ages in more overtly Christian terms.%?

Pride is the subject of universal condemnation in Scripture and ecclesiastical teaching,®!
but it can also be a component of the heroic character, in many instances leading to the

87 See D. S. Likhachev, Poetika drevnerusskos literatury, M., 1979, 95 [hereafter Poetika]. See Eremin, op. eit,

on the difficulty of placing the Slovo within a fixed genre. H. Prochazka, while noting its peculiarities, places the Slovo
among the military tales, primarily on the criterion that it is based on real historical events and not on ‘imaginary
campaigns’ (Military Prose Narrative in ORL: The Problem of Genre, 12, 18-20 (esp. 18)). Her assumption that
heroic epic may be based on ‘fictitious’ events, however, is erroneous, in that they are usually based on some kernel of
truth and were true insofar as the poets and audiences believed them to be so.

88 This may be due to the fact that (a) the OT is more historical and less theologically complex than the NT,

and would therefore have had a greater appeal for new converts, and (b) the OT contains more conventionally ‘heroic’
themes and characters like Judith and Daniel, which may have attracted poets long submerged in the heroic tradition.

89 Whitelock, op. cit., 3f.; Goldsmith, op. cit., 381-3.

90 In SGGK, trowthe in the secular sense becomes entwined with Christian ideals, so that the concept is seen also

on a spiritual plane. This religious aspect of ‘fealty’, far from contradicting the temporal, or ‘courtly’, meaning of the
term, actually fulfills it, showing the latter to be hollow and meaningless without this other dimension.

a See Luke 1:51; ZhAN, 8 (which invokes the words of Isaiah concerning God favouring princes who are humble

and munificent). Humility, as epitomised by Boris and Gleb, was considered to be the essential qualification for
sanctity. Pride was generally regarded as the root of all sin and the most spiritually deadly, becoming a favourite
subject among English poets of the 14th and 15th cc. See, for instance, SGGK, The Awntyrs off Arthure, The
Parlement of the Thre Ages and Somer Soneday.
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hero’s fall.®2 Early Russian chroniclers, who subscribe to the notion that God controls the
outcome of events, frequently draw contrasts between reliance on divine assistance and reliance
on human and military might. They consistently demonstrate how the lack of trust in God
and over-confidence in one’s own abilities lead to disaster. A good example is the contrast
between Andrei Bogoliubskii who, during his campaign against the Rostislavichi, relies solely
on the might of his army, and Mstislav, who puts his fate in God’s hands (Hyp., cols 572-3).
The dangers of pride are also recognised and condemned by such exalted laymen as Vladimir
Monomakh, who writes the following in his Pouchenie:

O Bnagsrunne 6oropogune! oTEAMH OT Y6Oraro cepana Moero ropaocts u 6yects,
Aa He BB3HOUIIOCS CYeTOI0 MHPa Cero B MyCTOLIHBMB CeMb XHTHH. (132)

In his letter to his cousin Oleg, in which he urges the cessation to vengeance and hostilities,
the same emphasis is placed on humility and on the vanity and transitory nature of worldly

glory:

A MEI YTO eCMEI, YeJIOBBO M I'pBIIHA ¥ AucH? J[Hech )KHBH, & YTPO MEPTBH, HECH B
CJIaBB H B'L 4TH, & 3aYTpa BB I'pobB I Gec maMaATH, HHE coGpaHbe Hallle PAaSXBIATE.

(156/8)

While the sentiments Mon_omakh expresses may not necessarily have applied to all his actions,
these passages nevertheless testify to the kinds of ideas current among educated laymen of the
eleventh century, and his writings may well have been known to the author of the Slovo. While
the latter admires the self-confidence, courage and prowess of his heroes, he also condemns the
kind of reckless pride that leads to unnecessary grief, as witnessed in the internecine feuds that
brought death to Boris Viacheslavich (48, 1l. 5ff.) and in Igor’s present defeat which Sviatoslav
laments (N” rekoste: ‘Muzhaimesia sami: predniuiu slavu sami pokhitim”, a zadniuiu sia sami
podelim”’—51, 11. 22-4).

Overweening pride is a theme also accorded attention by the Beowulf-poet. Sviatoslav’s
warning against the wages of pride are echoed by Hro8gar in his sermon to Beowulf (11. 17251F.).
While his words are heeded to the extent that Beowulf manages to reign the Geats wisely and
protect them for fifty years, the hero’s self-confidence overtakes him in the end and he dies
fighting the dragon.

While this theme also receives attention in the Chanson de Roland and the Waltharius%3
the Nibelungenlied and the Edda are entirely free of moralising in this respect.

Moral statements on excessive pride are not, however, confined to literature of the Chris-
tian period. It is quite obvious that Homer places no value on vengeance at a high price for
a personal affront. When, in the first book of the Iliad, Achilles is ordered by Agamemnon to
surrender his concubine, he retires from the battlefield to sulk, thereby causing many heroes,
including his dearest friend, Patroclus, to fall.%* Nor is he alone at fault in this respect—all the

92 According to Rieu, the moralising tone of Homer signals the end of the Heroic Age (Iliad, 17f.).

93 On this subject in the CdR, see Crist, op. cit. and Kibler, op. cit.. For an example of this theme in the

Walth., see 1. 569fT.

94 In the Walth., written in the classical style of Vergil, Hagen is seen to do the same thing: his pride wounded

when Gunther calls him a coward for wishing to come to an agreement with Walther, he goes to sit and watch the

Franks get massacred (1. 628ff.).
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central characters of the Iliad, including Patroclus and Hector, are guilty of the hubris which
leads to their destruction.

Generally speaking, in early heroic literature excessive pride and reliance on military might
alone are characteristic of the enemy. These vices are usually expressed through boasting, a
sure signal that the enemy will end up eating their words. Heroes boast at their peril.®®

Christianity is accommodated in heroic literature to the extent that it does not play a
decisive role in the action. As a result, poets, such as the authors of the Slovo and Beowulf,
tend to avoid drawing in allusions to the New Testament, as these would be more likely to
conflict with the world view they are attempting to portray. There exists, nevertheless, a
certain amount of overlap between heroic and Christian views on ethical matters.

b. The gods

What especially distinguishes the Slovo from its Western European counterparts is its appar-
ently pagan character, which is reinforced by the presence of a number of major East Slavonic
pagan divinities: Veles (or Volos) (who is not numbered among the gods of Vladimir’s pan-
theon in the chronicle entry for 980), Stribog, Dazhbog and Khors, as well as the enigmatic
Troian and Div. Such explicit references to actual pagan gods are virtually non-existent in
heroic literature of the early Christian period.

What makes this aspect of the Slovo so elusive is the real poverty of reliable sources on the
pagan beliefs and practices of the Eastern Slavs, resulting in a wealth of theory and speculation
on the subject. While many features of early pagan belief and ritual were preserved in East
Slavonic folklore, as well as in later ecclesiastical and literary sources, and continued to be
practised into this century, it is the later and relatively short-lived manifestation of animist
belief in Rus’, culminating in Vladimir’s pantheon, that seems most to lack consistent and
conclusive documentation. Such sources as exist are seldom accurate or informative, being for
the most part the work of clerics. Sporadic references to the gods appear in the chronicles and
other writings in the course of the eleventh and twelfth centuries, but these, on the whole, fail
to shed much light on their origins and nature.’® A certain amount of information on Slavonic
pre-Christian beliefs and divinities may be culled from foreign sources, but as most of these
are either German or Scandinavian, they tend to focus on the Western Slavs, the Polabians
in particular.’” Furthermore, the later the source, the more likely it is to contain derivative
rather than first-hand material.

9% See W. E. Harkins, ‘La millanteria nelle byline russe’, Ricerche slavistiche, 13, 1965, 41-56.

9 Seev.J. Mansikka, Die Religion der Ostslaven, I (Quellen), Helsinki, 1922, passim; Anichkov, op. cit., 308—

28; Met. Ilarion (Chienko), Dokhrystiians’ki viruvannia ukrains’koho narodu, Winnipeg, 1965, 362ff. See also the
12th c. apocryphal work, Khozhdenie Bogoroditsy po mukam, in L. A. Dmitriev & D. S. Likhachev, eds, Pamiatniki
literatury drevnei Russ: XII vek, M., 1980, 168/9 (the gods worshipped in life by a group now in perdition are Troian,
Kh'rs, Veles and Perun). The 12th c. tract, Slovo o tom, kako pervoe poganii verovali v’ idoly s treby im” klali,
tells of how the ‘godless’ worshipped various manifestations of nature as well as certain gods (Peren, Khurs, Mokosh,
Dazhbog, Pereplut, Svarozhits), and lesser beings such as vily (in N. S. Tikhonravov, ‘Slova i poucheniia napravlennyia
protiv iazycheskikh verovanii i obriadov’, Letopisi russkoi literatury i drevnosti, 4, M., 1862, 107-10).

97 Thietmar, bp. of Merseberg (975-1018), included in his Chronicon a history of the Polabian Slavs from 912-

1018, devoting some attention to West Slavonic idolatry; Adam of Bremen (fl. 1076), whose Gesta Hammaburgensis
ecclesie pontificum is frequently cited by Slavic mythologists, also based his observations on the Polabians and the
gods of the West Slavs; the ‘Three Lives’ of Otto von Bamberg (1060-1139) features the West Slavs, particularly in the
region of Stettin; Helmold of Bosau (c. 1120-70) has contributed substantially to our knowledge of the gods and rituals
of the Polabian Slavs through his Chronica Slavorum; Saxo Grammaticus (c. 1150-1204) devotes space in his Gesta
Danorum to detailed descriptions of pagan worship among the Slavs at Arcona. For a general survey of these writers,
see M. T. Znayenko, The Gods of the Ancient Slavs: Tatishchev and the Beginnings of Slavic Mythology, Columbus,
1980, 29-32. For analyses and interpretations of these sources, see L. Léger, La mythologie slave, Paris, 1901 (Ch. 1);
A. Briickner, ‘Mythologische Thesen’, Archiv fir slavische Philologie, 40, 1925, 1-22; idem, Mitologia stowianska,
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The earliest references to the pagan gods of Rus’ appear in the Povest’ vremennykh let
in three tenth-century accounts of treaties sealed between the Greeks and the earliest Russian
princes, Oleg, Igor and Sviatoslav, in 907, 945 and 971:

..M MY>XH €ro o PyCKOMY 3aKOHY KJflIacsi OpPYy>XKbeMh CBOEMB, H IlepyHOM™,
6oroMs cBOEM'B, 1 BomocoMs, CKOTEEMS GOrOM'B, M YyTBEpAHMILA MUDP'D.

(31, 1. 13-15)

Allle M e KTO OT'h KHA3h UM JloAuit Pyckixs, A XpecTesH:, HIH He XpecT-

K«“‘be esH'b, IPeCTYIINUTh Ce, e)Xe €CTh INCAaHO Ha XapaThH cel, Gyne'n, AOCTOHH'BL CBOMMD

opy>KpeMb yMpeTH, H 1a 6ynersfors Bora m or: IlepyHa, KO mpecTynM CBOIO
KJISTBY....3ayTpa npusBa Urops cisl, m mpmae Ha XoJIMB, KAe crosiie Ilepyns,
[#] moknapoma opy>kpe cBoe, M IIMTH, A 30JI0TO, B XOAH i/h*opb POTH M JIOAH e-
ro, eInKO IOTaHEIX's Pycu; a XpecTesHyo Pych Boguia poTB B IEPKBH CBITAro

Hnpmu...
(52, . 7-11; 1. 21/53, 1. 14)

...allle T OT'h TBX'B CAMBX'D IPEXKePeueHbIX's [He] CBXPaHHMD, a3h JKe B CO MHOIO
M TOl0 MHOI0, ia MMBEM's KJISTBY OoTh Bora, BB Heroxke BpyeMs B IlepyHa u BB
Bonoca, ckoTea Bora...

(71, 1. 22-4/72,1. 1)

In the chronicle entry for 980, a short description of Vladimir’s pantheon in Kiev is given:

U maua kagxate Bonogumeps Bs Kreps equHS, X IOCTABE KYMADLI Ha XOJIMY BHB
nBopa TepemHaro: [lepyna gpessHa, a riaBy ero cpe6peny, a yc'b 31aTh, # X'bpca,
Haxn6ora, u Crpubora m Cumapsria m Moxoius. KPpAXY MM, Hapuuyiolle g
6orsl, [1] MPABOXKAXY CHIHA CBOS W J'BUIEPH, U XPAXY GBCOM'E...

(77, 1. 17-21)

Despite the chronicler’s claims there is very little evidence supporting the existence of any
systematic pantheon in Kievan Rus’. He is unable to give a more accurate account of pagan
beliefs because his own knowledge in this regard must have been genuinely limited. A check
on the diffusion of pagan beliefs after 988 would have restricted any detailed understanding of
these beliefs and practices to pagan priests and initiates who began to practise clandestinely
at this time.%

It is difficult to assess how much better acquainted the Christian, though probably secular,
author of the Slovo would have been with pagan mythology than the chronicler and other
literary clerics. How much did he depend on written sources and how much upon his own
first-hand knowledge or experience? It is highly improbable that he himself was a practising
pagan, but he may have had easier access to those who were than any churchman might have
done. Moreover, he probably had connections with the princely court where he may have
witnessed and perhaps even engaged in ‘dual worship’ (dvoeverie).?® The widespread practice
of dvoeverie is well documented, but two examples here will suffice. From the eleventh to the

Krakow, 1918; Mansikka, op. cit., passim. One notable’ exception to the above is the 6th c. Byzantine historian,
Procopius, whose De bello Gotthico gives the earliest and most detailed account of the Antes and the Sclaveni. He
states that they believed in a single thunder or sky god, to whom live sacrifices were made. Some scholars believe he
is referring to Perun; others, like Briickner, express reservations on the reliability of Procopius’ assertions (see Léger,
op. cit., 32).

98 See Zguta, Russian Minstrels, esp. 15; idem, ‘The pagan priests of early Russia’, passim. This was especially

true of urban areas. In country areas, where social change takes root more gradually, paganism continued to flourish
until relatively recently.

99 See supra, n.4. -
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early thirteenth centuries Russian women (including noblewomen) continued to observe the
festival of Rusalii, wearing proscribed bracelets bearing pagan symbols, such as the Tree of
Life, horses, solar images, and bear’s teeth and claws.'%0 In the same period, pagan amulets
continued to be transported to the south from the forests of Iaroslavl’ and Riazan’ in the north,
where religious dualism flourished much longer.1%!

The Slovo names four gods who also feature in the Povest’ vremennykh let: Veles, whom
the chronicler identifies as the god of cattle (skotyi bog), is declared the ancestor of the vatic
poet, Boian (44, 1. 29); the winds are called ‘Stribog’s grandsons’ (47, 1. 19); the OVgovichi and
the Russians in general are nominated as grandsons of the sun god, Dazhbog (48, 11. 17-18; 49,
1. 9-10); and, in the passage relating to the werewolf activities of Vseslav of Polotsk, Khors,
believed to be some kind of sun god as well, makes an appearance (54, ll. 6-8). All but Veles
were apparently admitted to Vladimir’s ‘pantheon’.

Like the Christian God, the pagan deities in the Slovo are confined to positions outside
the sphere of human prowess and endeavour. With the exception of Khors, these gods have
been relegated by the author to the rank of ‘ancestors’. Since the veneration of clan ancestors
constituted what was probably the deepest stratum of Russian pagan beliefs, their role here is
neither purely literal nor literary.

Mazon alleged that when the author of the Slovo called Boian the ‘grandson of Veles’, he
was overcome by a flight of poetic fancy very similar to that which endowed eighteenth-century
poets with the title of ‘sons of Apollo’, the Greek and Roman god of flocks and poetry.1%2 The
term wnuk, however, suggests something quite different to ‘son’; it distances the relationship
and, in the older sense of the term, can extend its meaning to denote any ‘descendant’.1%® In
defining his characters thus the author testifies to the existence and possibly even the prevalence
of a gens religion that must have continued to flourish in Rus’ throughout the twelfth century
until, in the case of the nobility, the Mongol occupation in the first quarter of the thirteenth
century.104

Ample testimony to the existence of ancestor cults among the Russian nobility as well as
the masses may be found in a variety of chronicles and denunciatory ecclesiastical writings of the
twelfth century and earlier, and in folklore.'°> Among the Slovo’s ecclesiastical contemporaries

100 Robinson, ‘Solnechnaia simbolika. . .’, 19; Rybakov, ‘Rusalii i bog Simargl-Pereplut’, 94f.; Zguta, op. cit., 5f.;

Sapunov, op. cit., 325. The fertility festival of Rusalii was closely linked with ancestor worship in its early stages
(Zguta, 5-6). One of the practices at this festival involved the wearing by women of very long, wing-like sleeves,
normally fastened at the wrist by bracelets adorned with pagan symbols, which were unfastened and waved about
loosely in the course of ritual dancing (Rybakov, 95).

101 Sapunov, op. cit., 325. The chronicles relate how, for some time in the north, women were in the habit of

consulting sorcerers or medicine men (volkhvy). See supra, 54.

102 Le Slovo d’Igor, 372-3.
103 Likhachev, ‘SP i osobennosti russkoi srednevekovoi literatury’, 311.
104

No doubt the invaders’ own paganism would have reinforced the nobility’s allegiance to their Christian faith.
Another contributing factor to the demise of ancestor worship among the nobility would be the loss of ancestral lands;
the earth cult, it will be seen, was integrally linked to the ancestor cult. See Sapunov, ‘Vseslav Polotskii v SP’, 81-2,
on the demise of dvoeverie under the ‘Tatar Yoke’. Also, N. Andreyev, ‘Pagan and Christian elements in old Russia’,
Slavic Review, 21, 1962, 19-20.

105 See supra, n.4; Likhachev, ‘SP i osobennosti...’, 310-13; Sapunov, op. cit., 324—7. Ancestor cults, like the

belief in spirits and magic, survived long after Christianity became the official religion of Scandinavia, especially in the
rural areas (H. M. Chadwick, op. cit., 414). Chthonic and hero worship continued long after the gods were virtually
abandoned, and there is evidence for the existence of a cult of the dead in Christian Norway, Iceland and Ireland (ibid,
398). For a comprehensive view of attitudes to ancestors and ‘origins’ among ‘primitive’ peoples, see M. Eliade, op.

cit., ch. 2, esp. 34ff.
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which describe the worship of gods, prayers to dead kinsmen and offerings made to the latter
at ‘unofficial’ funerary feasts, are Slovo o tom, kako pervoe pogani sushche iazytsi klanialisia
idolom and Slovo o nekoego khristoliubtsa. These, among others, denounce the ‘secondary’
funeral repast or wake which, unlike the permitted customary wake held immediately following
the death of a relative, was not officially sanctioned by the Church, although churchmen must
have been well aware of its widespread practice.1%®

Contemporary chronicles also provide evidence for the practice by members of the nobility
of invoking ancestors. The Laurentian Chronicle entry for 1169, for example, relates how the
dead Iurii Dolgorukii intervened to save his son, Mikhailo, from death (col. 360). While on
the one hand this kind of intercession reflects the Christian belief in the mediation of saints or,
more broadly speaking, the righteous dead, it also has its origins in pagan ancestor worship.
The Laurentian Chronicle yields a number of examples, from the late twelfth century until
as late as 1294, of people receiving aid through the intervention of ancestors—none of whom
had been canonized. Additional references may be found in parallel chronicles such as the
Radziwill Chronicle of the late twelfth century and the much later Moscow Chronicle.!®” These
accounts refer, of course, to the nobility, and become especially noticeable in the period when
disagreements concerning the lawful foundations of princely authority were intensified (around
the time of the reforms of Andrei Bogoliubskii (d. 1174)).198

Awareness of ancestral continuity is manifested further in the early custom of bestowing
ancestral names on children and of dedicating the child’s first hairs to a particular ancestor
from whom the family hoped to receive favour or assistance. It also penetrated into secular
life and influenced early Russian legislature connected with land inheritance.!%

Returning to the Slovo, there are others besides the Ol’govichi who are assessed in the
light of their ancestors’ reputations. Sviatoslav of Kiev recalls how Iaroslav of Chernigov and
his Turkic allies were entrusted with the perpetuation of their forefathers’ glory: zvoniachi
v” pradedniuiu slavu (51, 1l. 21-2). Iziaslav Vasil’kovich likewise upheld the reputation of
his great-grandfather, Vseslav of Polotsk, when he perished valiantly in battle against the
Lithuanians:!1°

106 gee Komarovich, op. cit.,, 87-8. Note the following passage: To sut’ idolosluzhiteli, izhe staviat trapezu

rozhianitsam. . .izhe moliatsia ognevi pod ovinom, vilam, Mokosh’, Simu, R’glu, Perunu, Volosu skot’iu bogu,
Khorsu, Rodu, Rozhanitsiam i vsem prokliatym bogom ikh. . .izhe staviat’ lishe kut'ia, iny trapezy zakon’nogo
obeda, izhe naretsactsia bezzakon’naia trapeza, menimaiia Rodu i Rozhanitsiam v prognevanie bogu (Slovo o
nekoego khristoliubtsa in ibid., 88.) These are Russian adaptations of Byz. tracts of the 11th-12th cc. For a
more detailed account of works condemning this and other practices, see Anichkov, op. cit., Chs 1-4; Met. Ilarion
(Ohienko), Dokhrystiians’ki viruvannia ukrains’koho narodu, 367-76 (these also contain texts). For the complete
texts in all their variants, see Tikhonravov, op. cit..

107 See Komarovich, op. cit., 87-9.

108 ibid., 89. See also Ilarion’s invocation of Vladimir, the ‘ancestor’ of princes, whom he exhorts to rise up and

look upon his works and progeny (Slovo o zakone i blagodati, in Rozov, 169). For a summary of the dynastic struggles
following the death of Monomakh’s son, Mstislav (d. 1132), see Vernadsky, Kievan Russia, 210-11; Dvornik, The
Slavs: Their Early History and Civilization, 215-16.

109 Komarovich, op. cit., 89-90. Komarovich adds that among the princes of Kievan Rus’ the sacral tie rarely

went beyond the grandfather, hence Igor and Vsevolod are defined as Ol'govichi { Ol’govo khorobroe gnezdo—47, 1.
6).

110 The word pritrepat’is usually translated as ‘cut down/off’, thus conveying the impression that Iziaslav tarnished

his great-grandfather’s glory. In early usage, however, this word apparently had a dual meaning: ‘to cut down’ had
somehow invoked the meaning ‘to caress’, and the word, with its contradictory meanings was often used for poetic
effect. Since the author’s allusion to Iziaslav’s courageous action cannot be intended as a condemnation, he must mean
that Iziaslav ‘upheld’, rather than ‘trampled’ Vseslav’s reputation (53, 11. 15-19). See Dmitriev & Likhachev, eds, SP,

512—-13, n. On arguments for both interpretations, see Adrianova-Peretts, ‘SP’ i pamiatniki russkoi literatury, 157.
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Enunt xxe Ussacnast, CRIHS BacHAEK0BS, HO3BOHH CBOMMH OCTPHIMU ME4H O IlIeJIo-
MEI JIATOBCKM, NpATpENa CIABY ABAY cBoeMYy Bcecinasy, a caM’s HOA'®E YpBIACHBIMA
IIATEI HA KPOBABB TPaBB IPATPEHaH® JINTOBCKRIMY MeYH.

(53, 9-13)

One of the principal concerns of the Slovo is the shadow Igor and Vsevolod have cast upon
the good reputations of their ancestors and kinsmen, its precedents and consequences. They
have neglected their duty as princes to secure the safety of their people and to protect the
reputation of their clan.!!! The Germans, Venetians, Greeks and Moravians are said to sing of
Sviatoslav’s victories over the Polovtsy, but to curse and reproach Igor for forfeiting national
security and his kinsman’s glory (50, 11. 7-13).

The ancestral cult in its narrowest form was simultaneously closely linked with the more
broadly-based ‘clan cult’ or ‘cult of the Forefather’. The figure of the founder of any clan or
dynasty is both remote and nearly always semi-legendary, but at the same time ever-present as
an exemplum to his descendants. Riurik, traditionally regarded as the first prince of Rus’,}!?
was also seen as the forefather of all succeeding generations of Russian princes.!!3 But it is
his kinsman and successor, Oleg (ruled c. 880-913) who, having unified various Russian tribes
into a federation and established himself in Kiev, is more often looked upon as the first ruler
of all Rus’. Many legends surround this prince’s life which have close parallels in the Norse
saga of 033.11% By the time his life came to be recorded in the Povest’ vremennykh let, Oleg,
with his legendary vatic qualities, had come to be known as the progenitor of Russian princes
even though his successor, Igor, is traditionally held to be not his but Riurik’s son.!!®

In the case of Rus’ the cult of the forefather also takes on more broadly national overtones.
When the author of the Slovo speaks of russkaia zemlia he sees it in terms of a group of
principalities ruled by princes sharing a common ancestry dating back to Vladimir (44, 1. 8-
9), and perhaps even further still to Oleg and Riurik, the first princes of Rus’. In his appeal
for princely unity, then, the author is not proposing that the princes surrender inherited local
authority and prestige in favour of a centralised government in Kiev, but that they and their
clans co-operate and join forces against the common foe, putting an end to indifference and
internal strife on the grounds that they are already united through the sacral bonds of kinship
and ancestry.116

L In the Iliad, VI (122), Glaucus declares that a hero is obliged to surpass all others and to avoid disgracing his

ancestors’ hard-won glory.

12 g actually ruled in Novgorod (PVL, 860-20). See Vernadsky, Kievan Russia, 22.

113 Komarovich, op. cit., 91; Dvornik, The Slavs: Their Early History and Civilzation, 197. See also Eliade, op.

cit., 6ff. (on mythical ancestors).

114 Vernadsky, Kievan Russia, 22ff. For Oleg’s campaigns against neighbouring tribes, see PVL, 860-2.

115 See Komarovich, op. cit., 91fF., on Oleg as the focus of a princely ancestral cult. Komarovich sees parallels

between Oleg and his namesake Ol’ga, Igor’s wife, who in her career as regent also attempted to bring insubordinate
tribes to heel (PVL, 945—7). Like him, she is noted for her cunning and is also the subject of legends with Scandinavian
parallels (in fact, the Norse name Helgs, from which theirs derives, translates as ‘vatic’, ‘far-seeing’, ‘holy’~—or veshchis).
Oleg’s apocryphal reputation for vatic wisdom in itself invests succeeding Russian princes with a sacral quality (cf.
Vernadsky, Kievan Russia, 22).

116 National unity in the SP lacks the stronger political overtones of the Zad., in which Dmitrii Donskoi is praised

for his political wisdom and for his role as unifier and autocrat. The SP, on the other hand retains many echoes of
pagan ancestral worship. Like Ol'govichi and Vseslavichi, the form Rusichi (found nowhere else on OR literature)
is characteristic of tribal names indicating descent from a legendary ancestor (see Likhachev, ‘SP i esteticheskie
predstavleniia ego vremeni’, 56; A. V. Solov'ev, ‘Rusichi i Rusovichi’, in SP-XII, 278ff. (esp. 281)). On Monomakh’s
view on inheritance from Riurik and the division of land among peers, see Likachev, Velikoe nasledie, 117ff. The

Russians, therefore, are viewed more in the sense of a closely-knit tribe, than as a modern political entity.
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Given the improbability of literal belief in the pagan gods on the part of the author and
his audience, and the absence of aimless embellishments in early medieval literature, it may be
asked how the gods, particularly Dazhbog and Veles, fit into the general scheme of the Slovo.
They are excluded from the affairs of both the present and the relatively recent past, which
are solely man’s domain, and are instead relegated to an even more distant and mystical epoch
than the reign of vatic Oleg. In allocating the role of ancestors to Dazhbog and Veles, the
author may simply be carrying through to yet another level the principles of what appears to
have been a fairly flexible gens cult in Kievan Rus’.

The concept of euhemerism, which explains the mortal origins of the gods, derives its
name from Euhemerus (c. 300 B.C.), a Messinian who alleged that the traditional deities had
once been ordinary men and women who had died like everyone else but who, for a variety
of reasons, were posthumously deified.!'? His theory finds support in other classical authors,
such as Aristotle and Pliny, who recognised in men a divine element that would destine some
for eternal life.!!® Even the orthodox pagan view acknowledged the existence within the ranks
of the gods deified men, like Hercules, Castor and Pollux, and Romulus who, at the end of a
great life and despite their mortal origins, passed away to join the gods and became one of
their number. The early Church Fathers naturally seized upon these views in their struggle
against persistent pagan worship and, with a few strategic alterations, turned them to their
own advantage. Accepting the premise that these gods had mortal origins, many clerics went
on to suggest that their deification never took place and that they were simply dead men upon
whom divine worship had been falsely bestowed. This view eventually comprehended not only
those gods believed to be of mortal origin, but all pagan deities.!'® Early Christian writers such
as Isidore of Seville (7th c.) and Petrus Comestor (fl. c. 1160), while recognizing the existence
of superior, gifted and venerable men among pagans, attempted to explain pagan mythology
as an exaggeration of these men’s virtues and wisdom. Both maintain that those whom the
human imagination fashioned into gods were men endowed with exceptional gifts which they
shared with mankind: Zoroaster discovered the art of magic; Isis gave the Egyptians writing;
Prometheus was called the ‘creator of mankind’ because he was the first to make statues, or
perhaps he instructed the ignorant, and so on. As discoverers, inventors and instructors they
became culture heroes, the ancestors of civilisation.120

Kings or founders of cities and tribes were, according to the Church Fathers, also prime
candidates for deification.}?! Lactantius (260-330), in his Divine Institutiones, explains how
primitive peoples were wont to exalt the king for his excellence or because of the benefits he
bestowed upon them, thus enabling them to attain civilisation. It would be natural, then, after
the passing of their king, for his people to construct a likeness of him from which they could
derive consolation and inspiration. In time, however, their devotion to his merits would have
developed into worship of his memory, whereby the people showed their gratitude and possibly
inspired succeeding kings also to rule well.1?2 According to Jordanes (c. 550), the Ostrogoths

117 Seznec, op. cit., 13fT.; J. D. Cook, ‘Euhemerism: a medieval interpretation of classical paganism’, Speculum, 2
1927, 397; Routh, op. cit., I, 68ff. (on Greek and Roman heroes who, as the centres of cults, enjoyed divine honours,

and were regarded by various tribes as ancestors of reigning families).

118 A Stoic view (Seznec, op. cit., 13-14).

119 Cooke, op. cit., 398ff. (a summary of patristic views on the human origins of the gods). See also Seznec, op.
cit., 16fT.

120

Seznec, op. cit., 16-19; Cooke, op. cit., 402. George Cushing notes that the practice of deifying heroes was
also common in Ob Ugrian heroic poetry (op. cit., 212).

121 See supra, n.78.

122 Cooke, op. cit., 400-02.
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of southeastern Europe, among other peoples, came to regard victorious leaders as divine and
themselves as semi-divine.!23

The theory supporting the historical basis of pagan myths is perhaps best reflected in the
Gesta Danorum, completed in the early part of the thirteenth century by the Danish priest
and historian, Saxo Grammaticus. Towards the beginning of his work he writes of the ‘wizard’
O3inn who, he says, was falsely believed to be a god throughout Europe.!?* Later in his

narrative he settles the question of the gods’ origins thus:

At one time certain individuals, initiated into the magic arts, namely Thor, Odin and
a number of others who were skilled at conjuring up marvellous illusions, clouded the
minds of simple men and began to appropriate the exalted rank of godhead. Norway
Sweden and %enmark were ensnared in a groundless conviction, urged to a devoted
worship of these frauds and infected by their gross imposture. The results of their
deceptions spread, so that all other realms came to revere some kind of divine power
in them, believing they were gods. They rendered solemn prayers to these wizards
and paid respect to an impious heresy which should have gone to true religion.

(Bk VI, 170-1)

It appears, however, that kings and chieftains were especially susceptible to becoming centres
of cults such as this. Saxo relates the tale of the Danish king, Haldan II, who was highly
praised for a particularly clever and valorous feat during a battle against the Swedes: seeing
his line begin to give way, he climbed onto a cliff and prised up a number of boulders which
rolled down into the enemy’s lines:

For this reason he began to be held in such esteem by the Swedes that he was believed
to be the son of Thor, accorded divine honours by the people and judged worthy of
public libations.

(Bk VII, 203)

Snorri Sturluson also subscribes to the euhemeristic view of the Scandinavian gods. The
Ynglinga Saga relates how the chieftain, O8inn, conquered many kingdoms in Asia (Asaland)
before going west and establishing himself in Sweden, to which he brought laws originally in
force in Asaland. He was a skin-changer besides, and this as well as his ability to commune
with the dead point to his having been a kind of shaman. After him, Njor8r, traditionally the
god of wealth and the sea, and a priest under O8inn, became sovereign of the Swedes, and
was succeeded by his son, Freyr, also called Yngve, who founded the race of the Ynglings (the
Swedish kings). Freyr’s reign was marked by such unparalleled prosperity that that when he
died, his men kept his death a secret from his people for three years, continuing to bring the
tribute money to his burial mound to ensure that peace and prosperity continued.!?®

123 Turville-Petre, Myth and Religion, 190-1; de Vries, ‘Das K&nigtum bei den Germanen’, 295.

124 H. E. Davidson, ed., Saro Grammaticus: History of the Danes, I (Text), Cambridge-Totowa, 1979, Bk I, 25-6

[henceforth, Saxo]. Further textual references will be designated by book and/or page no. in the body of this work.

The name Woden/Wotan, another form of Odin/O8inn, derives from the OHG wuot, meaning ‘possessed, mad’
(J. G. C. Anderson, Cornelii Taciti de origine et situ Germanorum, Oxford, 1938, 74n. [hereafter Germania]). This
points to the possibility that, among the continental Gmc peoples Woden was originally conceived as a shaman, or
master of magic, before becoming the god of wind and storm. For Gmc shamanic techniques see M. Eliade, Shamansism.:
Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy, Princeton, 1964, 379ff.; H. R. E. Davidson, Gods and Myths of Northern Europe,
Harmondsworth, 1981, 141ff. [henceforth Gods and Myths].

125 Heimskringla, I, chs 3-10 (11-24). It is worth noting that Vladimir's death in 1015 was said to have been kept

secret by his followers; although the chronicler does not state for how long, the context suggests a fairly long time

(PVL, 127). In 1097 the death of Mstislav, son of Sviatopolk, was concealed by his followers, but only for three days.

78



The notion that the gods were originally mortal founders of dynasties and, by implication,
of whole nations, is expressed by Bede in 731. He writes of the brothers Hengist and Horsa,
leaders of the Anglian tribes that invaded Britain:

Erant autem filii Uictgisli, cuius pater Uitta, cuius pater Uecta, cuius pater Uoden,
de cuius stirpe multarum provinciarum regium genus originem duxit.

[They were the sons of Wihtgisl, son of Witta, son of Wecta, son of Woden, from
whose stock the royal families of many kingdoms claimed their descent.]

(Hist. eccles., I, 15, p. 30)

The Historia Brittonum, a compilation of old and new materials revised several times, but
first assembled by Nennius in the first half of the ninth century, contains manuscripts which
preserve the genealogies for Bernicia, Kent, East Anglia, Mercia and Deira. These generally
begin with Woden, although there is also a genealogy for Hengist and Horsa, going a step
further back to Geata.!28

Most of the genealogical lists in the Anglo-Sazon Chronicle stop at Woden, but in the
course of time, genealogies begin to extend beyond him to the gods Geat or Frealaf.!?” Woden’s
‘ancestors’ appear to be a later interpolation. Once he had been traditionally established in
royal genealogies over a long period, the need would arise to render a pedigree still more
impressive by extending it. According to Kenneth Sisam, “The motives for such an elaboration
were comparatively innocent: flattery of a ruling house, emulation of the long lines that joined
the other English kings to Woden, or the desire to find a place for distinguished names that
were remembered in no other pedigree or Liber Viie. Materials were always at hand, because
a true series of royal fathers and sons would contain only some of the great hereditary kings,
and would exclude most of the tribal gods and heroes, as well as unattached names from the
common stock of legend. Old names are the stuff from which fictitious pedigrees are made, and
must not be regarded as evidence of genuineness’.!?® Eventually, the composition of genealogies
became so artificial as to include biblical names (Seth, Noah, Lamech and Adam) at the head
of the Scandinavian gods.!?® While such genealogical claims must have been taken more
symbolically than literally, it will be seen that the traditional view of kings as descendants of
the gods was to lend rulers a sacral quality that endured to varying degrees until comparatively

recent times.130

126 K. Sisam, ‘Anglo-Saxon royal genealogies’, Proceedings of the British Academy, 39, 1953, 292—4. Geat or

Geata may be regarded as the eponymous ancestor of the Geats of SW Sweden, to whom Beowulf belonged (314).

127 ibid., 298 (Frealaf may be a variation of Freyr, the ON god of fertility who was worshipped together with O8inn

at Upsalia).

128 1bid., 305-6/308. Sisam suggests that, possibly, the reason why all AS kingdoms for which genealogies have

been preserved go back to Woden is because many of the founders of English kingdoms were not kings by heredity, and
80 the earlier parts of their pedigrees would have been fictions of the 7th and 8th cc., absorbing gods and legendary
tribal heroes into the royal line (326). This may have been a leftover practice which Tacitus observed in the tradition
of heredity among the Gmc tribes c. 98 A. D.. They believed themselves to be descended from the god Tuisto, from
his son Mannus (the first man?), and from the latter’s three sons, who became eponymous ancestors for the three
principal Gmc tribes (Germania, 2).

129 Sisam, ‘AS royal genealogies’, 320-1. Chroniclers also go in for this kind of ‘pre-history’: the PVL begins

with the sons of Noah after the Flood; the Anglo-Sazon Chronicle (Parker Chronicle) contains a genealogical preface
beginning in the year of Christ’s Nativity, when Cerdic and Cynric, descendents of Woden, first conquer Wessex (G.
N. Garmonsway, trans., The Anglo-Saron Chronicle, London, 1984, 2).

130 de Vries, ‘Das Kdnigtum bei den Germanen”, 296; Eliade, Myth and Reality, 41n.
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Prior to considering how these Northern European views!3! on the divine ancestries of

kings may be applied to the Slovo, it is necessary, first of all, to observe how and to what
extent these ideas manifest themselves in other early heroic works. That the literary sources
available should be of English and Scandinavian provenance is not surprising since Christianity
was established much later in Scandinavia, while the English, although christianised centuries
earlier, continued to rely for some time on Scandinavian legends. Consequently, these sources
lack any positive Christian character. The Chanson de Roland and the Nibelungenlied, being
so much later, have more or less lost touch with the pre-Christian heroic world in this respect,
although they show an understanding of the secular heroic ethos.!32

In the Edda the gods, but never the heroes, are sometimes the objects of ridicule.!33 Thor
in particular seems to be singled out for this kind of treatment, as in the Harbar8:lio3, in
which his intellect is represented as being inversely proportional to his physical strength.134
It is doubtful whether this disrespectful approach to the gods is the result of interpolations
on the part of thirteenth-century Christian scribes, since there is absolutely nothing else in
these works that might suggest this kind of tampering. Also, it would not explain why, in
the Lokasenna, the insolent and mischievous god, Loki, exposes the weaknesses, failings and
caprices of all the other gods except Thor (Neckel, 96-110). Futhermore, this attitude does
not extend to the Norse heroes who, while almost as incompatible with Christian ideas as the
gods, are invariably praised for their courage, strength and fealty. In Lokasenna, Loki himself
places mortal heroic virtue above the gods:

‘Sniallr ertu i sessi, scalattu sva gora,

Bragi, beccscrautudr; .
vega pu gacc, ef bu vrei@r sér,

hyggz veetr hvatr fyrir.’

[Loud talk but little meaning,

131 These views are not, of course, exclusive to Europe, for they were and, among certain peoples still are,

widespread (see Eliade, Myth and Reality, 391f.).

132 In the Nibel. mythological motifs reappear, but have been almost completely stripped of their original sig-

nificance. According to Prof. Hatto, they are played down in medieval German epic as a point of style (‘Medieval
German’, Traditions, 192-3). Note, for instance: (a) the magical source of Siegfried’s strength (st. 100); (b) the cloak
which renders its wearer invisible (Ch. 7); (c) the prophetic nixes or water-nymphs (st. 1533ff.). The giants and the
dragon reputedly vanquished by Siegfried also appear in Gmc mythology as well as in Beo., and continued to inspire
folk literature for some time. In the Nibel,, unlike in Beo., they are mentioned coincidentally and serve mainly to
emphasise Siegfried’s extraordinary strength, but are insignificant in themselves (for the significance of the monsters
and the dragon in Beo., see Whitelock, op. cit., 76ff.; R. E. Kaske, ‘The Eotenas in Beo.’, in OF Poetry, 285-310;
idem, ‘Sapientia et Fortitudo as the controlling theme of Beo.’, in Anthology, 269-310; H. L. Rogers, ‘Beowulf’s three
great fights', in Anthology, 233-56). The kinds of folkloric elements mentioned above may be found in the byliny,
where heroes of unusual, sometimes supernatural, origin fight monsters and perform impossible feats. Beowulf, on the
other hand, is unusually, but not unnaturally, strong.

133 According to Turville-Petre, heroic lays are probably an older class of poems than those about the gods (Origins

of Icelandic Literature, Oxford, 1953, 8; 15fT). There is no evidence to indicate that mythological lays like those of
the Edda were known among Gmc tribes outside Scandinavia. Those which survive originated in Norway and Iceland
(#bid., 15; Davidson, Gods and Myths, 65).

134 In G. Neckel, ed., Edda: Die Lieder des Codex Regius, I (2nd ed., H. Kuhn), Heidelberg, 1962, 78-37

[henceforth Neckel]. See also Prymskvia, in which Thor is disguised as Frigg in bridal clothes, and Loki as his
handmaid (111-15). All translations of the Edda, apart from the four contained in Dronke's collection, will be derived

from P. Terry, trans., Poems of the Vikings, Indianapolis, 1969.
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Bragi, jewel of the benches!
Why don’t you fight if you’re so furious?
Heroes don’t hold back.]
(st. 15)

This is not to say that because they told humorous tales about their gods the early Scandina-
vians had ceased to believe in them—their reluctance in abandoning their old beliefs proves the
contrary—but it is patently clear that the poets, at any rate, and probably the ruling warrior
class as well, harboured few illusions about them. Disenchantment may have led a growing
number of men—Vikings, wanderers and outlaws—to eschew the gods and all their works and
to trust solely in their own resources.'3® Certainly, the gods could not be relied upon if, like
men, they too were governed by Fate, and could bring about the destruction of the world by
their actions.

The gods play no part whatsoever in the heroic Edda, and in later works such as Atlamdl
and GuS8runarhvet, which date from the twelfth century, even casual references to them are
entirely absent.!3¢ Allusions to the gods as well as to spirits, however, may be found in
Atlakvida and Ham3ismdl, both of which are thought to be two of the oldest surviving Germanic
poems.137

Four such references are found in Atlakvi8a. In two instances geographical features are
endowed with divine associations. In st. 27/5-8, the Rhine is said to be the ‘god-sprung river’
which rules the inheritance of the Niflungar. This passage, according to Ursula Dronke, may
be alluding to the divine origins of the Niflung family whose treasure, currently sitting at the
bottom of the Rhine, would have been inherited from their eponymous ancestor, Niflung.133
Later, in st. 30/5-8, it is said that the oath taken and subsequently broken by Atli was
pledged—

at sél inni su8rhgllo
ok at Sigtys bergi,
holkvi hvilbeGiar

ok at hringi Ullar.

[by the sun southward-curving
and by O8inn’s crag,

by the steed of sleep’s pillows
and by Ullr’s ring.]

Here the names of O8inn and Ullr are invoked in the context of oath-taking. Like water,
hills or mounds were regarded as sacred, and in Norse sources and Old English place-names
they were usually associated with O8inn (Woden).!3® Hills, particularly burial mounds, as
customary repositories of the dead, were naturally associated with the ‘Other World’ and
chthonic worship; as god of the dead and the underworld as well as oaths, O8inn would have
been seen as the protector of mounds. As to Ullr, it has been suggested that for a period he

135 gee Turville-Petre, Myth and Religion, 264-8.
136 They contain numerous references to ‘doom’ or ‘fate’, however, which will receive separate treatment later.
137

All four poems are taken from Dronke, ed. & trans, op. cst.. All citations and translations will be taken from
these parallel texts.

138 ibid., 61-2n.. As noted supra (n.79), in Gmc and Celtic mythology any body of water, be it a river, lake, sea

or well, was considered sacred. While Celtic tradition held that the ‘Other World’ lay beneath the waves, in Norse
tradition the lower world was thought to be surrounded by a river spanned by a bridge (Patch, op. cit., 47, 60-1).

139 Dronke, op. cit., 64n.; Patch, op. cit., 47.
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was to some people, if not chief god, at least the god of law and stability and, like OSinn, a
sky god.1*0 It has been further proposed that Ullr was to O8inn a kind of ‘alter-ego’, a deputy
who supplanted O8inn as king when that capricious god was in disgéce.141 In any event, Atli’s
oath was sworn not only upon the sun, the marriage bed and O8inn himself, but also upon the
sacred ring of Ullr lest O8inn prove false. Not to honour an oath thus guaranteed would have
been an extremely serious offerce, and only the worst could follow.

The remaining two allusions to pagan divinities in Atlakvi8a, although much less explicit
than those mentioned above, provide a somewhat clearer picture of literary heroic attitudes
in pre-Christian Scandinavia towards the gods. Stanza 29/6 contains the kenning, sigtiva, a
genitive plural meaning more or less, ‘heroes of triumph’. This term is always used elsewhere
with reference to the gods, especially O8inn, but in this somewhat corrupt passage Dronke takes
it to refer to Gu8run’s brothers, Hogni and Gunnarr. The word appears at the very climax of
the poem: Hpgni has had his heart cut out and dies amid his own heroic laughter, while Gunnarr
is about to be hurled into a snake-pit where he too will acquit himself heroically. At the same
time, their sister, GuSrun, heaps curses upon Atli for breaking his oath and prepares to exact
the most hideous revenge. For all three siblings, then, this section, beginning with Hegni’s
death and ending with the curses that signal GuSrun’s revenge, represents the most crucial,
the most tragic, yet the most glorious moment in their heroic lives. Since Norse tradition held
that men were god-descended and that great royal houses traced their descent from the sons
of O8inn,'*2 it would be natural for the poets to recall, with the simple term, sigtivar, the
‘divine’ origins of the Burgundian kings when they are at the climax of their lives and their
actions surpass those of ordinary mortals.}43 The situation demands the superiority of courage
and will that has been their inheritance; no prayers are rendered up, no assistance invoked.
All that they require to meet the occasion they already possess through their distinguished
origins. When great men take the stage, the gods retreat into the distance and into the past
where they belong.

The final and possibly most ambiguous reference of this kind here is contained in the
phrase reifa gigld rognis (‘to render a lord his due’—st. 34/4). This refers to Gu3run’s offering
Atli a gilded ale-cup before inviting him to dine in his hall where, unbeknownst to him, his sons
comprise the main course. Since the word Regnir (‘Lord’) is normally a proper name for O8inn,
and since the oath-breaking Atli cannot be considered heroic, it may be as Dronke suggests,
that the term is nothing more than ‘the poet’s predilection for heightened diction’.1%* But
with the added invocation of Ullr to clinch the oath in st. 30/5-8, the earlier implication that
O8inn, renowned for his treachery and lawlessness, cannot be trusted, adds a new dimension to
this passage.!*> The poet here may be attempting to establish a parallel between the faithless

140 qyrvillePetre, Myth and Religion, 184.

141 Dronke, op. cit., 65n.; Turville-Petre, ‘The cult of Othinn in Iceland’, idem, Nine Norse Studies (Viking

Society for Northern Research, Text Series, 5), London, 1972, 14ff. See also Saxo, Bk VI, 78.

142 See supra, 77-9.

143 Dronke, op. cit., 63n. Note that in st 30/6 Sigtys bergi is understood as ‘OBinn’s crag’. Something along the

same lines occurs in the early Russian chronicles; whereas in Norse literature a hero’s divine origins are invoked at the
most critical moment of his destiny, in the Russian chronicles a prince’s ancestors are invoked (D. S. Likhachev, ‘SP i
esteticheskie predstavleniia ego vremeni’, in idem, ‘SP’ i kul’tura, L., 1978, 55-6).

144 op. cit., 68n.

145 gee Turville-Petre, ‘The cult of Othinn. . .’, loc. cit.. The lawless and, as the etymology of his name suggests,

the furious O8inn was often seen as the antithesis of justice who frequently supported evil and undeserving characters
while permitting those who trusted in him to perish. This capricious side of O3inn is unveiled by Loki in Lokasenna:
‘Be quiet, Odin! You never could/ decide a fight fairly./I know how often you have allowed/the weaker man to win!’

(st. 22). Another story tells of Harald Finehair, ruler of Norway from the mid-9th c., who overthrew traditional law by
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Atli and the equally faithless O8inn, modelling the king closely upon his lawless ‘ancestor’ god.
The entire stanza—Gu8run’s proffering the ale-cup to Athi and her invitation to partake of
‘young beasts gone to the shades’—all recall pagan oblations and acts of sacrifice, particularly
of the human kind, consecrated to the gods in their temples. To model Atli upon O8inn in
this way, therefore, is to reinforce the fact that the latter was not at all times and to all men
the most popular of the gods.146

To recapitulate briefly, three out of the four allusions to Norse deities in Atlakvia suggest
that, far from playing active roles in the heroic poems, the gods maintain only an indirect
presence as ancestors of kings and heroes like the Niflungar. Even the unscrupulous Atli, by
virtue of his kingship, is entitled to a divine pedigree, and to him O8inn in his most pernicious
persona is assigned. In this and in the remaining reference dealing with Atli’s four-fold oath,
there is also a clear indication that by the time this early poem had been conceived, O8inn
had begun to be viewed with distrust.

On three occasions the Ham3ismdl also recollects the divine origins of royal persons. The
sons of Gu8run, Ham8ir and Serli,are first called go8bornir (‘the god-descended’) shortly after
they have slain their taunting half-brother, Erpr, and are preparing to continue on their heroic
quest for vengeance on Igrmunrekkr (Ermanaric), king of the Goths, for the murder of their
sister, Svanhildr (st. 16/3). The epithet here is well-timed. Just as in AtlekviBa the divine
heritage of the Burgundians is invoked at the moment when they face the most critical trial of
their lives, so the divine descent of the HamSir and Serli is recalled at a similar critical point;
for, unknown to them, their action marks a turning point in their fortunes, and the injudicious
killing of Erpr, whose help they sorely miss at their last battle, seals their doom.

Later, Igprmunrekkr jeeringly calls them go8born Gitdka (‘the divine breed of Giuki [their
grandfather]—st. 21/7), thus mocking the pretensions of their clan, particularly of their
grandfather, to divine descent, and indicating perhaps that the Norse of the late ninth century
had already begun to take such genealogical claims less seriously.

Iermunrekkr himself enjoys the epithet, regenkunngi (st. 25/2), which is usually inter-
preted as ‘of the race of the divine powers’. In this case, however, it may also be taken to
mean ‘one with a powerful cunning/insight’, the association of regin with magic and a certain
vatic wisdom being an ancient one.'*” As a descendant of a great royal line, he too would
trace his ancestry to the gods which, in turn, would be invoked at the moment of ‘superhuman
control’: in this instance, the moment he orders his men to stone the brothers after swords
and spears have proved ineffective. At the same time he would be regarded as ‘cunning’ or
‘inspired’, in that he hit upon precisely the means by which to destroy his opponents. All
this is undertaken while he is dying, having been dismembered by the heroes (st. 24/7-10).

introducing a centralised autocracy, thus forcing many of the land-owning aristocracy to flee to Iceland and elsewhere,
had once in his youth been a guest of O8inn (ibid., 16). Shortly after the middle of the 10th c., the unknown author of
Eiriksmdl celebrated the death and reception by O8inn into Valhalla (Valhgl) of Harald’s favoured son, Eirik Bloodaxe
(d. 966), onetime ruler of Jorvik (York) (H. M. Chadwick, op. cit., 15). Eirik was the ideal chosen hero of O8inn,
for he ruthlessly displayed his contempt for the bonds and duties of kinship by slaying his brothers (Turville-Petre,
‘The cult of Othinn...’, 16-17). The god’s reputation for setting kinsman against kinsman is reiterated by Dag in
HelgakviBa Hundingsbana gnnor: ‘Odin alone has worked this evil: /he carried runes of strife among close kin’ (Neckel,
150-61, st. 34). Saxo also relates how O8inn, ‘through his deep artifice’, created strife between once close kinsmen,
Harald Wartooth and his nephew Ring (Hring), which culminated in the battle of Bravalla (Bk VI, 232).

146 As head god of the Norwegian aristocracy and hence of the unpopular Harald Finehair (supra, n.145), to

whom many Icelanders had lost their lands, O8inn was not popular and little worshipped in Iceland (where the
Edda happened to be preserved). The Icelanders were more inclined to worship Thor (Turville-Petre, ‘The cult of
Othinn. . ., passim).

147 Dronke, op. cit., 236—7n.
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According to Germanic belief, a dying man gains a sudden magical force of knowledge, for at
the moment of death certain latent magical powers in the human personality are released and
activated.!*® Although it was generally held that this extraordinary foresight was imparted by
O3inn, the god of the dead,'*® any apparently occult wisdom in this scene clearly comes from
Iprmunrekkr himself, and only quite indirectly from any external auxiliary.

HamBismdl contains an additional five passages that allude to spirits or to divinities of a
lower order. It is generally thought that belief in these lower beings or hidden forces—elves,
trolls, guardian spirits, fate, to name but a few—was older and more primitive than belief in
the gods, as well as considerably more persistent.!®® It will be found that it is this form of
belief, rather than belief in anthropomorphic gods within a formal mythological framework,
that, to varying degrees, plays a more integral role in the Slovo and its northern counterparts.

The first such passage in Ham8ismdl introduces the poem and foretells the tragedy that
is to come:

Sprutto 4 tai
tregnar idir,

groeti alfa

in glystemo.

[There sprouted on the threshold
sorrowful tasks,
ghe st}u.rce]of elves’ tears
ry of joy.
(st. 1/14)

In Northern tradition elves were tutelary spirits of the home, revered by every family, not unlike
the Russian domovoi. Here, presumably, the spirits of Gu8run’s house mourn the extinction
of her line, Giuki’s line, that is to be fulfilled through the deaths of her sons.!5!

A malevolent female spirit, an ogress, appears on the periphery of the action at the murder
of Erpr (st. 15/4) at which, knowing its consequences, she is delighted. Later, just prior to
their defeat, Ham3ir sees his action as evil and regrettable, and blames the disir for spurring
him on to kill (st. 28/6).1%2 It was, however, lack of judgement and an excess of heroic pride
that led the heroes to kill their taunting half-brother, and it is unlikely that the poet meant
his audience to take Ham®ir’s excuse at face value.

The last two examples refer to the Norns, or Fates, who determine the course of life
and whose judicial aspect distinguishes them from other fatal spirit-women, the disir and the
valkyrjur, although they too are said to be controlled by O8inn.153 The first reference is to
grey norna (‘the curs of the Norns’—st. 29/3): wolves also known as the dogs or hounds of

148 F. Strém, On the Sacral Origins of the Germanic Death Penalties, Stockholm, 1942, Ch. 6, esp. 244ff. The
legend which tells of how O8inn restored the sight of the blinded Danes in the thick of battle (they were led by their
king, Jarmerik, who was also dismembered), is told by Saxo, Bk VIII, 258. It was O8inn who also taught the Danes

how to stone their enemies.

149 myrville-Petre, Myth and Religion, 41f.

150 myrville-Petre, “The cult of Othinn. . .', 4; Routh, op. cit., II, 25ff.; Rybakov, ‘Iazycheskoe mirovozzrenie. . .’,
BfF.

151

Dronke, op. cit., 225n.; Turville-Petre, Myth and Religion, 230ff. (According to Turville-Petre, elves, which
were associated with both death and fertility, were regarded as having two aspects: the so-called ‘light elves’ were
beautiful and benevolent, the ‘dark elves’, hideous and wicked).

152 See Dronke, op. cit., 237n.

153 i3id., 238-9nn.
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O8inn.!3* In this passage, Ham3ir expresses the hope that he and Serli will not blame one
another for their defeat, tearing at each other like the wolves of the Fates. In the next stanza,
having taken stock of the situation, he concludes:

Kveld lifir madr ekki
eptir kvi8 norna.

[No man outlives the evening ,
after the Norns’ decree.]
(st. 30/7-8)

In Ham8ismdl the supernatural again fails to influence heroic action directly. The Norns,
however, while not actually affecting the course of events, since the heroes have brought their
own downfall upon themselves, exercise control over the heroes’ lifespan; and because men
know that they cannot escape the end which the Norns have decreed for them, this awareness
enables them to display their most noble qualities, particularly courage. The function and
significance of this complex and elusive force will be discussed in more detail later in this
chapter with a view to discovering whether the notion of such a force exists in the Slovo.

One last example bearing out the view that the gods in heroic literature serve a primarily
genealogical function is Beowulf. At first sight the gods are conspicuously absent, although
monsters and various malignant spirits pervade the work, until it is recalled that the names
Sceaf, Scyld and Beow(ulf) appear with some regularity in Anglo-Saxon and Danish genealogies
in company with the usual gods and other legendary or semi-legendary figures.!®> The poem
is introduced with an elaborate genealogy of Danish kings, headed by the illustrious, though
mysterious, Scyld Scefing and ending with Hro8gar (lI. 4-63). Scyld (Skjold) was generally
regarded in Germanic tradition as the eponymous ancestor of the Danish kings, known also
as the Scyldingas (Skjoldungar)—in the same way as Freyr (Yngve) was the founder of the
Swedish royal line, the Ynglingar— and was praised both for his law-making as well as his
martial qualities.’®® The mysterious arrival and glorious passing of Scyld are nowhere to be
found outside Beowulf. The poem tells of how he was sent from the unknown and returned
there once his mission had been accomplished, thus signifying a potentially divine nature.!5”
Similar tales of a mysterious arrival are narrated in English chronicles, where it is undertaken
by Sceaf, father of Scyld and the legendary progenitor of the West Saxon kings.!5® According
to some scholars, Sceaf was, in ancient tradition, a god-sent mythical king to whom the North
German tribes attributed the introduction of agriculture and princely rule,3°

The Beowulf poem thus links both the English and the Scandinavian traditions, with
Scyld taking on the mission originally designated to Sceaf and fulfilling the duties befitting a
tribal progenitor. As founder of the Danish (Scylding) dynasty, he introduced the institution
of kingship, and his reign was distinguished by remarkable prosperity.'¢°

154 O the beasts of OB8inn, see Turville-Petre, Myth and Religion, 57ff.
155 Sisam, ‘AS royal genealogies’, 315ff., 321, 339ff.

156 See Saxo, Bk 1, 15.

157

See Patch, op. cit., 47. Scyld’s ship funeral marks his passage to the Other World, the land of the dead, over
the sea. Since that is also where he came from, the implication is that his origins must be divine.

158 Klaeber, op. cit., 123; Sisam, ‘AS royal genealogies’, 313 n.4, 314ff. (Sceaf was also the legendary ruler of the

Langobards).

159 Klaeber, loc. cit.. To the pagan English, the sheaf was a popular religious symbol whose associations with

fertility are self-evident.

160 The peace and plenty enjoyed by the Danes under Scyld is a more general development of Sceaf’s literal

introduction of agriculture to the North Germans.
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Scyld’s son, Beowulf, is likewise an unhistorical figure who is also found among the an-
cestors of Woden in Anglo-Saxon and Norse genealogies under the name Beow (Beo/Beaw).
The agricultural associations of his name!®! taken together with those of Sceaf reinforce tra-
ditional beliefs concerning the introduction of agriculture and, by means of this peaceful and
settled occupation, also civilisation, realised here by Scyld (whose very name designates him
as protector). It would seem that Beow, a divinity worshipped by the Anglo-Saxons, had
somehow become confused with the historical Beowulf, nephew of Hygelac, and transformed
into the mortal hero of the present poem, whose reign was also characterised by peace and
prosperity.162 He is unlike his deified Swedish counterpart, Freyr, however, in that the benefits
he had amassed on behalf of his people were not to outlive him.

It is conceivable that the Beowulf-poet was unaware of Scyld’s and Beow’s mythical iden-
tities, and that the tradition of this Danish genealogy predates the work in its present form.
In any case, he may have viewed these men simply as ancestors of a special kind, who were
subject to death like everyone else, but who belonged to a strange and glorious past.!®?

If Rus’ ever possessed any tales of the gods, no traces have survived in written form, and
it is uncertain how much, if anything, people in twelfth century Rus’ even knew about them.
While the nobility may have continued to practise certain pagan rites long after conversion,
they were nevertheless Christians to whom the artificial and short-lived pantheon of Vladimir
was long dead and probably forgotten. What little they may have known about the gods would
have been circulated orally. In the countryside old traditions continued, on the whole, to be
practised and passed down as before, virtually, though not altogether, untouched either by the
pantheon or by Christianity; in the towns the volkhvy, practising under cover, continued to act
as custodians of pre-Christian belief and ritual.!64

It is difficult to assess how much the author knew or understood about the Russian pagan
gods and their functions. He certainly does not accord them the same integral part in the action
of the Slovo that he gives to nature. Instead, the gods, with the exception of Div, have been
distanced, even formalised. As will be seen in due course, however, they, in particular Dazhbog
and Veles, were not assigned to their ancestral roles at random. Like the gods in northern
heroic lays, they were not important in themselves nor were they invoked as auxiliaries, but
they nevertheless continued to represent something that wielded enough influence over the
poetic imagination to be remembered, however indirectly or occasionally.

Prior to analysing the author’s motives, conscious or otherwise, in treating the gods as he
does, an attempt must be made to establish what may have been his general understanding of
them. It is quite apparent that he did not subscribe to the primarily ecclesiastical opinion that
the gods were devils, but inclined more to the euhemeristic view, espoused in the Hypatian
Chronicle entry for the year 1114 (278-9), of the gods as legendary ancestors, great founders
or inventors, and therefore prototypes for all subsequent human action.!6°

161 Kiaeber believes Beow or Beaw to be derived from the pre-Gmc root *bhu-, from which stems the OE word

buan (‘to dwell’, ‘cultivate land’, ‘grow’), ¥ xiv.

162 Klaeber, loc. cit.

163 on specifically genealogical poems tracing the descent of various Scandinavian rulers from the gods, see H. M.

Chadwick, op. cit., 15-16.

164 Zguta, Russian Minstrels, 6ff.; idem, ‘The pagan priests of early Russia’, passim.

165 See Eliade, Myth and Reality, 34ff. In his discussion of ‘primitive’ myth, Eliade states that the 'gods, who

created men, were conceived as ‘ancestors’ upon whom men endeavoured to model themselves. Imitating one’s father
and grandfather, then, would be the same as imitating the Ancestors and would produce the same results (34). While
the author of the SP does not present or regard the ancestor-gods as mythological realities, he does, all the same,

adhere to the principle of ‘origins’ throughout his work.
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It would not be unreasonable to suppose that by 1114 the Russian Church, like many
Western ecclesiastics, had found the euhemeristic approach to be more effective in its struggle
against paganism. Close on the heels of a passage which tells how the people of the Ladoga
region still relied on volkhvy during crises, the Russian chronicler explains the origins of the
sun gods, Dazhbog and Svarog, as well as the introduction of kingship, law, and consequently,
civilisation into Egypt, using a genealogical tale that may have been, to a greater or lesser

degree, widespread:16®

mova IIBCaphLCTBOBATH IepBoe MecTpoME oTs poaa XamoBa. Ilo Hems Epemns,
no HeMt Peocta mxe m Cosapora Hapexowa Erynrane. llscapecTByrouro ceMy
deocTh BB BpeMs ITBCapCcTBa €ro, cmajomla KJIBLIB ¢b Hebecs, [n Ha4ya KOBaTH
opy>Xbe nphke 60 TOro nanunaMu B kaMeEneMs Goioxyca. T sxe DeocTa 3aKOHD
OYCTAaBH JX€HAM'D 33 €MHB MY>Kh IIOCATATH ¥ XOJMTH I'OBEIONH, & HKe MPeo6hl
BIOIA KASHUTH IOBelYBBallle cero paau npossaire u Gors Cpapor...

(col. 278)

The chronicler proceeds to demonstrate how this law secured order, for it left men in no doubt
as to the paternity of their children. Having explained that transgressions of these monogamy
laws were punishable by burning in ovens, he continues:

cero paau npossama u Ceaporoms, u 6aakuma B Erynramse. Y mo cems mbcap-
CTBOBa CHIHD €ro, BMeHeMs CHIHBNE, eroxe HaApHYOTEH [Jaxs60rb.... Crarsne
mBcaps, cblHB CBApOTORS, eXKe ecTh [Jaksbors, 68 60 My>Xb criens. . .M He xora
OTHIA CBOEro 3aKOHA pachimaTH, CBapodxka.

(col. 279)

Consequently Dazhbog was also highly revered for establishing pure living throughout the
land.!67

This chronicle entry reveals striking parallels with certain concepts inherent in heroic
literature and other writings of the early European Middle Ages, particularly in England and
Scandinavia, concerning the origins of the gods and the notion of sacral kingship.

The chronicler begins this tale with a legendary genealogy of Egyptian kings descending
from Noah’s son Ham, thus lending it historical credence and a certain amount of respectability,
in the way Anglo-Saxon genealogists pressed into service figures from Genesis to act as ancestors
for the ‘divine’ kings Freyr, Woden, Geat and so on.

The third king, Feost (Svarog), is to the Egyptians what Scyld in Beowulf is to the
Danes; as civiliser, law-maker and general benefactor to his people, he emerges as a national
or dynastic progenitor, the ‘father’ of the newly civilised nation, and conforms to the type of
ruler regarded by writers like Saxo and Snorri as ripe for deification and mythologizing. He led
the Egyptians out of the Stone Age with the introduction of the forging of metal weapons and,
by implication, tools; that is, both the means to procure a prosperous life in peacetime, and
the means to defend it from foes. With the institution of monogamy, Feost also reinforced the
social order, punishing by fire those who transgressed. For these reasons, says the chronicler,
‘he was called the god, Svarog’, and thus Svarog, the fire or sun god, became the idol under
which Feost the king was worshipped and ‘blessed’ by the Egyptians.

166 BT On how Dazhbog came to be sssocisted with the

smith Hephastus|the Greek god of fire, and Helios, the Greek sun god, see Briickner, Mitologia stowianska, 50fT.;
Mansikka, op. cit., 71ff., Robinson, ‘Solnechanaia simbolika. . .’, 21.

167 A parallel version of this account is found in the later Khlebnikovskis Chronicle (See Mansikka, op. cit., 66.)
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After him came his son, Dazhbog, whom the people called the ‘Sun’, and therefore wor-
shipped as the offspring of a deity. Like Beowulf, the son of Scyld, Dazhbog carried on his
father’s achievements and was praised in particular for upholding that law which turned Egypt
towards a pure way of life. Although the chronicler describes him as a mighty man (muzh’
silen”), Dazhbog came to be worshipped as the son of the ‘Sky’, as the god of light, a divine
‘Provider’.168

How Egypt came to be the setting is easily explained. After the Flood, in which the old
social order together with most of its inhabitants was destroyed, and the division of tongues
at Babel, Noah’s three sons are said to have headed for different parts of the world to found
nations. According to tradition, Ham’s lot included North Africa.'®® For the chronicler Egypt
would have represented not only one of the greatest civilisations to ensue after the Flood, but
also the centre of a flourishing sun cult, whose kings were closely associated with the sun, if
not actually personifications of it.}7® The first rulers, then, of what was probably regarded as
the first kingdom could have been viewed as forefathers, the progenitors of successive princes
everywhere.17!

The flexibility of the gens religion in twelfth-century Rus’ is shown in the Slove through the
author’s handling of the genealogical concept outside the sphere of blood kinship, and assigning
the god, Dazhbog, as the ‘forebear’ of a clan and, in a broader sense, a whole nation.!”? That
the gods were no longer believed to be divine by the author is irrelevant; what is important
is that these hero-kings came to be worshipped as gods, and thus retained the distinction of
being held up as archetypes for specific virtues and modes of behaviour.

The first mention of ‘Dazhbog’s grandsons’ (Dazhd’bozha vnuka) in the Slovo appears in
an historical digression relating the bitter feuds inspired by Oleg Sviatoslavich and their tragic
consequences:

Torna npu Onss lopucnasnnum chsaiercd U pacTameTh ycoGumamu, morubameTs
xkusHb Jaxar-Boska BRyka, B KHAXKKX'B KPaAMOJIaXs BEOM 4elIoBBKOMBL CKPATH-
WIACK.

(48, 11. 16-19)

168 Most scholars interpret the etymology of Dazhbog as being rooted in the words dat’ (‘to give) and bog (‘god’).
See Briickner, Mitologia stowianska, 59; Mansikka, op. cit., 73, 283. For a different interpretation, see A. Afanas’ev,
Poeticheskie vozzreniia slavian na prirodu, I, M., 1865, 65.

169 See PVL, 1-2. The opening section on the history of the sons of Noah is derived from the Chronicle of the

Byzantine historian, Georgius Hamartolus, which dates from the 9th c. (See Croes & Sherbowitz-Wetzor, op. cit.,
23-4).

170 See Frankfort, op. cit., 148ff; Dvornik, Early Christian and Byzantine Political Philosophy, I, 10 (in the

fourth Egyptian Dynasty, the king came to be thought of as a man chosen by the sun god to reign over his subjects).
For more ideas on the close association of princes with the sun, see Gasparov, op. cit., 98ff. The Russian chronicler
probably acquired his undoubtedly limited familiarity with Egyptian history from Greek chroniclers, who in turn
would have relied on the writings of the Alexandrian Greeks for their information.

17 See Likhachev, ‘SP i osobennosti...’, 312, who interprets Feost as the progenitor of an entire generation

of god-princes, for whom Svarog and Dazhbog are idols. Also Robinson, ‘Zakonomernosti razvitiia srednevekovogo
geroicheskogo eposa i simbolika SP’, 158.

172 Anichkov believes that Dazhbog, Veles and Khors were tribal gods included in the pantheon by Vladimir in

his bid to unify all the Russian tribes, Dazhbog being a deified chieftain of Chernigovan Rus’ in which the Ol'govichi
ruled. He sees the use of their names in the light of a nomen gentis, and believes that they once belonged to prominent
men of different regions (op. cit., ch. 14). Khors and Div are also thought to be pagan Iranian tribal names of the
Russian north (Robinson, ‘Zakonomernosti razvitiia. . .’, 168). Their symbolic value, however, is too complex for them

to be dismissed simply as names of clans.
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The other reference comes shortly after this passage, when the author returns to the present,
to Igor’s retreat, and a general indictment of the princes of Rus’ and their unwillingness to
co-operate:

Brcrana obupa BB cunaxt [lake-bBodka BHyKa, BCTYIIHIIA TEBOX Ha 3eMII0 1pod-
HIO, BBCIIECKala JeGefNHLIMA KDL Ha CHHBMB: Mope ¥ [JoRy miaemyun, yoynu
JKMPDHS BpEMeEHa.

Vxke 60, GpaTme, HeBecenas IOLWHA BLCTANAa, YK€ HYCTHIHH CHIY npmc:ig)ma.

(49, 11. 8-12)

Here Dazhbog, the forefather of princes, is more specifically assigned to the clan of the
Ol’govichi, and more indirectly to the people of Rus’ as a whole, who rely upon princes (in
these instances on the successes of the Ol’govichi) for their fortune, prosperity and their very
survival as a nation.!”® Like the gods in the Edda, his name is invoked at what the author
perceives to be the most critical moments in the careers of both Oleg and Igor.

It may be asked how it is that Dazhbog appears to have supplanted Perun as patron god
of the princely warrior class, not only in the Slove, but in the chronicle as well. Perun, like
the Norse god, O8inn, was the god of the ruling class in Varangian Rus’:17* he was the object
of oaths in treaties with the Greeks throughout the tenth century and was later elevated by
Vladimir to the head of all the Russian tribal gods in his ‘pantheon’. It is often thought,
however, that Perun was not so much an indigenous Russian god as a foreign import of the
Varangian, probably Swedish, princes who founded the Kievan dynasty, and that he bears a

strong resemblance to Thor,!”™ although in some respects, as the god of oaths, storm and the

173 See Robinson, ‘Solnechnaiia simbolika. . .’, 13ff.; idem, ‘Zakonomernosti razvitiia. . .’, 1537 (Robinson suggests
that Dazhbog the sun god is assigned to the Ol'govichi because the sun cult was closely linked to the fortunes of the
clan. He cites twelve instances in the chronicles between 1076—1176 of solar eclipses which he believes to be interrelated
with thirteen deaths in the house of Riurik, including five Kievan princes, all ancestors of Igor Sviatoslavich. Hence Igor
and Vsevolod, as well as the author, who was probably close to that family, would have understood the significance
of the eclipse in 1185. He adds that by the time the Slovo was written, Dazhbog was no longer the subject of a
cult, but not yet a mere artistic device (‘Zakonomernosti razvitiia. . .’, 159)). Since the sun is certainly one of the
dominating images of the work, there may be substance in Robinson’s theory; on the other hand, since the chronicles
abound in battles and solar eclipses, the likelihood that a prince will die somewhere in the region of an eclipse is
great. Furthermore, the princes were all interrelated, and there is almost no-one whose death actually coincides with
an eclipse.

174 See Anichkov, op. cit., 315-23.

175 The following is a selection of the arguments surrounding the origins of Perun: The name of Perun, traditionally
the god of thunder and lightening, corresponds to the Lith. Perkunas and the Sanskr. Parjanya (Vernadsky, Kievan
Russia, 54); Briickner argues for the Slavonic origins of Perun, although he sees him as possibly a defunct Slavonic
deity whose cult was reawakened through the influence of Thor for a short period before he was once again forgotten
(Mitologia stowianska, 44ff.); Afanas’ev sees Perun as a fertility god and a counterpart of both Thor and O3inn (op.
cit., I, 1367, 432); Jakobson points out that there is not one Slavonic land where traces of Perun’s cult may not be
found, and that his name is found in one form or another among Baltic, Scandinavian, Indian, Greek, Celtic, Gothic,
Latin and Albanian languages (‘Voprosy sravnitel’noi indoevropeiskoi mifologii v svete slavianskikh pokazanii', Akta
sjezdu 2. VI Mezindrodn{ sjezd slavistu v Praze, 1968, 630-1);. Perun did not appear as head god among the Russians
until as late as the 9th or 10th cc. (Rybakov, ‘lazycheskoe mirovozzrenie. . .’, 17); S. RoZniecki, holds the Normanist
view that the cult of Perun was strongly influenced by the cult of Thor that it is difficult to see where Thor ended and
Perun began (‘Perun und Thor’, Archiv fir slavische Philologie, 23, 1901, 520). Others who perceive a connection
between Perun and Thor include: Znayenko, op. cit., 84—6; N. K. Chadwick, The Beginnings of Russian History,
Cambridge, 1966, 84-5; Turville-Petre, Myth and Religion, 95-6; Cross & Sherbowitz-Wetzor, op. cit., 226 n.55.
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aristocracy, he also resembles the sky god, O8inn. While scholars cannot agree on the extent
of his ‘foreignness’, it is clear from the evidence of written sources that once links between Rus’
and Scandianvia became more tenuous, and despite Vladimir’s attempts to establish cults of
Perun in Kiev and Novgorod, Perun, who was never really a god of the populace, was the
first to surrender his central position among the gods and to take a more subsidiary role.
If, indeed, Perun was an ancient Slavonic god revived in Rus’ with the introduction of the
Scandinavian Thor, then his later substitution by Dazhbog was probably the consequence of a
natural imaginative process.

To trace this process it is necessary to look at the emergence of fertility gods as central
figures in Norse mythology. It was in Norway, which directed its adventurism westward, that
the cult of O8inn endured longest. His primacy, even supremacy, among the Scandinavian gods
is recorded in Icelandic mythological lays which were probably Norwegian in origin.!”® His cult,
however, is virtually unknown in Iceland, to which many Norwegian chieftains fled after their
lands had been confiscated by Harald Finehair in around 885. The Icelanders naturally rejected
the patron of tyrants and inclined more to Thor, also a sky god,'”? considered to be the noblest
and most powerful of them all, and an upholder of order against chaos.!”®

Due to the absence of a unified system of dogma in pre-Christian Scandinavia, the gods
tended to be many-sided figures, their functions or spheres of influence not always strictly
confined or separate. It is not difficult to see how one role might invoke more than one chain
of associations. O8inn himself is a good example of such a process. As the ‘father’ of gods
and men who also played a large part in man’s creation, and as leader of the Wild Hunt,'?®
he would have been venerated as the head god, the sky god and the god of storm. The prince
of gods, in turn, would have been adopted as the god of princes and as the patron of their
principal occupation, war.'® His role as god of war would then extend to the dead, and thus
he also became the god of the ‘Other World’ which the dead inhabit. His position with regard
to the ‘Other World’ would have made him the object of oaths, as well as the master of magic
and secret knowledge, who communed with the Ancestors. As custodian of vatic wisdom, he
takes on the role of supreme shaman who, in a state of ecstasy, can change shape and enter the
world of mysteries and occult wisdom. When he stole the runes from the giant, Suttung, he
also became master of poetry.!3! To depart on another tack, O8inn as sky god and therefore
‘husband’ of the Earth (Frigg) may have been regarded at some stage as a fertility god. It
will be observed how this tendency of the Norse gods to overlap in their offices and even to
supplant one another in them is also reflected in Russian pre-Christian mythology.

To the Icelanders, for whom the most records survive, Thor, the protector of this world
(Midgar8) and defender of Asgard, came to represent stability and law, upholding order in
the face of chaos,!3? and presenting a clear contrast to the amoral O8inn, among whose chief

176 See Davidson, The Viking Road to Byzantium, 300-12 (Ch. 3, ‘Odin in the East’).

177 Davidson, Gods and Myths, 73-5, 84fT.; Turville-Petre, ‘The cult of Othinn. . .’, 15-17; idem, The Heroic Age

of Scandinavia, 102fT.

178 Turville-Petre, Myth and Religion, 75ff.; idem, ‘The cult of Othinn...’, 6-7.
179 Turville-Petre, ‘The cult of Othinn...’, 55, 61.
180

sbid., 50ff., 118-19; Davidson, Gods and Myths, 50ff. Saxo confirms the practice of dedicating the souls of dead
warriors to O8inn (Bk VII, 204; Bk VIII, 243).

181 For O%inn’s role as priest, shaman and god of poetry and the dead, see Davidson, Gods and Myths, 141fT.;

as god of poetry and patron of poets, see Turville-Petre, ‘The cult of O8inn...’,9; as god of occult wisdom, ibdid.,
13; as god of war and the dead, and how he stole the runes, idem, Myth and Religion, 35ff. Eliade points out that
the shamanic tradition is centred around the legendary figure of the ‘Terrible Sovereign’ [which O¥inn certainly was)
(Shamanism, 379f1.).

182 Turville-Petre, Myth and Religion, 85ff.
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preoccupations were the promotion of strife among kinsmen and the betrayal of favourites.!33

Thor, called the ‘Thunderer’, was a sky god and a war god like O8inn, but he was also the
enemy of evil, usually represented in mythological lays as giants.13* It was not long before this
protector of men, this ruler of the storms and rains that nourished the soil and its crops, came
to be venerated as a fertility god, especially in Sweden which, like Iceland, was an agrarian
country.!® As the pagan age drew to a close, Thor rose in eminence not only in Iceland and in
Sweden, where he appears to have overshadowed the fertility god Freyr, but also in Denmark
and even in Norway.!%¢

Although much less is known of Perun than of Thor, there is little doubt that he was chief
god and patron of the warrior class and that, as sky god who, like O8inn and Thor ‘marries’
the Earth and impregnates her, he would also have served as a fertility god at some stage.137
By 1114, however, Perun had been overshadowed by another sky god, Svarog, whose name,
like those of Rod and Veles, is absent from the chronicle account of Vladimir’s pagan revival,
possibly because, like them, he was an older, more indigenously Russian god than Perun. His
idol, together with Rod’s and Veles’s, may already have stood in Kiev, to which Vladimir
simply added the others.!® Svarog introduced metal weapons and social order which his son,
Dazhbog, perpetuated in a place where the sun cult, next to the ancestor cult, predominated.!3°
The comparatively recent (or recently revived) cult of Perun, then, must have given way to
what was probably the older cult of Dazhbog, which was closely linked to ancestor and earth
cults. Dazhbog, the ‘Sun’, was the source of stability (through law), fertility, prosperity and,
therefore, culture. And since Rus’, like Sweden, also relied upon agriculture, it would be
natural for the fertility god to hold a central position in the devotions of the people. But how
Dazhbog came to represent specifically the princely warrior class as their ancestor in the Slovo
may be explained to some degree if he is compared with his Scandinavian counterparts, Freyr
and Baldr, and their broad spectrum of roles.

The Vanir consisted of various fertility gods whose worshippers were close to the earth
and the ancestors who rested both there and in the sea; among them were Freyr, his sister

183 See supra, n.145.

134 Turville-Petre, Myth and Religion, 75ff., 92. Poems in which Thor does battle with giants are: HymiskviSa
(Neckel, 88-95) and PrymskviBa (Neckel, 111-15). He also quells the insolent Loki and restores tranquility at the
end of Lokasenna.

185 myrville-Petre, Myth and Religion, 93—4.

186 ibid., 92ff. By the time Adam of Bremen came to record Swedish paganism (c. 1070), O8inn and Freyr had

been supplanted by Thor, who had become the god of crops. He was the chief god of the Norse invaders of Ireland,
Normandy and England, and, having overshadowed Freyr, was also the principal god of the Swedes, whose movements
were directed to lands east of the Baltic, particularly Rus’. See also Davidson, Gods and Myths, 84fT.; Turville-Petre,
The Heroic Age of Scandinavia, 59.

187 Afanas’ev, op. cit., I, 24463, 126ff., 136-8 (Afanas’ev also discusses the relationships between the other ‘sky’

gods (Svarog, Sviatovit, Div) and the earth); Rybakov, ‘Iazycheskoe mirovozzrenie...’, 11-12 (Rybakov argues for
the central place in Russian pre-Christian religion of the fertility god, Rod (meaning ‘clan’, ‘genus’, ‘origin’, from the
verb rodit’—‘to give birth’), an agricultural sky god occupying an intermediate position between the early animism
of the nomads and the aristocratic cult of Perun, whose own cult was functionally close to that of Rod. He adds that
the Russian emphasis on belief in the after-life and in ancestor cults merged with the idea of the fertility of the Earth,
where the dead are buried (13)). For a more detailed view of the link between ancestor and earth cults, see the latter

article, 17; Komarovich, op. cit., passim, esp. 97ff.

138 Rybakov, ‘lazycheskoe mirovozzrenie. . .’, 12, 16. (Rybakov maintains that originally Rod was not merely a
household deity, but the god of all nature).

189 id., 12.
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and female counterpart, Freyja, and their father, Njor8r, the god of wealth who was mainly
associated with the sea and ships.!%° The cult of Freyr (Saxo’s Frothi III), also called Yngve,
was extremely widespread in Sweden prior to his eclipse by Thor. It is generally accepted that
he was the god of sunshine and fertility, and thus for the Swedes, who depended heavily on
crops, he would have become the most important of all divinities; and because sowing and
harvesting depend also upon peace and political stability, he also came to be known as the god
of peace.!9! As head god, the responsibility for securing this peace and prosperity rested with
him and so, paradoxically, he became a warrior and defender as well, a role substantiated in
literary sources, where he is called ‘protector of the gods’ and ‘lord of the Esir’, and is said to
rule armies and the hosts of the gods.!®2 Thus even more paradoxically does the god of life
and plenty become the god of war and death.!93

Baldr, nicknamed ‘the Good’, son of O8inn and fairest of all the gods, who met his death
in an accident contrived by Loki,!%* was also venerated as a god of the sun and of fertility,
although his cult was somewhat overshadowed by Freyr’s, and little is known about it.1%®
Because a good ruler must ensure his people’s prosperity, Baldr became a fertility god who
had, as all good rulers must, warlike qualities as well.1%¢

If Dazhbog was a fertility god who was also the father of princes, and thus the head god,
he too might be expected to have possessed martial qualities. Even when stripped of his divine
status he remained an archetype for princes. Like Thor, Sceaf and Scyld, he secured prosperity
for his people through law and good government: what the sun was to crops, he was to his
people, with a sacral duty to ensure by every means that they grew and prospered.

Not only is the notion of rulers as sole custodians of their people’s welfare universal,!®”
but it persisted in Europe well after the Middle Ages. Among early cultures in general and

190 Davidson, Gods and Myths, 126. The male god NjorBr is thought to have developed out of the earth goddess

Nerthus, said by Tacitus to have been worshipped by Gmc tribes on the Continent in the 1st c. A. D. (Germania,
40). Both he and Freyr are found in Scandinavian genealogies.

191 Turville-Petre, Myth and Religion, 174-5. In the late pagan period he became chief god of the Vanir, with the

centre of his cult for some time in Uppsalla (172).

192 ibid., 175. See Lokasenna, (st. 35). It was in Sweden that paganism endured longest after the general

acceptance of Christianity in western Scandinavia (Davidson, The Viking Road to Byzantium, 317).

193 His female counterpart, Freyja, also represents the recurring cycle of fertility, birth and death in her role as

fertility goddess and goddess of war and death (Turville-Petre, Myth and Religion, 177).

194 For the story of Baldr see Snorri’s Gyfaginning (F. Jénsson, ed., Edda Snorra Sturlusonar, Reykjavik, 1907,

Ch. 49, 88-94); Baldrs draumar (Neckel), 277-9; Saxo, Bk III, 75 (whose account differs greatly from Snorri’s). For
summaries of the tale see Turville-Petre, Myth and Religion, 106-8; Davidson, Gods and Myths, 182-9.

195 murville-Petre, Myth and Religion, 117.

196 14e. cit; de Vries, ‘Das Konigtum bei den Germanen’, 291ff. (On the duties and powers of early Gmc kings).

The idea that a king must be not only a good administrator in public affairs but a competent leader in wars on behalf
of his people’s security is also found in Beo.. The ‘good’ rule of HroBgar brought prosperity to the Danes (manifested
through the splendid Heorot) but, in his old age he lacked the necessary military qualities to rid them of Grendel
who threatened that prosperity. It may also be said that Beowulf, unable to survive the fight with the dragon, had
also become too old to rule effectively. These two aspects of the kingly office, the peaceful and the martial, are more
generally represented by the Vanir (fertility gods) and the ZEsir (gods of war) respectively in the Gmc pantheon (de
Vries, ‘Das Ké&nigtum. . .’, 296).

197 Frankfort, op. cit., 150 (The coronation of a new Pharoah in Egypt ‘can be regarded as the creation of a new

epoch after a dangerous interruption of the harmony between society and nature—a situation which partakes of the
quality of the creation of the universe’.) This is how the new age of Svarog is viewed in the PVL. See also Eliade,

Myth and Reality, 39—41.
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Germanic peoples in particular, the king was seen not simply as an administrator, but as the
very source of well-being: of good harvests from both land and sea, and of success in war. He
stands in locum deorum, bridging the worlds of gods and men. There was no title of honour
greater for a king than that of arsell (ON, meaning roughly, ‘harvest-blessed’).1%®

The failure of a harvest or a military defeat may have resulted in hardship for the people,
but it frequently meant death to the unlucky king. Many were either killed or deposed for these
reasons, or because they were growing old and losing their divine powers.!%° Sometimes the
people did not wait for the effects of an ageing king’s waning powers to set in, but performed
a kind of ritual murder before his beneficial faculties could be exhausted.??° If a king enjoyed
a particularly beneficial reign, its effects continued to manifest themselves after his demise,
prompting his people to continue to make sacrifices to him, as in the case of the Swedish king,
Freyr. It is this kind of veneration that postulates a religious, but in no way magical, idea that
his powers are tied up with the race from which he springs, originating with the Ancestors,
believed to be gods, and flowing down through the generations.2’! In agrarian Sweden, where
Freyr was the progenitor of the royal line, belief in sacral kingship was far more widespread and
deeply rooted than in Norway,?°2 thus giving reasonable cause to suppose that at least some
of these concepts relating to kingship were conveyed to Rus’ in the course of the ninth century,
and possibly even earlier. If (and it is possible) such ideas already existed among the Slavonic
tribes there, then they would have been reinforced by the Swedish nobility which founded the
Kievan dynasty.

That a prince’s duties are closely linked with those of a fertility god is made fairly clear by
the author of the Slovo—in his use of Dazhbog, in the solar imagery that prevades the work, in
his extensive use of natural imagery to underline the tragic consequences of Igor’s expedition
and, above all, in his general political message. In creating, through feuds inspired by vanity
and avarice, the kind of political instability that invites pagan incursions, and in undertaking
a hazardous campaign unaided, the past and present princes of the Slovo, particularly the
OPgovichi, have plainly forsaken their sacral obligations.203

In the passages cited above where Dazhbog has been invoked, emphasis is also placed on
death, desolation and especially forfeited ‘prosperity’. The first alludes to the feuds ‘sown’ by
Oleg Sviatoslavich:

198 e Vries, ‘Das K&nigtum. . .', 293; Dvornik, Early Christian and Byzantine Political Philosophy, 1, 13 (on

Egyptian kings as givers of life, the authors of fertility in fields and cattle, and the source of joy and blessings). For
the medieval Russian concept of princes as protectors and benefactors of their people, see Likhachev, Chelovek, 36,
43ff. (this idea continues until quite late (¢f. Hyp. 1289), but in time takes on a Christian aspect). The prince's
obligation to bestow gifts on his retainers contains echoes of his former sacral role.

199 ibid., 293—4; H. M. Chadwick, op. cit., 367 (for examples of Burgundian kings who were deposed on account

of famine. This practice was unknown in England); Turville-Petre, Myth and Religion, 191-2; Ynglinga Saga in
Heimskringla I, Ch. 15, 30-31 (on the Swedish king, Domald, who was killed because of bad harvests).

200 4e Vries, ‘Das Konigtum. ..', 294. See also Ynglinga Saga, Ch. 25 (22-3), which tells how the Swedish king,

On or Ane, concluded a pact with O8inn when he turned 60 years old. The terms stated that he would sacrifice one of
his sons to O8inn every ten years, thereby securing for himself another ten-year term. Here the roles are transposed:
instead of the father dying and his son taking over, the father imbues himself with his son’s life-force and absorbs his

power through ritual sacrifice).

201 4e Vries, ‘Das Kénigtum. . .’, 295.
202 Turville-Petre, Myth and Religion, 192.
203

Usobitsa kniazem” na poganyia pogybe, rekosta bo brat” bratu: ‘se moe, a to moe zhe’. I nachasha kniazi pro
maloe ‘se velikoe’ ml”viti, a sami na sebe kramolu kovati, a poganis s” vsekh” stran” prikhozhdakhu s” pobedami

na zemliv Ruskuiu (49, 12-17).
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...rorubaurers >ku3fs Jaxxas-Boska BEyka Bh KHAXKHX'S KPaMOJIaX'h BBILM 4eJIOBB
-KOMBb CKPaTHILIACE.

(48, 1.17-19)

In juxtaposing the peaceful agrarian image of sowing with the internecine feuds and their
consequences, the author achieves a dramatic, almost surrealistic, effect, which he uses to
highlight the failure of the princes, ‘descendants’ of the Sun, the Life-Giver, in their foremost
obligation to their people.204

The section bridging this reference to Dazhbog to the second describes the declining welfare
of Rus’ from the time of Oleg’s wars to the present moment of Igor’s defeat through the images
of agriculture and wealth. Because Oleg’s feuds caused such widespread desolation, halting the
cultivation of crops, the only ones attending feasts in those days were the scavenging ravens

and jackdaws converging on the fields of conflict where crops should have grown:20%

Torpa mo Pyckon semnn pETKO paTaeBb KAKaXyTh, HE: YaCTO BPaHH IPasgiXyThb, TPY-
nua ceGB xBnasye, a raMEOU CBOIO peBYb MOBOPAXYTh: XOTATH IOJIETBTH HA yeHe.

(48, 11. 19-22)

So it was in the time of Igor’s campaign. Following an impressionistic description of the battle
preceding Igor’s retreat in which the weapons are endowed with the attributes of storm (wind,
thunder and light_ning—48, 23-6),2% the author once again invokes an image of fecundity in
order to underline the fact that the opposite is the case:

YprHa 3eMJIS HOAs KOMAITEI, KOCTEMH GLLIa MOCBAHA, 8 KPOBHIO MOJBLAHA.
(48, 1. 26-7)

On the third day Igor’s banners fall and he is separated from his brother Vsevolod on the
banks of the Kaiala (48, ll. 29-30/49, 1. 1-3). Once again a military disaster is marked by a
metaphorical feast, to which the Russians have ‘invited’ the Polovtsy as their guests:2°7

...TY KPOBaBaro BMHA He [JOCTa, Ty NHDPF AOKOH4Yama Xpabpmm Pycmum: cBaTsl
IIOMOMIIIA, & CAMH NOJIerollla 3a 3eMJio Pyckyio.

(49, 11. 3-5)

Another dimension is added to this image by the word svaty (literally, ‘matchmakers’) used
to designate the ‘guests’.2%® It invests the metaphor with a special poignancy, since marriage

204 See J. Besharov, Imagery of the Igor’ Tale in the Light of Byzantino-Slavic Poetic Theory, Leiden, 1956.

The device, using two dissimilar or opposing things to reveal a similarity, thus conveying the image in a startling way,
is known in Greek as catachresis (64). See Gasparov, op. cit., 19ff. on agricultural images of death and resurrection

in the SP.

205 This image has parallels in the Zad. (KB, 550; Syn., 554). For more on the Beasts of Battle, see infra, Ch. 5c.
206 . .
See infra, Ch. 5d. on weapon imagery.
207 For the ‘battle-feast’ motif in ORL, see infra, Ch. 5e.
208

See V. Ia. Propp, ‘The Russian folk lyric’, in R. Reeder, trans. & ed., Down Along the Mother Volga,
Philadelphia, 1975, 19-20 on the role of matchmakers in traditional wedding ritual. On wedding imagery in the Slovo
see R. Mann, Lances Sing: A Study of the Igor Tale, Columbus, 1989, 38-72; idem, ‘Svadebnye motivy v SP’,
TODRL, 38, 1985, 514-19.
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and the wedding feast normally denote expectations of joy in prosperity and fertility. The
image of the Russians ‘lying down’ could be taken simply as a metaphor for what banqueters
customarily do following an elaborate and plentiful feast; but in the context of a wedding
feast, it becomes a macabre caricature of the wedding night after the feast, when the long
and many rituals of courtship and marriage culminate in the ultimate fertility ritual. Once
the Russians have ‘retired’ from the ‘banquet’, all of nature is robbed of its vitality: Nichit’
trava zhaloshchami, a drevo s tugoiu k” zemli preklonilos’ (49, 1. 6-8). The images of fertility
that encompass the climax of this narrative culminate in the second explicit reference to the
dwindling prosperity of Rus’ with the simultaneous invocation of Dazhbog in his ancestral
office, where Injury (Obida), as a swan-maiden, creates upheaval and disperses the times of
plenty (49, 1l. 8-12).

A close parallel to the theme of lost prosperity, marked by a macabre feast for carrion
birds and beasts, is also found in Beowulf. Here the circumstances leading up to this image are
comparable to those of the Slovo. When Beowulf the hero-king, the wilgeofa (‘giver of joys’—I.
2900), faces the dragon alone and perishes after slaying him, he forfeits at that moment all that
he has secured for the Geats in the course of his long and prosperous reign. His death signals
the collapse of order; for, where once no enemy dared approach the Geats, now the Franks,
the Frisians and the Swedes, upon learning of Beowulf’s death, would recollect old scores and
disregard their tenuous treaties with his people (1. 2910b.ff.):

For3on sceall gar wesan

monig morgenceald mundum bewunden,
heefen on handa, nalles hearpan sweg
wigend weccean, ac se wonna hrefn

fus ofer feegum fela reordian,

earne secgan, hu him 2t aete speow,
benden he wid wulf weel reafode.

Therefore shall many a spear, morning-cold,

e grasped in hands, brandished in fists;
neither shall the harp sound rouse the warrior;
but the black raven, eager above the doomed,
shall speak of much, shall say to the eagle,
how he fared at the feast, when he contended
with the wolf in plundering the slain.]

(1. 3021b.-27)

Given the widespread nature of these ideas concerning sacral kingship, and that throughout
the Slovo, the ceaseless activity of nature is closely enmeshed with the lives and actions of men,
it may be suggested that the author also perceives a mystical dimension to the princely office.
In the case of the Ol’govichi who are represented by Dazhbog, it is the sun, whose properties are
functionally close to the duties of sovereigns, that monitors the princes’ actions and fortunes.
At the outset of the campaign the sun sends ominous warnings to Igor in the form of an eclipse;
later it shines benevolently on his return to Rus’ from captivity (56, 11. 18-19).2°° When the
princes fail in their office, the consequences could not be more bleak than if the sun were to
leave the heavens. In both Beowulf and the Slove the ideal of emulating the Ancestors has
broken down.?® In a sense, Beowulf and the Ol’govichi may be seen as antitheses to the

209 See Afanas’ev, op. cit, I, 68 (According to evidence gleaned from Slavonic folklore, the sun also acted the role

of ‘punisher’, initially of darkness and cold, but later of ‘moral wrongs’. It is possible that this latter aspect may have
taken root in Rus’ by this time, since, in her lament, Iaroslavna reproaches the sun for parching Igor and his men)
This notion could not have been very advanced, however, since in the Slovo, the sun remains in the background, as a
kind of chorus, and not as an independent judge.

210 On ancestors as prototypes, see infra, Ch. 3d.
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ideals represented by the fertility god-kings, Scyld and Dazhbog. In the Slovo’s case, this
collapse began in the time of Oleg Sviatoslavich, who set his grandson Igor a poor example
when he neglected to model himself on his ancestral prototype, and thus set his own precedent,
which his descendents were doomed to re-enact nearly a century later.

That the Russian nobility continued for some time to take part in fertility rituals demon-
strates that the princes still, to some extent, closely associated themselves with their forebears,
and with the prosperity of the land and its people. The choice of Dazhbog and all that he sig-
nifies as their ‘ancestral model’ was not, then, an arbitrary one on the author’s part, although
it is unlikely that he was quite as self-conscious about his imagery as such a detailed analysis
as this might imply.

In some respects Veles (Volos), the ancestor of Boian and the god of cattle (skotii bog
(PVL, 907, 971)), is a more perplexing figure than Dazhbog. Some scholars have attempted
to resolve the apparent anomaly of a cattle god acting as the ancestor of a celebrated poet by
interpreting Veles to be a general fertility god, possibly derived from or influenced by Freyr
or Thor.?!! Nora Chadwick pursues the Scandinavian connection further with the suggestion
that skotii bog is a loan word from Old Norse skattr, meaning tribute money—the sort of free
tribute money taken from the Swedes by Freyr when he was ‘temple priest’—and that skot
may therefore be taken to mean both ‘cattle’ and ‘money’, and later ‘wealth’ in general.?!?
Taking the idea that Veles represented wealth a step further, it is easy to see how this could
have become associated with the nobility, their patronage of the arts, and the notion that at
some stage Veles had been raised from his nomadic status to the level of culture god,!3 or,
more broadly speaking, a type of fertility god. Still others discard the notion that Veles was a
cattle god at all, judging his epithet to be the product of misunderstanding on the part of the
chronicler who confused Veles with Saint Vlas (Blaise), the protector of herds and flocks.?!4

Possibly the most interesting interpretation of Veles is given by Roman Jakobson who,
using etymological evidence, establishes him as a chthonic god. ?!® This idea is upheld by
Rybakov in his interpretation of a certain cosmological drawing in which a horned figure, whom
he takes to be Veles, is depicted supporting the earth from below, suggesting that he is a god
of the underworld.?!® Jakobson believes the name Veles to be derived from the Indo- European

211 Nora Chadwick believes Volos to be derived from the Norse fetish, Vélsi, which was represented by the genitalia

of a horse, and that he is therefore a fertility god corresponding to Freyr, whose cult had associations with the horse
cult, although oxen were also sacrificed to him (The Beginnings of Russian History, Cambridge, 1966, 86ff.). The
majority of scholars do not subscribe to this idea, taking the conventional view that Volos was the Russian god of cattle
and wealth. This view is restated and developed by Roman Jakobson in ‘The Slavic god Veles” and his Indo-European
cognates’, Selected Writings, VII: Contributions to Comparative Mythology, Studies in Lingusitics and Philology,
197282 (ed. S. Rudy), Berlin-NY-Amsterdam, 1985, 33—48.

212 A logical conclusion, since up until the 19th century Russian (and no doubt other) peasants measured their

wealth in cattle. For a similar view of Veles see Anichkov, op. cit., 337. He also construes his original role as the god
of the Russian nation, and so when Oleg (907) and Sviatoslav (971) swear by him, they swear on behalf of the entire
nation as well as by their princely houses (311-13).

213 gee N. K. Chadwick, op. cit., 87-9 (Chadwick takes the Ynglinga Saga as her Scandinavian source—ch. 12).

214 Mansikka, op. cit, 34, 40; A. Briickner, ‘Mythologische Thesen’, Archiv fiir slavische Philologie, 40, 1925, 8;

idem, Mitologia stowianska, 74—7; Afanas’ev, op. cit., I, 94ff.

215 . .. . "
‘Voprosy sravnitel’noi indoevropeiskoi mifologii. . .”, 631-3.

216 ‘Iazycheskoe mirovozzrenie. . .’, 16-17; Jazychestvo drevnykh slavian, M., 1981, 427 (Rybakov sees him as a

fertility god with a cult much older than Perun’s, linked to the fertility of the earth, cattle and cornfields, as well
as ancestor worship. His idol is believed to be located on the site of the temples of the Novgorod merchants. See
also Iazychestvo drevnykh slavian, 462ff., for a study of his place in the tri-partite universe). See also Briickner,
Mitologia stowianska, 83-7 (Using evidence based on Lithuanian sources, Briickner concludes that Veles is the god of

the underworld or Other World across the water where the souls of ancestors go).
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root * wel, signifying ‘sight’ and ‘vision’ in the sense of ‘prophecy’, ‘poetry’ and ‘magic’. He
claims, furthermore, that this root, with its attendant body of meanings, is also found among
Baltic deities, as well as in old Celtic terminology pertaining to the interconnected concepts of
music, poetry, prophecy and magic, and also to the prophets and wizards who possessed these
gifts and powers.2!7 If this be the case, then Veles may be interpreted as the god of poets,
notably of the earliest, shamanic sort.

Before continuing it would be worthwhile to reiterate briefly the functions of shamans in
early cultures.?'® Shamanism has been defined as ‘the most representative mystical experience

219 practised using much the same techniques all over Asia, the Americas,

of archaic societies’,
Oceania and among Indo-European peoples. The shaman is at once a combination of magician,
healer, medicine man, visionary, priest, psychopomp, mystic and poet, who attempts to restore
communication between Earth and the Other World (both Heaven and Hell) by passing out of
his body while in a state of ecstasy and undertaking journeys through the cosmic regions. The
first step he takes to achieve this state is to appeal to auxiliary spirits, usually those of animals,
with whom he communicates in a secret language, often copying their cries, especially those of
birds. Sometimes he wears a costume in the likeness of a particular animal, often feathers or a
mask, and imitates their behaviour. Shamans were often thought to change their shapes into
those of the animals they invoked, and to ‘travel’ through the cosmos thus, in a manner similar
to O8inn.22° The second step preparatory to the mystical journey involves drum-beating and
dancing, until the shaman has worked himself into a trance, real or simulated, during which
his soul leaves his body and flies through the air, or descends into the underworld. Celestial
ascent was contrived by means of a tree or post, symbolising to a great many cultures the
Cosmic Tree or Pillar, which stands at the centre of the World where it connects Heaven and
Earth and represents the constant regeneration of the universe. By the magic of his drum, his
spirit flies around this Tree.??! In undertaking such journeys, the shaman is able to see into
the future, and to interpret past and present events; he discovers the roots of illnesses and also
answers to spiritual questions through his communion with the cosmos and with the dead.

It is the poetic aspect of the shaman that pertains most to this study. As the specialist
in incantation, the shaman selects the appropriate words and their combinations set to the
right kinds of rhythms by which to invoke a particular spirit and to perform miracles. It is not
just the spiritual intent behind the incantation that achieves the effect, but the inherent magic
in the words themselves and their groupings; for it was widely believed that words had the

a7 ‘Voprosy sravnitel'noi indoevropeiskoi mifologii. . .’, 631-3; idem, ‘The Slavic god Veles” and his Indo-European
cognates’, 41.
218

The following definition is derived from Eliade, Myths, Dreams and Mysteries, NY-London, 1975, 61-122
and idem, Shamanism, passim (the latter work covers the entire phenomenon of shamanism in the light of the
general history of religions. It also contains an exhaustive bibliography on the subject). See also Davidson, Gods and
Myths, 117-19, 141f.; idem, The Viking Road to Byzantium, 283ff. (Ch. 2, The Role of the Shaman); Chadwick &
Zhirmunsky, op. cit., 96—141; 234fF.

219 Eliade, Myths, Dreams and Mysteries, 61.

220 See Snorri’s Ynglinga Saga, chs 7, 18, for an account of O8inn'’s ability to change shape at will (Heimskringla,

I). Among the Celts, the fili (‘poet’) ate raw bull’s flesh, drank the blood, and slept wrapped in the hide; during
sleep invisible ‘friends’ gave him answers to questions which were troubling him (Eliade, Shamanssm, 382). Shamans
were also believed to fight one another in the shapes of bulls or eagles (ibid., 381; Davidson, The Viking Road to
Byzantium, 294).

221 See Hdvdmal (Neckel, 17-44), st. 133ff., where, to acquire knowledge of runes, O8inn spends nine days and

nights hanging from a tree, probably Yggdrasil, the Scandinavian ‘Cosmic Tree’.
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power to kill or to protect from death.?222 O3inn’s runes were used not for literary composition,
records or laws, but exclusively by priests for the working of spells, and continued to be closely
associated with occult beliefs of the Norsemen from the second century until their conversion
to Christianity.2?3

Thus poetry, the mastery of words, is closely related to the world of spirits and ancestors,
to nature and the world of birds and beasts, and ultimately also to fertility,?2* for the shaman,
through his incantations and interpretations, works towards the enlightenment and well-being
of the people, and has intimate links with the Cosmic Tree which symbolises regeneration. As a
god of the underworld, Veles emerges as a many-sided figure, but primarily as a shamanic one,
represented perhaps in the form of his auxiliary spirit, the bull, and the prototype or Ancestor
of poets who, through their poetic vision, not only entertain and inform, but also interpret,
prophesy and enlighten. Here is what the author of the Slovo writes of Veles’ protegé Boian:

Bosan® 6o BBIIEH, allie KOMY XOTSlIe ITBCHb TBOPATH, TO PACTBKALIETCS MBICIHIO
IO ApeBYy, CBPHIMB BBIKOME IO 3¢MJIH, NIN3LIMB OPJIOM’s IIOAs O06/IaKHI...

O Bosge, conoBmio craparo BpeMeHn! A 6bI THI CHa IUNI'BKBI YIIEKOTANI'B, CKAYa,
CIIABHIO, [TO MBICJIEHY IPEBY, 1€Tasd YMOMD IIOA's O0GJIaKEI, CBHBaf CJIABLI 00a IIOJIBI
cero BpeMeHH, PHLIA Bb Tpony TposAHIO Ypecsh OIS Ha I'OPEL.

(43, 11. 5-7; 44, 1. 22-5)

A number of things in these passages point to Boian’s shamanic nature. First, he is said
to be weshchii (vatic, prophetic), and apparently seeks out wisdom and inspiration for his
songs through various shamanic devices. It is not he but his mysl’ or um’ (mind, spirit)
that soars over the Tree (Cosmic Tree, perhaps?)?2® and across the sky in the shapes of
nightingales and eagles, or traverses the land far and wide in the shape of a wolf. Through the
use of verbs such as ushchekotal (chirped, trilled) and skacha (leaped) the author establishes a
metaphorical connection between him and those creatures. Boian can also travel into the past
where he gathers knowledge which he then ties in with the present, thus uniting in a sense all
human events in illo tempore, viewing and presenting them as a consolidated whole outside
the constraints of human history and memory. In bringing together the past and the present
in this way, he endows them with a greater clarity and significance.?2¢

222 See Afanas’ev, op. cit., I, 404-12, on the magical properties of language, and how words denoting speaking,

telling and knowing in many languages, incl. Russian, possess, influence or derive from auxiliary meanings related to
magic. On poetry as a gift bestowed by the gods, see s$bid., 401ff.; Turville-Petre, ‘Dreams in Icelandic Literature’,
Nine Norse Studies, London, 1972, 41 (Turville-Petre also notes that it was thought to be a gift from the dead, thus
reinforcing the poetic art’s chthonic associations). The concept of poetry as a divine gift makes its way into Christian
legend through the story of Ceedmon. While still following a secular occupation, Ceedmon would attend feasts which
were followed by people taking turns singing. Unable to sing himself, he would always leave at this juncture. One
night a man in a dream orders him to sing; when he does so, he sings his famous Hymn of Creation. From then on,
he becomes famous for his versification of Scripture. (Bede, Hist. eccles., IV, 2).

223 Turville-Petre, Origins of Icelandic Literature, 17; idem, The Heroic Age of Scandinavia, 20-3 (The earliest

Russian poets were probably also former cult leaders. See Zguta, Russian Minstrels, xiii).

224 The chain of associations between fertility, the earth and the sun, on the one hand, and death, ancestors and

the Other World on the other, has been noted supra, 90.

225 On the symbolism of the Tree and its possible analogues in the ON mythological Cosmic Tree, Yggdrasil, see

Sharypkin, ‘Boian v SP i poeziia skal’dov’, 18-19.

226 On poets as seers and prophets in oral and literary tradition, see A. C. Spearing, Medieval Dream Poetry,

Cambridge, 1976, 6-7.
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The author no doubt also considers himself to some degree the inheritor of Boian’s art,
the legacy of Veles. He invests the expedition of Igor, its dramatic consequences and the
apathy of the princes with a profounder degree of foreboding when he places them in sharp
relief against parallel or contrasting events in the past, in the time of Igor’s ancestor, Oleg.
He evidently senses an obligation to analyse and expound upon events to illustrate the gravity
of the present situation through historical precedents. There exists, therefore, this connection
between himself and Boian, although the author relegates the latter to a distant, more magical
(perhaps happier) time.?%7

The other personnage in the Slovo with shamanistic associations is Vseslav of Polotsk (d.
1101):

Ha ceppMoM® BEOS TposHm Bphike Bcecnass xxpebum o gieumio cebs moby. Tem
KJIIOKAMH TOAIPEBCA O KOHM M CKOYHM Kb rpaay KrleBy, B JoTmecs CTpy>KHeMb
smara crona Kuesckaro. CKoys OTL HEX'B JTIOTHIMD 3SBEPpEME BB INI'HPHOYH M3L BB~
Ja-rpaza, oGBCHCS CUHEB MBINTB, YTP'BXKe BasHH C TPH KYChl: oTBOpH BpaTa HoBy-
I'pany, paswube caaBy SpocnaBy, ckour BABKOMB A0 Hemurn c¢b JyayTKoB®.

Bcecnaps KHA3B MI0AeMB CyAslle, KHA3eM'b I'Pafbl pafdlie, a CaM’b B'h HOYB BlI'b-
KOMD phIcKamle: m3b KEleBa fopucKalle Jo Kyps YTOpOKaHs, BelIMKOMY Xpb-
COBH BI'bKOMT HIYTh Ipeprickalre. ToMmy BB Ilo0TCKB MOSBOHHMILA 3ayTpPEHIO
pauo y cBaTeia Coder BB KOJIOKONHI, a8 OHB: Bh KbieBB SBOH'L ciblnia. Aille B Bb-
1A AYLIA BL APH3IB TRIS, HL yacTo GBOLI cTpapame. ToMy BRmen Bogr® n nptBoe
NPMITEBKY, CMEICJIEHBIN, peye: «Hm XmITpy, HE ropasny, HM OTHOIO rOpPasfy CyAa
60xma He MUHYTH!»

(53, 11. 25-32; 54, 1I. 5-14)

Under the year 1044, the PVL alludes to Vseslav’s enchanted birth, and tells how he was born
with a caul which magicians instructed his mother to bind upon him. He later became the
subject of two byliny where his ability to change shape brought him victory over his enemies.
As Volkh Vseslav’evich (most likely a contraction of volkhi he, like the Vseslav of the chronicle,
had a miraculous birth and later, through the transformation of himself and his army into ants,
conquered the Indian kingdom.?2® The other bylina relates his encounter as Vol’ga with the
peasant hero Mikula Selianovich, and contains echoes of the passage in the Slovo describing
Boian’s method of composition:22°

IToxoTenocs Bonsrm ga MEOrO Myapocreit:
Iyxon-puboio xoguTs Bonskru Bo CHHUX MOPSAX,
TITeneit-cokonoM neraTh Bonbsru nop o6osokwn,
BonkoM ¥ pLICKATE BO YHCTHIX MONAX.

Vseslav’s animal persona in the Slovo is the wolf (or ‘fierce beast’) and the verb repeatedly
assigned to his movements is ‘leap’.23? Like Boian, he is also said to have a vatic spirit.
Describing Vseslav’s supernatural nocturnal activities, the author writes that, travelling at
an extraordinary speed between Polotsk and Kiev, he (or more precisely his spirit in a wolf’s
shape) crossed the path of great Khors’, one of the gods of Vladimir’s pantheon, generally held

227 The juxtaposition of past and present events in heroic poetry will be discussed infra Ch. 3.

228 See Volkh Vseslav'evich (Danilov, 6, 11. 1-21; 152ff.) In some variants of this dylina he is called Vol'ga.

229 vol'ga i Mikula, (Gil'ferding, 11, 73, l. 6-9). For a detailed study of Vseslav in Russian literary tradition see

Jakobson & Szeftel, ‘The Vseslav epos’, in R. O. Jakobson & E. J. Simmons, eds, Russian Epic Studies, 13-86.

230 gee Helgakvia Hundingsbana in fyrri (Neckel, 130-9), in which the hero, Helgi, enjoys a charmed birth and

youth, and is also the friend of wolves.
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