LECTURES 1. 

Introduction to the history of the Fatherland. Ancient Russia and the period of feudal fragmentation (IX-XIII centuries)
Introduction to the history of the Fatherland Basic facts about Russia: Climate

Winter — -10°C Summer — 20-25°C 

How cold do you think Russia can get? 

The Russian winter certainly guarantees plenty of snow and frost… but not everywhere. And it doesn’t last forever. Russia’s climate varies dramatically, from the deep Arctic chill of the far north to the searing desert heat of some inland areas further south. Yet, throughout much of the country there are only two distinct seasons – winter and summer. Spring and autumn are only brief spells of change in between. 


Winters in Russia’s European part are nothing like as terrifying as many myths have it. In Moscow and St. Petersburg the first snow usually falls in late November and stays till early April. The average winter temperature is about -10°C. Colder snaps are not uncommon, but winter chills are compensated for by splendid summers. St. Petersburg usually enjoys 20-25°C and Moscow often swelters in highs of 35-37°C. 

Down south, Russia's vast steppe is hot and dry. Winters are short but cold. In the city of Volgograd, the weather starts flirting with freezing point as early as November. But the Black Sea resort of Sochi makes up for the rest of the country with a sizzling 35°C between June and August – no wonder it is Russia’s top summer holiday spot. 

On the other side of the Ural Mountains, Siberia – contrary to its popular image – isn’t the land of eternal ice. It does have a summer – actually quite a warm and pleasant one, with temperatures climbing to 20°C and higher. The weather is rather wet though, so there are mosquitoes. But, true to form, winters are severe. A deadly -50°C is not unheard of. This bone-chilling cold produces the so-called “whisper of the stars”. As you breathe out, water vapor turns into tiny icicles that fall down with a melodic tinkle. 

In the Far East, inland areas can get very hot with a tropical 40°C. Coastal regions are much cooler and wetter. Winter is normally milder than in Siberia. The port of Vladivostok sees a typical -13°C in January. And if you think that’s cold – stay away from the village of Oymyakon in north-eastern Siberia. With the lowest recorded temperature of -71.2°C, it’s the world’s coldest inhabited place

Basic facts about Russia: Official state holidays

8 state holidays 
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	January 1 
	— New Year´s Day 

	January 7 
	— Christmas 

	February 23 
	— Defender of the Motherland Day 

	March 8 
	— International Women’s Day 

	May 1 
	— Labour Day 

	May 9 
	— Victory Day 

	June 12 
	— Russia Day 

	November 4 
	— National Unity Day 


Get to know the biggest country:
Basic facts about Russia: Political system

The Constitution was adopted by national referendum on December 12, 1993 
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The Moscow Kremlin (photo by Irina Vasilevitskaya, RT)
Russia is a federal presidential republic

The executive power is split between the President and the Prime Minister, but the President is the dominant figure. The legislature is represented by the Federal Assembly of Russia. It has two chambers: the State Duma – the lower house, and the Federation Council – the upper house. The judicial power is vested in courts and administered by the Ministry of Justice. 

The President 

The President is the head of state and is elected by popular vote every six years for a maximum of two consecutive terms. The original constitution had four-year presidential terms, but this was amended to six years by parliament late in 2008. The new rules will not apply to the current administration and will come into effect only after the next election, due in 2012. The President’s working residence is in the Moscow Kremlin. The President determines the basic domestic and foreign policy, is the commander-in-chief of the armed forces, can veto legislative bills, resolves issues of citizenship of the Russian Federation, awards state decorations and grants pardons. 

The Government 
Government duties are split between a number of ministries, some of which, in turn, have federal services and federal agencies answerable to them. The head of government, the prime minister, is appointed by the president and confirmed by the State Duma. The government is housed in the so-called White House in Moscow. The government ensures the implementation of domestic and foreign policy, works out the federal budget, oversees the implementation of financial and monetary policy, ensures the rule of law, human rights and freedoms. 

The Parliament 
The bicameral Federal Assembly makes federal law, approves treaties, declares war and has the power of the purse. Both its chambers are located in Moscow. 

The Federation Council 
The Federation Council of Russia is the upper house of the Russian Parliament. Created by the 1993 constitution, it was to act as a voice of Russia’s federated entities. The Council has explicitly stated that no political factions are to exist in the upper house. 

Unlike the State Duma, the Council isn’t directly elected. It consists of representatives of Russia’s federal entities – each has two. One is elected by the entity’s legislature; the other is nominated by the entity’s head. The terms of the members aren’t nationally fixed, but depend on the terms of the regional bodies that chose them. 

The Council works with the lower chamber to complete and vote on draft laws. But the Federation Council also has special powers of its own, including the declaration of a presidential election, impeachment of the President and decisions on the use of the armed forces outside Russia’s territory. 
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The White House (photo by Irina Vasilevitskaya, RT) 

The State Duma 

The State Duma is the lower house of the Russian Parliament. The 450 deputies are elected for terms of five years following constitutional amendments agreed by parliament late in 2008. However, the original term of four years will apply to the current Duma, as the new rules do not come into effect until after the next election.  Any Russian citizen over the age of 21 is eligible to run. Half the seats used to be filled through proportional representation and the other half through single seat constituencies. Now the system has changed. 

The 2007 parliamentary election used a new format whereby all deputies were elected from party-lists through proportional representation. 

The term Duma comes from the Russian “dumat” (“to think”). Compared to some European democracies, the Russian Duma is quite a youngster. Founded in 1906, it didn’t survive the 1917 revolution. But it bounced back in 1993, when Russia’s first President, Boris Yeltsin, introduced a new constitution. 

All bills, even those proposed by the Federation Council, must first be considered by the State Duma. Once a bill is passed by a majority in the Duma, a draft law is sent back to the Federation Council. If the Council rejects it, the two chambers may form a commission to work out a compromise. 
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The Moscow Kremlin (photo by Irina Vasilevitskaya, RT) 

The Judiciary 
Three types of court make up the Russian judiciary: 

· The courts of general jurisdiction (including military courts), subordinated to the Supreme Court;

· He arbitration court system under the High Court of Arbitration;

· The Constitutional Court (as well as constitutional courts in a number of federal entities) 

The municipal court is the lowest adjudicating body in the general court system. It serves each city or rural district and hears more than 90 per cent of all civil and criminal cases. The next level of courts of general jurisdiction is the regional courts. At the highest level is the Supreme Court. Decisions of the lower trial courts can generally be appealed only to the immediately superior court. 

Arbitration courts are in practice specialised courts which resolve property and commercial disputes between economic agents. The highest level of court resolving economic disputes is the High Court of Arbitration. 

The Constitutional Court is empowered to rule on whether or not laws or presidential decrees are constitutional. If it finds that a law is unconstitutional, the law becomes unenforceable and governmental agencies are barred from implementing it. The judges of the Constitutional Court, the Supreme Court and the Higher Arbitration Court are appointed by the parliament’s upper house, the Federation Council. 

Basic facts about Russia: Religion

Four religions are official: Orthodox Christianity, Islam, Buddhism and Judaism 

Since the fall of communism, religion has thrived with churches and monasteries springing up all over the country 

Decades of Soviet rule have left their mark: up to half of Russians declare themselves atheists, although figures vary. Among believers Orthodox Christianity dominates, but smaller Christian denominations also exist. 
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Photo by Alexey Bondarenko 

Doing it differently 

Religious holidays, banned after the 1917 revolution, are now back on the Russian calendar. Christmas and Easter are once again marked in grand fashion. Still, Russian Christians do it differently from the West. Soviet Russia adopted the Gregorian calendar, already widely accepted by most of the Western world. But the Russian Orthodox Church still used the old Julian calendar that now falls 13 days behind. Instead of December 25 Russian Christmas is marked on January 7. The same goes for the other religious holidays – when Europe’s finished celebrating, Russia only begins to gear up for the festivities. 

Russia’s revered monasteries 

Since ancient times, the largest and most important Russian Orthodox monasteries were called “Lavra” (from the Greek “monastery”). Russia has two. The Holy Trinity-St. Sergius Lavra, 70 kilometres from Moscow, was founded in the 14th century by the St. Sergius of Radonezh, one of Russia’s most revered saints. The monastery and the city built around it, Sergiev Posad, are a Russian Vatican of sorts. A major spiritual magnet and a unique historical site, the Laura is world-famous for the rare beauty of its murals and the enchanted singing of its choir. 

Alexander Nevsky Lavra was founded by Peter the Great in 1710 in St. Petersburg – seven years after the city itself. Construction works lasted for almost a century. The monastery complex is home to some of St. Petersburg’s oldest buildings. From the outset, the Lavra was known as the most prestigious burial site in Imperial Russia where members of the royal family, priests, prominent poets and composers were laid to rest. 
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The Cathedral of Christ the Saviour (photo by Irina Vasilevitskaya) 

Back from the ruins 

One of Russia’s most famous churches is the Cathedral of Christ the Saviour in Moscow. It’s also the country’s largest. Clad in marble, its white bulk crowned with a gleaming golden dome, it is visible all over central Moscow. The original cathedral was constructed in the 19th century to commemorate Russia’s victory over Napoleon. It took more than 40 years to build… and only a day to reduce to rubble on Stalin’s orders in 1933. Rebuilt in the 1990s, it’s become a symbol of Russia’s spiritual revival and the newly found power of the Russian Orthodox Church. 

Islam in Russia 

Russia’s second most popular religion is Islam. It’s thought the country is home to around 14 to 20 million Muslims, making up 10 to 16 per cent of Russia’s population. Almost all Russian Muslims are Sunnis but there are small pockets of Shiites in the Caucasus. Russia’s Muslims mainly live in the Volga Region and the North Caucasus, although Moscow and St. Petersburg also have thriving local communities. 

The largest Islamic centres are Tatarstan and Bashkortostan. The republic of Tatarstan on the Volga River has as many as 1150 mosques. Its capital Kazan, an ancient Tatar stronghold, boasts the largest mosque in Russia and, reputedly, in Europe – the Qolsharif Mosque. Built in the 16th century, it was destroyed in 1552 during Ivan the Terrible’s Tatar campaigns, when his armies captured Kazan. Now looking decisively modern, it’s the gem of the city’s architectural landscape. 

Buddhism revival 

Buddhism made its way to Russia in the late 16th century, when Russian explorers travelled to and settled in Siberia and the Far East. Russia’s key Buddhist centre is Kalmykia. Vast steppe land on the north-western shores of the Caspian Sea, the republic of Kalmykia is the only place in Europe where Buddhism is the major religion. Descendants of the nomadic Mongols, the Kalmyk people revere the Dalai Lama, who visited the republic in 2004. Buddhist teaching is also widespread in Tuva and Buryatia. Located at the midpoint of Asia, the republic of Tuva is famous for its bewitching throat singers. The Buryat Republic, along the eastern shore of Lake Baikal has a strong tradition of Tibetan Buddhist medical practices. 

In the 1930s the temples were closed down or burnt and many monks fled or were arrested. But with the beginning of Gorbachev’s era, the Buddhist revival gathered pace and dozens of monasteries were rebuilt. Buddhist centres also opened in many large cities, including Moscow and St. Petersburg. 

Kievan Rus
I. RUSSIAN LANDS BEFORE 862 AD

The Russian civilisation was born in the east of Europe – in the huge area between the

Baltic Sea, the Black Sea, the Don and Dunay rivers. Remnants of these long-gone civilisation

were discovered in such places as Ipatovo, Sintashta, Pazyryk and Arkaim (so called «Russian

Troy»).

The first civilisations in official connection to Russia were Cimmerians, Scythians and

Sarmatians. Cimmerians were a mysterious people from Ural, who attacked Babylon and

Assyrian Empire in VIII-VII centuries BC. Scythians were an Irannic people and they were

known to have two major goals in life: horse trade and war. The Scythians influenced the Greek

culture when Greek merchants established the trade colonies in Dnepr and Phanagoria in the VIII

century BC.

By the II century BC, Sarmatians captured the Scythia. Sarmatians were a group of

Turkic tribes, with the Alans being the most powerful. They were recorded by the Byzantines to

be «tall, handsome, and blond». They were originally nomads, but soon settled down along the

Black Sea coast with the Slavs. Alans traded with the Byzantines, and they developed an artistic

sense, making jewelry and other artistic crafts.

In the III century AD, the Goths from the Germanic lands conquered the Sarmatians, and

settled along the Dnepr and Don rivers. The rise of the Gothic power was under the rule of king

Ermenrich II.

By the IV century AD the nomadic Huns swept to the region and allied with the local

opponents of the Goths - Alans, Avars and Antes. Together, they fought and defeated the Goths.

After Ermenrich`s suicide the Goths left the region and went into Roman territory, finally

destroying Rome. After sweeping destruction across Europe, the Huns died out or settled in the

Central Europe and mixed with others tribes.

The Antes were ancient ancestors of Slavs who lived along the Donets and Bug rivers.

This conglomerate of Slavonic tribes fought against the Byzantine Empire, the Avars and

barbarian landlords in the Europe. Finally the Antes settled the Balkan region, with the Avars

settling in Hungary.

Slavs were just one of the several Antes tribes which inhabited the Central and Eastern

Europe, but step by step they became the dominant power. Somehow this name was applied later

for the great number of people who settled in the area between Baltic, White, Caspian and Black

seas. Relatively little is known about the Slavs because the probable absence of a written

language and the remoteness of East Slavonic lands. Except for the apocryphal Book of Veles

(written in unknown script), very few native Russian documents, dating before the XI century,

have been discovered. Cyrillic script was created specifically for Slavonic adoption only about

863 AD by the Byzantine monks Cyril and Methodius. The earliest facts are known from the

Arabic, Persian and Byzantine chronicles.

Early medieval historians were impressed with the spirit of independence and enterprise

inculcated among the Slavs from birth. Ibn Rustah, Persian historian, writes: «When a son is

born, the father will go up to the newborn baby, sword in hand; throwing it down, he says; «I

shall not leave you any property: you have only what you can provide with this weapon!»

Sources portray the Slavs as devout pagans. They were extremely tolerant and combined

different religious streams: traditional Slavonic pantheon was added by Scandinavian and

Finnish gods. The priests (wolkhves) wielded great power over the common folk. They

determined what women, men, or animals had to be sacrificed, and there was no appealing their

decisions.

Trade was the major source of financial income for the Slavs. The likely mainstays of

their economy were river’s (Volga, Dnepr, Dunay) trade routes. Russian merchants traveled

down the Volga, paying duties to the Bulghars and Khazars, to the ports of Gorgan and Abaskun

on the southern shore of the Caspian Sea; on occasion they traveled as far as Baghdad. For

example, 20 000 Slavonic mercenaries even had occupied Syria within the Arab army. More

than 228 000 Arabic coins have been recovered from over a thousand hoards in European Russia

and the Baltic region. Almost 90% of these arrived in Scandinavia by way of the Volga trade

route.

In accordance with the earliest major manuscript on Russian history - Primary Chronicle

(written in the late XI and early XII centuries) – Slavs were divided into 12 tribal unions who

settled between the Baltic Sea and the Black Sea by the IX century. These tribal unions were

Polyans, Drevlyans, Severyans, Dregovichs, Radimichs, Vyatichs, Krivichs, Ulichs, Slovens,

Dulebes (later known as Volhynians), White Croates, Tivertsi.

The earliest tribal centres of the East Slavs included the proto-towns of Holmgard

(Novgorod), Aldeigja (Ladoga), Izborsk, Alaborg, Lyubsha, Polotsk, Gnezdovo, Sarskoe

Gorodishche, Timerevo and Kiev. Slavonic area became known in Old Norse sources as

«Gardarick» (land of forts) because numerous settlements. They were under the rule of a lord or

lords using the ancient Turkic title «Khagan». There is much debate on the identity and ancestry

of the earliest Russian rulers. They may have been Scandinavians, native Slavs or Finns, or of

mixed ancestry.

The first Slavonic «khaganate» (a confederation of tribes or a cluster of city-states) may

be regarded as a predecessor to the Kiev State. It flourished during the late VIII and early to mid IX centuries. Its population was composed of Slavonic, Finnish and Norse peoples. The earliest European reference to this khaganate comes from the Frankish Annals of St. Bertin. The Annals

referred to a group of warriors, who called themselves Rhos and visited Constantinople around

the 838 AD.

The location of the khaganate has been actively disputed since the early XX century.

According to the different theories, the Russsian khagan resided in Novgorod, Ladoga or even in

Scandinavia. In contrast, a famous historian G. Vernadsky believed that the khagan had his

headquarters in the eastern part of the Crimea (accordingly to the description of the ancient

Persian chronicler Ibn Rustah). The version as represented by historians B. Rybakov and L.

Gumilev advanced Kiev as the residence of the khagan, assuming that Askold and Dir were the

only known khagans recorded by name. Leaded by them in the 860 AD, the Russian warriors

besieged Constantinople with a fleet of 200 ships. The Byzantine army and navy were far from

the capital, leaving it vulnerable to the attack. The timing of the expedition suggests that the

Russians were well-aware of the internal situation in the empire thanks to the commercial and

other relations that continued after the embassy of 838 AD. The Russian warriors devastated the

suburbs of Constantinople before departing.

Key Words, Dates & Figures

Arkaim: 

Ancient center of proto-Slavonic civilisation in Ural region. Usually it is known as a «Russian Troy».

Cimmerians, Scythians and Sarmatians

Ancient peoples from the South-East Europe, first civilisations connected to Russia.

Ermenrich II 

The most powerful Gothic king, enemy of Antes and Huns, who was defeated

and committed suicide.

Antes 

Ancestors of Slavs, tribal union of the East Europe.

Book of Veles Apocryphal manuscript on the earliest Slavonic history written in original script. Not recognised by the official history.

Cyril and Methodius 

Byzantine monks (native Slavs) who adopted the Greek script to the Slavonicneeds (Cyrillic script) and started the alphabetisation of Slavs in Crimea.

wolkhves 

Slavonic priests, medics and spiritual leaders.

Polyans, Drevlyans, Vyatichs, Slovens

Main Slavonic tribes in IX – XII centuries.

Gardarick Land of forts. Title of Russia in Scandinavian chronics.

838 AD First Russian embassy to Constantinople.

860 AD Siege of Constantinople by Russian army & fleet leaded by princes Askold and Dir.
II. Kievan Rus

In 862 AD different tribes of the East-Baltic region started a cruel war in order to

establish their leadership over the lands. Referring to the Primary Chronicle, «there was no law

among them, and tribe rose against tribe. Discord thus ensued among them, and they began to

war one against the other. They said to themselves, «Let us seek a prince who may rule over us,

and judge us according to custom». Thus they went overseas to the Varangians, to the Rus’.

These particular Varangians were called Rus’, just as some are called Swedes, and others

Normans, and still others Goths, for they were thus named. … The Slavs… then said to the Rus’,

«Our land is great and rich, but there is no order in it. Come reign as princes, rule over us».

Three brothers, Rurik, Sinehus and Thruwar, with their kinfolk, volunteered. They took with

them all the Rus’ and came…»

Rurik (? – 879) became a prince of Novgorod with the support of the Novgorod leader

Gostomysl. He tried to unit the northern territories and to establish the domination of

Scandinavian warrior-elite that ruled a majority of Slavonic entities. The last Slavs tentative to

restore the native ruler in Novgorod (so called rebellion of Vadim the Bold) was failed and the

Slavonic leader was decapitated.

During the next 35 years the Rurik’s successor Oleg (?-912) and his professional army

(drouzhina) subdued the various Eastern Slavonic and Finnish tribes. Finally about 880 AD they

captured Kiev, which was a main trade concurrent of Novgorod. Oleg killed Askold and Dir,

lords of Kiev, and joined the South of Russia to the North. The straight of Rus’ affected the

relations with two neighbor states – Khazar Khaganate and Byzantine Empire, who began to

consider united Rus’ as the major enemy and tried to limit the development of Kiev.

In 907 AD, Oleg led a successful attack against Constantinople, and in 911 AD he signed

a commercial treaty with the Byzantine Empire as an equal partner. The 3rd ruler – Igor (? –

(?)945) – repeated his military & diplomatic success in 944 AD.

Igor also tried to harmonise the sovereignty affected by his external policy. He fought

against separatism of several tribes and finally was killed by Drevlyans, who proclaimed their

independence from central authority. The Igor’s wife, Olga (890 (?) – 969 AD) became regent of

the 3-years Igor’s son Svyatoslav. She led a vengeance against Drevlyans and burnt down their

capital Iscorosteign. After that Olga focused her attention on two points – internal affairs and

religion. She improved the taxation and founded special trade factories to collect tributes

(pogost). She also adopted Christianity and asked Russian elite also to convert. During this

unpopular religious reformation, her son and commander-in-chief Svyatoslav I (941 – 972 AD),

adept of a traditional paganism, gained the power.

Svyatoslav’s military conquests were astonishing. He abolished separatism of Slavonic

and Finnish tribes, in alliance with Pechenegs he crushed two strongest neighbours of Kiev,

Khazaria and the Volga Bulgaria Kingdom, which collapsed soon after his raids.

When the Byzantines involved Svyatoslav at conflict against Dunai Bulgaria, they had

soon to declare war to him because Russian victories and occupation of the area of Byzantine’s

national interests. After a bloody battle at Dorostol in 971 AD, Svyatoslav had to quit Bulgaria,

because a political instability in Kiev and external menace to Russian lands. While he returned

back, he was assassinated by Pecheneg’s khan Kurya.

After Svyatoslav the region of Kiev dominated the Russian state for the next two

centuries. The grand prince («veliky khnyaz») of Kiev controlled the lands around the city, and

his theoretically subordinate relatives ruled in other cities and paid him tribute. The zenith of the

state’s power came during the reigns of Prince Vladimir I (Vladimir the Great, r. 980-1015) and

prince Yaroslav I (the Wise; r. 1019-1054). Both rulers continued the steady expansion of Rus’

of Kiev that had begun under Oleg.

The new Slavonic state prospered also because it had an abundant supply of furs, slaves,

beeswax and honey for export and because it controlled three main trade routes of Eastern

Europe: the Volga trade route (from the Baltic Sea to the Orient), the Dnepr trade route (from the

Baltic Sea to the Black Sea), and the trade route from the Khazars to the Germans.

Vladimir raised to power in Kiev after the death of his father Sviatoslav I in 972 AD and

after defeating his half-brother Yaropolk in 980 AD. As prince of Kiev, Vladimir’s most notable

achievement was the Christianisation of Rus’ of Kiev, a process that began in 988 AD.

The annals of Rus’ state inform us that when Vladimir had decided to accept a new faith

instead of the traditional idol-worship (paganism) of the Slavs, he sent out some of his most

valued advisors and warriors as emissaries to different parts of Europe. After visiting the Roman

Catholics, the Jews and the Muslims, they finally arrived in Constantinople. There, they were so

astounded by the beauty of the cathedral of Hagia Sophia and the liturgical service held there,

that they made up their minds there and then about the faith they would like to follow. Upon

their arrival home, they convinced Vladimir that the faith of the Greeks was the best choice of

all, upon which Vladimir made a journey to Constantinople and arranged a marriage between

himself and princess Anna, the sister of the Byzantine emperor Basil II.

Vladimir’s choice of Eastern Christianity may also have reflected his close personal ties

with Constantinople, which dominated the Black Sea and hence trade on Kiev’s most vital

commercial route, the Dnepr river. Adherence to the Eastern Orthodox Church had long-range

political, cultural, and religious consequences. From the onset the Kiev princes followed the

Byzantine example and kept the Church dependent on them, even for its revenues, so that the

Russian Church and state were always closely linked. As soon as Vladimir accepted Eastern

Orthodoxy, Rus’ of Kiev came together under a church structure and developed a Byzantine-

Slavonic synthesis in culture, statecraft, and the arts. The Byzantine culture was a continuous

influence on the development of Russia in its formative centuries.

Yaroslav I, known as «The Wise», also struggled for power with his brothers. Although

he first established his rule over Kiev in 1019 AD, he did not have uncontested rule of the whole

Rus’ until 1036 AD.

Like Vladimir, Yaroslav was eager to improve relations with the rest of Europe,

especially the Byzantine Empire. Rus’of Kiev played an important genealogical role in European

politics as well. Yaroslav the Wise, whose stepmother belonged to the greatest dynasty to rule

Byzantium, married the only legitimate daughter of the king who Christianised Sweden. His

daughters became Queens of Hungary, France and Norway, his sons married the daughters of a

Polish king and a Byzantine emperor (not to mention a niece of the Pope), while his

granddaughters were a German Empress and (according to one theory) the Queen of Scotland. A

grandson married the only daughter of the last Anglo-Saxon king of England. Actually, no other

contemporary royal family was as well-connected as the Rurikids.

With assistance of the 1st Slavonic metropolitan Illaryon, Yaroslav promulgated the first

East Slavonic law code, «Russkaya Pravda». When most legal codes of Europe regarded torture

as a preferred way of eliciting truth and often abused the death penalty, the Russkaya Pravda

confined punishments to fines and did not provide for capital punishment at all. Certain

inalienable rights were accorded to women, such as property and inheritance rights.

Rus’ of Kiev, although sparsely populated compared to Western Europe, was not only the

largest European state in terms of area but also one of the most culturally advanced. At the time

when only a few European monarchs could spell their name, most children in Kiev, Novgorod

and other large cities were literate. As birch bark documents attest, they exchanged love letters

and prepared cheat sheets for schools. At the time when Paris was full of sewage and refuse,

Novgorod boasted a sewage system and wood paving. Yaroslav the Wise built St. Sophia

Cathedral in Kiev and St. Sophia Cathedral in Novgorod; patronised local clergy and

monasticism; and is said to have founded a school system. Yaroslav's sons developed the great

Kiev-Pechersk Lavra (monastery), which functioned in Rus’ of Kiev, as an ecclesiastical

academy. By the XI century Rus’ could boast an economy and achievements in architecture and

literature superior to those that then existed in the western part of the continent. Compared with

the languages of European Christendom, the Russian language was little influenced by the Greek and Latin of early Christian writings. This was due to the fact that Church Slavonic was used

directly in liturgy instead.

The economic development of the Rus’ of Kiev may be translated into demographic

statistics. Around 1200 AD, Kiev had a population of 50 000 people, Novgorod and Chernigov

both had around 30 000 people. By comparison, in England, where urbanisation was as advanced

as anywhere in Europe, London had around 12 000 inhabitants, and England’s second city,

Winchester, about 5 000. On the eve of the Mongol invasion Rus’ had around 300 urban centers.

The Rus’ of Kiev ultimately disintegrated as a state because of in-fighting between

members of the princely family that ruled it collectively and the nomadic incursions of

Polovetsians.

Key words, Dates & Figures

Rurik Scandinavian konung, first ruler of Russia.

862 AD Rurik’s arrival to Novgorod.

Gostomysl Novgorod tribal leader who invited Rurik to rule the city.

Vadim the Bold Leader of Slavonic riot against Norse elite in Novgorod.

Oleg Rurik’s relative and successor, who captured Kiev and besieged Constantinople.

drouzhina Professional mounted warriors, personal guards of Russian prince.

907 AD, 911 AD, 944 AD Russo-Byzantine treaties resulting military achievements of Russian army.

Igor Rurik’s son and 3rd prince of Rus’, assasinated by Drevlyans.

Olga Igor’s wife and Svyatoslav’s mother, regent of Rus’, adopted Christianity (most

probably Catholicism).

Svyatoslav I Famous warrior, who crushed Khazaria, captured Crimea and Bulgaria.

Khazaria and the Volga

Bulgaria Kingdom

Turkic kingdoms, concurrents of Kiev State, which collapsed after campaigns of

Svyatoslav.

Pechenegs, Polovetsians (Cumans)

Turkic nomadic tribes occupying the area between Dnepr and Black Sea coastal.

veliky khnyaz Grand prince, official title of Russian ruler.

Vladimir I the Great Svyatoslav’s bastard, grand prince of Kiev, who christianised the Rus’.

988 AD Christianisation of Rus’.

Yaroslav I the Wise Vladimir’s son, who gained the power after bloody civil war.

Illaryon 1st Slavonic metropolitan & diplomat, co-author of the Russkaya Pravda.

Russkaya Pravda 1st East Slavonic law code.

birch bark documents Manuscripts (love letters, trade documents, orders) on wood bark.

Kiev-Pechersk Lavra Monastery founded near Kiev, center of spiritual live & culture.
III. DECLINE & POLITICAL FRAGMENTATION OF THE RUS’ OF KIEV

From origins the Russian state was not a sustainable entity. Separatism of the local tribes,

uprisings, dynasty disputes were combined with the raids of nomads and wars. The strong

leaders like Oleg, Vladimir or Yaroslav can keep the power basing on the military force and

political efforts.

After the death of Yaroslav the Wise in 1054 AD the Rus’ of Kiev was not able to

maintain its position as a unique, powerful and prosperous state. As the Rurikids became more

numerous, they identified themselves with regional interests rather than with the larger

patrimony. The principle of the «family scale» (the oldest Rurikid rule in Kiev as a grand prince)

was violated by other members of the ruling clan who can not get a supreme power within the

framework of such political system. Thus, the princes fought among themselves, frequently

forming alliances with outside groups such as the Cumans, Poles, and Hungarians. Finally,

prince Vladimir Monomakh (r. 1113-1125 AD) initiated a summit in Lubech in 1097 AD. A new

political principle «Everyone keeps his own lands! » stopped the amalgamation of disparate

lands, but it started the feudal fragmentation of the Rus’.

Under Vladimir Monomakh and his son Mstislav the Great (r. 1125-1132 AD), Kiev

stayed the strongest military power which formally united the Russian lands and protected them

from nomadic invasions. Meanwhile the development of feudalism, trade and industry

straightened the local political elites who became more independent from the central power.

During the years from 1054 to 1224 AD no fewer than 64 principalities had a more or less

ephemeral existence, 293 princes put forward succession claims, and their disputes led to 83 civil

wars. After Mstislav’s death the Polovetsians raids caused a massive influx of Slavs to the safer,

heavily forested regions of the north, particularly to the area known as Zalesye. In 1204 AD the

forces of the 4th Crusade sacked Constantinople and made the Dnepr trade route marginal. In

1240 AD the Mongol invaders destroyed Kiev, never to be restored as the capital of Russia.

As it declined, the Rus’ of Kiev splintered into many principalities and several large

regional centers: Novgorod, Vladimir-Suzdal, Smolensk, Pereyaslavl, Polotsk, Chernigov, etc.

Kiev’s dominance waned to the benefit of three powerful principalities - Vladimir-Suzdal in the

north-east, Novgorod in the north, and Halych-Volhynia in the south-west.

Vladimir-Suzdal

In the northeast, Slavs colonised the large territory by bringing into subjection and

merging with the Finno-Ugric tribes already occupying the area. The oldest centers of the northeast were Mourom and Rostov, but they were supplanted first by Suzdal and then by the

city of Vladimir, which become the capital of Vladimir-Suzdal principality. There was recorded

a large wave of migrations from Kiev region northward, to escape continuing excursions of the

nomads from the «Wild Steppe». As the southern lands were being depopulated, more boyars,

nobles, artisans arrived to the court at Vladimir, the combined principality of Vladimir-Suzdal

asserted itself as a major power in the Rus’ of Kiev. Vladimir-Suzdal area became a center of

agriculture, arts, culture and commerce. Its princes established numerous forts and factories

(Moscow, 1147 AD; Gorodetz, 1197 AD; Nizhni Novgorod, 1221 AD) to maintain the security

and trade development at the principality.

In 1169 AD prince Andrey Bogolyubsky (r. 1157-1174 AD) became the 1st grand prince

of Vladimir-Suzdal. In order to confirm the new title he sacked Kiev in the same year and even

installed his younger brother, who ruled briefly in Kiev while Andrey continued to rule his realm

from Suzdal. Thus, political power began to drift away from Kiev in the second half of the XII

century and Vladimir became the main city of Russia. In 1299 AD the Metropolitan moved from

Kiev to Vladimir, and Vladimir-Suzdal also replaced Kiev as a religious center of the Russian

orthodox religion.

Vladimir-Suzdal principality was a center of Russian resistance to the Mongol army.

Novgorod Republic

Novgorod always played the important role in Russian history. By economical view

Novgorod Republic prospered as northern part of the Rus’ of Kiev because it controlled trade

routes from the Volga river to the Baltic Sea and colonised a huge northern area, which was rich

in amber, fairs, honey and wood.

In consequence of the military aid provided to Vladimir the Great and Yaroslav the Wise

in the wars among Rurikids, Novgorod gained a partial political independence from Kiev. As the

Rus’ of Kiev declined, Novgorod became more independent.

The city was managed by a local oligarchy (so called «gold belts») and clerics. Major

government decisions were made by a city assembly («veche»), which also elected an outside

prince as the city’s temporary military leader and governor. But this assembly was very easy to

manipulate. From the XII century, Novgorod acquired its own archbishop, a sign of increased

importance and political independence.

In the end of XIII century Novgorod (with another northern Russian city Pskov) jointed

to the Hanseatic League, the prosperous alliance of Baltic cities that dominated the commercial

activity of the Baltic region between the XIII and the XVII century. In its political structure and

mercantile activities, Novgorod resembled the north European towns more than the other

principalities of the Rus’ of Kiev. In 1238-1240 AD Novgorod didn’t suffer from the Mongol invasion: after a long negotiation with Batu Khan Novgorod was obliged only to pay a required

tribute to Mongols.

However the Mongol’s aid sometimes will help the republic in clash with the main

enemy – European Crusaders. Inspired by the Pope and the prosperity of the area Teutonic,

Danish & Swedish knights proclaimed the «move to the East» as the major goal of their foreign

policy. In 1202-1240 AD they invaded the Baltic coastal of Novgorod and built there numerous

castles such as Riga and Derpt (Tallinn). The invaders established a Livonian knight order and

even tried to capture Novgorod and Pskov. Only after two bloody battles on Neva River in 1240

AD against Swedish army and on Peipus (Chudskoye) Lake (Ice Battle) in 1242 AD against

Livonian order the European expansion was stopped by the prince Alexander Nevsky. However,

the Livonian Knights menaced to the Novgorod and Pskov because their political goals and

military power till 1412 AD (Grunewald Battle).

In the end of XV century Novgorod and Pskov were annexed by the Moscow state.

Halich-Volhynia

On the southwest, there were two centers of power – Vladimir-Volhynsky and Halich. A

good climate favorised to the population growth, agriculture and arts. The region also prospered

because an advantageous geographical position. It had commercial relations with Lithuania,

Hungary, Crimea and Byzantine Empire. As consequence, the local nobles (boyars) felt them

more independent than everywhere in the Rus’ of Kiev.

In the early XIII century, prince Roman Mstislavich (r. 1199-1205 AD) united the two

previously separate principalities. Since that time his principality emerged as the local successor

to the Rus’ of Kiev. In the end of his rule prince Roman conquered Kiev and assumed the title of

the grand prince of Kiev.

His son, prince Daniel (r.1238-1264 AD) crushed the boyar opposition. Most boyars were

decapitated or exiled. These measures permitted to Daniel to collect lands and to establish his

sovereignty over the region. He was the single Russian ruler, who proclaimed himself a king

and accepted a crown from the Roman papacy, apparently doing so without breaking with

Constantinople. Early in the XIV century, the patriarch of the Eastern Orthodox Church in

Constantinople granted the rulers of Halych-Volhynia a metropolitan to compensate for the

move of the Kiev metropolitan to Vladimir.

However, a long and unsuccessful struggle against the Mongols combined with internal

opposition to the prince, and foreign intervention weakened Halych-Volhynia. With the end of

the Mstislav’s branch of the Rurikids in the mid-XIV century, Halych-Volhynia ceased to exist;

Poland conquered Halych; Lithuania took Volhynia, including Kiev, conquered by Gediminas in

1321 AD. Lithuanian rulers then assumed the title of the monarchs of Ruthenia.

Key words, Dates & Figures

Family scale Political principle when the throne comes to the oldest member of the

dynasty.

Vladimir Monomakh

(r. 1113-1125)

Grand prince of Kiev who crushed Polovetsians and tried to restore the

golden age of Kiev.

Summit in Lubech, 1097 AD

Extraordinary assembly of Rurikids initiated by Vladimir Monomakh in order

to stop the conflicts & amalgamation of Russian lands, where the principle of

family scale was declined in profit of feudalisation.

Zalesye Northeast area in Vladimir-Suzdal principality, place of migrations from the

south of Russia.

Wild Steppe 

Field space in the east of Russia, flux of the nomadic excursions.

Andrey Bogolyubsky (r. 1157-1174)

1st grand prince of Vladimir, assassinated by a boyar opposition.

Gold belts Rich merchants, local nobles & oligarchs of Novgorod.

Veche City assembly, the representative political body of Novgorod Republic.

Hanseatic League Prosperous alliance of Baltic cities that dominated the commercial activity of

the Baltic region between the XIII and the XVII century.

Move to the East Motto of the European Crusaders, mainly of the Teutonic Order and Sword

Knights.

Livonian Order Anti-Russian union of Teutonic & Sword Knights on the Baltic coastal

established in 1237 AD.

Alexander Nevsky (r.1252-1263)

Prince of Novgorod, prince of Pereyslavl, grand prince of Vladimir.

Legendary commander who won European Crusaders and stopped their move

to the East.
Battle on Neva River, 1240 AD

Great victory of prince Alexander against the Swedish army. Resulting to this

battle Alexander is known as Alexander Nevsky.
Battle on Peipus Lake (Ice Battle), 1242 AD

Decisive Alexander’s victory against the Livonian Order on the ice of the lake

Chudskoye (Peipus), which stopped the move to the East.

Grunewald Battle, 1412 AD

Final battle of joined forces of Russia, Poland and Lithuania against the

Livonian order supported by European mercenaries. After defeat Livonia

collapsed and was divided among neighbor states.

Roman Mstislavich (r. 1199-1205)

Prince who united Vladimir-Volhynsky and Halich principalities, captured

Kiev.

Daniel of Halych (r.1238-1264)

Grand prince of Volhynia and Halich who accepted a crown and king’s title from the Roman papacy, opponent of Mongols.
Tatar invasion& OVERLORDSHIP (YOKE)
[INTRODUCTION]
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In the 13th century Kievan Rus was invaded by the Tatars. Their state, the Empire of the Golden Horde, ruled over Russian lands for almost three centuries. But in 1380 a Muscovite prince, Dmitry Donskoy, won a major battle against the Tatars under the command of Khan Mamai at Kulikovo Field. Donskoy became a popular hero and the words “the slaughter of Mamai” now mean a carnage or terrible defeat. And “Mamai’s invasion” is a name to jokingly describe troublesome or unwelcome visitors. 

And if you find out that “walking like a pig” has nothing to do with the grunting animals you’ve got another epic battle to blame – the Battle of the Ice in 1242. Hoping to exploit the Russians’ weakness after the Tatar invasion, the Teutonic Knights attacked the city of Novgorod. The German crusaders were defeated in a fight on Lake Peipus, between modern Estonia and Russia. During their retreat, many knights drowned in the lake when the ice broke under the weight of their heavy amour. “The pig” was the Russian way of describing the wedge-shaped formation of the German army, often used in Europe in the 13-15th centuries. Speaking of the “advancing pig”, the medieval Russian chronicles referred to the marching Teutonic knights. 
[MAIN PART]:

The fall of the Rus’ of Kiev was accelerated by the external menace of Mongol invasion.

In 1206 AD the Mongol clans were united under the leadership of Genghis-Khan. In 1213

AD their horse archers started conquests in China, Central Asia, Siberia and Caucasus. At the

Black Sea area they faced Polovetsians (Cumans).

Previously known for pillaging settlers on the frontier, the nomads now preferred

peaceful co-existence with Russian lands. Their grand khan Kotyak asked Russian princes help

to resist the Mongol army. As his daughter was married with the grand prince of Kiev, in

response to this call, the disunited southern Russian princes joined armies and were involved into

the war against Mongols on the Cumans side. Despite the allied forces were three times bigger,

their troops were crushed by parts at the Kalka river in 1223 AD.

Although this defeat left the southern Russian principalities at the mercy of invaders, the

Mongol forces retreated and did not reappear for 14 years, during which time the princes of Rus’

went on quarreling and fighting as before, until they were startled by a new and much more

formidable invading force than at Kalka.

In 1235 AD the Mongols began the campaign against the Western World in order to

«reach the ultimate sea». In 1236 AD they conquered the Volga Bolgaria and subdued Mordovia.

It took them a year to extinguish the resistance of local tribes and to establish a firm control over

the region.

In November 1237 AD, Batu Khan sent his envoys to the court of the grand prince Yuri

II of Vladimir and demanded his submission. The ambassadors were humiliated and a month

later, the Mongol horse hordes besieged Ryazan. At first Russian prince considered the invasion

as a regular nomadic incursion and left all Ryazan calls without answer. However, after six days

of bloody battle, the city was totally annihilated, never to be restored. The last Ryazan’s warriors

headed by Eupatius Kolovrat catch the advancing Mongols and detained their army until to be

ruined by catapults.

Alarmed by the news, Yuri II sent his sons to oppose the invaders, but they were defeated

near Nizhni Novgorod. Having burnt down Kolomna and Moscow, the horde laid siege to

Vladimir in February 1238. Three days later, the capital of Vladimir-Suzdal was taken and burnt

to the ground. The royal family and a half of inhabitants perished in the fire, while the grand

prince retreated northward. He mustered a new army. In the Battle of the Sit’ river Russian

regiments were totally exterminated and prince Yuri II was killed. So, in that dangerous time the

northeast and north remained without political leader and was unable to coordinate further efforts

in order to resist the invasion.

Thereupon Batu Khan divided his army into smaller units, which ransacked all towns of

the region - Rostov, Uglich, Yaroslavl, Kostroma, Kashin, Ksnyatin, Gorodets, Pereslavl-

Zalessky, Yuriev-Polsky, Dmitrov, Volokolamsk, Tver and Torzhok. The most difficult to take

was the small town of Kozelsk, whose boy-prince Basil and inhabitants resisted the Mongols for

seven weeks, killing 4 000. As the story goes, at the news of the Mongol approach, the whole

town of Kitezh with all its inhabitants was submerged into a lake Svetloyar near Nizhni

Novgorod, where, as legend has it, it may be seen to this day. The only major cities to escape

destruction were Novgorod and Pskov which had to pay required tributes to the conquerors.

In the summer of 1238 AD Batu Khan devastated the Crimea and suppressed Mordovia.

In the winter of 1239 AD, he sacked Chernigov and Pereyaslav. After many days of siege, the

horde stormed Kiev in December 1240 AD. Refugees from southern Rus’ gravitated mostly to

the northeast, in the forest region with poor soils between the northern Volga and Oka rivers.

In 1241 AD despite the fierce resistance of king Daniel of Halych, Batu Khan managed to

take two of his principal cities, Halych and Vladimir-Volhynsky. Next year the Mongols invaded

Hungary and Poland.

The astonishing defeats of Europeans armies in Legnizce and at the Schayot river in the

April 1241 AD left the Central and Western Europe at the mercy of invaders, and there was no

military force to resist them.

At the zenith of Batu’s campaign in 1242 AD the grand khan of Mongolia Ogedei

suddenly died and the invasion was called off because political reasons. Finally, the Mongol

princes divided their vast territory into khanates and till 1480 AD Russia became vassal & ally of

the western part of empire known as the Golden Horde.

The Mongol invaders came to stay on the lower Volga, where they built a capital of the

Golden Horde, called Saray (Palace). Batu Khan fixed his headquarters there and represented the

majesty of his sovereign the grand khan who lived with the Great Horde in the Orkhon Valley of

the Amur.

The impact of the Mongol invasion on the Russian territories was uneven. Over half the

population of Rus died during the Mongol raids. The advanced city culture was almost

completely destroyed. Older centers such as Kiev and Vladimir never recovered from the

devastation of the initial attack. The Russian entities were left as vassals rather than integrated

into the central Asian empire. Only the Republic of Novgorod & Pskov remained independent.

Mongols also supported the new cities of Moscow, Tver and Nizhni Novgorod to save the

fragmentation and to avoid the re-integration of Russian lands.

In popular memory the period of subjection was commonly referred to as the «Tatar-

Mongol yoke». This term suggests ideas of terrible oppression, but in reality these nomadic

invaders from Mongolia were not such cruel, oppressive taskmasters as is generally supposed. It

is very easy to exaggerate the influence and effects of this overlordship which for 240 years the

Russians had to endure. In many aspects the subjection appeared to be only nominal.

At the first place, Mongols never settled in the country, and they had little direct dealing

with the inhabitants. In accordance with the admonitions of Genghis to his children and

grandchildren, they retained their pastoral mode of life, so that the subject races, agriculturists,

and dwellers in towns, were not disturbed in their ordinary avocations.

Secondly, they were extremely tolerant in religious matters. When they first appeared in

Europe, they were Shamanists, and as such they had naturally no religious fanaticism. After they

adopted other religions, they remained as tolerant as before, and the first Muslim khan of the

Golden Horde allowed the Russians to found a Christian bishopric in his capital. The Russian

Orthodox Church even experienced a spiritual revival under the guidance of Metropolitan Alexis

and Sergius of Radonezh.

Thirdly, Mongols left many of Russia’s cultural elements. Russians were allowed to

continue worship under the Russian Orthodox Church, and the princes continued to rule. Also,

by appointing a Grand Prince the Tatars reinforced the idea among the Russians that the Grand

Prince held dominion over Russia and the rest of the princes. Despite not being a political entity,

the Russian people continued to be bound together by the ideology of the Russian Orthodox

Church and by their cultural identity.

These represent the bright side of Tatar rule. It had its dark side also. So long as a great

horde of nomads was encamped on the frontier the country was liable to be invaded by an

overwhelming force of ruthless marauders. Fortunately, these invasions were not frequent but

when they occurred they caused an incalculable amount of devastation and suffering. In the

intervals the people had to pay a fixed tribute. At first it was collected in a rough-and-ready

fashion by a swarm of Tatar tax-gatherers, by about 1259 AD it was regulated by a census of the

population, and finally its collection was entrusted to the native princes, so that the people were

no longer brought into direct contact with the Tatar officials.

In general, the princes were allowed considerable freedom to rule as they wished, they

had to pay tribute to the Mongols of the Golden Horde, but in return they received charters

authorising them to act as deputies to the khans. Tatar khans also kept in their hands the disposal

of the title of grand prince, the settlement of cases of disputed succession, and the granting of

commissions, for all of which there was exacted the customary oriental servility.

A significant number of Russian historians consider the oppression of Rus’ by the

Mongols to be the major cause of what is sometimes called «the East-West gap» - approximately

200 years of delay in introducing major social, political and economical reforms and scientific

innovations comparing to Western Europe. But even they agree that the Rus’ of Kiev was not a

homogeneous political, cultural, or ethnic entity and that the Mongols merely accelerated

fragmentation that had begun before the invasion. Historians also credit the Mongol regime with

an important role in the development of Moscow state. The Mongols left their impact on the

Russians in such areas as military tactics and transportation. Under Mongol occupation, Russia

also developed its postal road network, census, fiscal system, and military organisation. Eastern

influence remained strong well until the XVII century, when Russian rulers made a conscious

effort to westernise their country.

Some modern Russian historians (most notably, the «Neo-Eurasianist» ideologist Lev

Gumilev) even postulate there was no invasion at all. According to them, for example, in the

mid-XIII century the Russian prince Alexander Nevsky concluded a defensive alliance with the

Horde in order to repel attacks of the fanatical Teutonic Knights & Swedes, which to grab

territory and convert the Russians into Roman Catholicism.
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Genghis Khan Legendary Mongol leader, founder of the Mongol Empire.

Battle at the Kalka river, 1223 AD

Battle of Cumans & Russians vs. Mongol expeditionary corps headed by Subatay.

Volga Bolgaria 

Trade concurrent of the grand principality of Vladimir located on the Volga

river, on the east from Nizhni Novgorod.

Mordovia Area on the southeast from Nizhni Novgorod, populated by Mordovians

(Finno-Ugric tribes).

Batu Khan Genghis Khan’s grandson, commander of the campaign vs. Russian

principalities & Europe, first khan of the Golden Horde.

Yuri II of Vladimir Grand prince of Vladimir, killed in the battle of Sit’ river, 1238 AD.

Eupatius Kolovrat Legendary Ryazan’s warrior who led vengeance to Mongols till his death.

1237 – 1238 AD Mongol campaign against the central and northeast Russian principalities.

1239 – 1241 AD Mongol campaign against the southern Russian principalities.

Kitezh Apocryphal town which was submerged into a lake Svetloyar near Nizhni

Novgorod at the news of the Mongol approach.

battles in Legnizce and at the Schayot river,

Astonishing defeats of joined European armies, which left the Europe at the

mercy of Mongol invaders.

1241 AD Golden Horde The western part of the Mongol Empire which included Siberia, Ural and

Volga valley with the capital in Saray. Sovereign of Russian lands till 1480

AD.

Tatar-Mongol yoke Period of the Russian subjection to Mongols, Mongol overlordship.

Sergius of Radonezh Spiritual leader of Russia in XIV century.

baskack Tatar tax-gatherers who collected a fixed tribute in a rough-and-ready fashion.

the East-West gap of Russia

Approximately 240 years of delay in introducing major social, political and

economical reforms and scientific innovations comparing to Western Europe

as a direct consequence of the Mongol yoke

Neo-Eurasianist Scientific & ideological stream in the Russia which is based on the idea of a

specific (Eurasian) Russian way of development & civilisation.

Lev Gumilev Best-known historian, eurasian ideologist, specialist on oriental history &

culture.

