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1. Vector map of Moscow.




Part 1



BEFORE RUSSIA




Introduction

Tanya

RUSSIA (ROSSIYA) has never been called Russia, not officially. It’s been Holy Rus, the Tsardom of Russia, Imperial Russia, Soviet Russia, and the Russian Federation but never just Russia. That place doesn’t exist, except in the imagination, in a dreamscape of crime and punishment, war and peace, terror and utopia, Uncle Vanya and Doctor Zhivago.

Moscow stands at the center of a nation comprising eleven percent of the globe’s landmass, eleven time zones, and roughly 145 million people—some 13 million of whom live in the capital. Church and state converge in the city, home to the Eastern Orthodox Church and the presidential administration, known colloquially as the Kremlin. Moscow has the power to end the world—a power claimed over centuries to compensate for the real and imagined “grievous bondage” of Russia’s history, borrowing a phrase from a revolutionary tune. To thwart invasion, Moscow invaded, again and again, partly defining itself by what it took from elsewhere—from the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth and from Kyiv, Ukraine, the Slavic fountainhead. Moscow jealously guards its seized standing. Citizens are surveilled, neighboring territories subjugated, laws manipulated, and independent media organizations exiled.

Nations and their power are always illusions, until they aren’t, and Moscow is an elusive place. Its greatest trick is the “riddle, wrapped in a mystery, inside an enigma” bunkum; the city projects an inscrutable aura but in fact knows itself all too well. On shrill winter nights, Moscow’s power is conspicuous, its Orthodox cathedrals and Stalinist high-rises illuminated, though the view dims in the autumn and spring, shrouded in sheets of greige. Isolated between continents, it seems the loneliest of the world’s metropolises, unbounded like its aspirations. Had circumstances been different, Moscow might not have been the capital. Or it might not have existed at all.

In trying to understand the city I have studied now for more than two decades, I have sifted through its memories—inevitably along with a few of my own. I’ve researched the birchbark scratchings that record the oldest layer of Slavic civilization, the history of Russia before Russia in Kyivan Rus, the rise and fall of the Mongol Empire, liturgical chronicles, icons, court documents, military records, music, literature, and more. As I gaze into a distant mirror, I hope to see the present reflected back. “Do you know what this country has been through?” my Moscow friends scoff. It’s relatively easy to recall the wars, invasions, pogroms, and prison camps of the last century, harder to resurrect those from centuries ago. Harder still to see the people who have persevered through it all and the culture that preserves civilization, even in deeply uncivil times.

Moscow is hard to love, but I love it. I love it more than other parts of Russia, but I can’t say why. Perhaps it’s the mirth behind the rudeness, the up-with-life attitude that persists in good times and bad, or the fact that it’s completely unfree but seems anarchically unbridled. Nowadays there is less merriment, sunk as Moscow is in a combination of Putin stagnation, the Ukraine war, and the techno-feudalism that is making serfs of us all in a world owned by billionaires pumping propaganda through the black boxes in the palms of our hands. Perhaps that’s why I wrote this book: out of nostalgia for pre-oligarch decrepitude, when the world looked at Moscow with pity, and Moscow looked back at the world as if to say: You’ll fall apart too, and you won’t know how to grieve. Moscow is hardly the oldest place in the world, but it is among the most scarred and experienced.

I first visited in December 1990, on a trip organized by the Slavic Department of McGill University. It was still the USSR. Border guards entered the plane at Sheremetyevo airport and escorted the twelve of us on the trip into the unlit international terminal. The honeycomb ceiling of brass cylinders hid behind smoke from filterless Soviet cigarettes. A television screen flickered overhead, announcing the arrival of one other flight that evening from Helsinki. A mailbox in the terminal was labeled “for lost documents.” That’s where any disgruntled citizen could drop a note to the militsiya denouncing a traitorous boss or unfaithful lover, ensuring they’d be questioned by police. My visa was stamped at passport control but not my actual passport, so no official trace of the visit was preserved. A student behind me in line blanched with fear. Only later did I learn that he was smuggling thousands of dollars into the USSR to pass to a distant relative. He made it through after our chaperone distracted the inspector by offering him a sealed pack of Marlboros.

We stayed across the street from the massive stone Foreign Affairs building in the (currently) three-star Belgrade Hotel, a place of petty intrigues. The front-desk clerk operated a prostitute ring; peddlers roamed the premises hawking sports jerseys in garbled English while soldiers at the door stared at a television screen tuned to MTV.

Our guide in Moscow, Tanya, was a middle-aged woman who wore thick glasses plucked from a swiveling Optika stand at a Metro station. Like every guide with the foreign tour operator Intourist, she was vaguely affiliated with the secret services (KGB) and so was obliged to fill out reports about her interactions with foreigners that no one read. Tours were all the same: on the jet-lagged first morning, a visit to Red Square and adjacent churches, the depleted GUM department store, the Kremlin treasures, and lunch back in the hotel. Tanya tucked the leftovers—liver and puréed potatoes—in her purse to take home for her cat. The only color in the city could be found in the McDonald’s on Pushkin Square with its sky-blue walls and yellow plastic chairs.

“Here is where Chekhov wrote some of his most famous plays, stories, and letters,” Tanya narrated as the tour bus passed by the necropolis where Chekhov was interred, not where he wrote anything. We traveled outside Moscow to the enclave of Zagorsk (Sergiyev Posad) to gaze upon gold cupolas and icons of the Mother of God. A girl swaddled in an oversized coat asked to pose for a picture with me, then demanded a dollar. On the trip back to the capital, the bus passed a giant metal statue titled “Worker and Collective Farm Woman,” which Tanya explained was cast in 1937 for the Paris World’s Fair and hauled back to Moscow to decorate the entrance of an agricultural exhibition.

I went for a walk in the area around my hotel, crossing a cement encirclement into an underpass where Roma huddled. Eventually I found myself on the pitch-black, cobblestone Arbat—one of the oldest streets in Moscow. It sparked my curiosity. As with many street and neighborhood names, the origins of Arbat are unclear. It might come from the Tatar word for cart or caravan, arba, I learned later, or the Arabic for suburb, rabad. Arbat might even derive from gorbat (hunchback), because the road curved in and around streams. An odder explanation links the street name to sorcerers (koldunï-arbui) and sacrifices.1 In September 1475, flames consumed the wooden houses along the road, including the home of Nikifor Basenkov, an aide to Tsar Ivan III, also known as Ivan the Great.2 Most references to the Arbat in the ancient chronicles are connected to fires, amid mention of invasions and plagues and noble births. Beneath the cobblestones lie layers upon layers of ash and coal. I must have turned down a connecting side street, then several others, shorter and shorter in length. It was difficult to trace the path back through the shadows.

A year after that first trip, I moved to Moscow to learn Russian among people trying to learn English. It was 1991, after the collapse of the Soviet Union and the arrival of no-one-gives-a-damn cynicism. Amid the chaos under Yeltsin, a bleak frontier culture had taken hold. People burned crates in the middle of the road after the market closed; soldiers stripped metal fixtures from the unoccupied institute next door; everyone lined up for the water truck, which drove up around noon. Women sold cabbage pies and pickles out of battered buckets while asking for den’gi na khram, donations for the church. Later I learned that this was a scam: Moscow was simply for sale. Anyone older than thirty seemed to be hawking the contents of their apartments on the streets. I didn’t understand the point of peddling burned-out lightbulbs until I discovered that people swapped them out at work, sneaking the good ones home.

I lived with obliging Russian graduate students in a tenement on the southwest edge of the city, past the last Metro stop on the red line, the first line ever built. State planning produced octagonal apartment complexes that loomed, nine to seventeen stories high, over patches of park and tiled newsstands. Winter clouds and sleet blurred everything together, but as my eyes adjusted, what seemed dull grew more distinctive. The Russian ambassador to Libya hung out in my room, as did a teenager named Konstantin with an unfortunate stutter and endearing affection for the American rock band Metallica. Yellow roach powder covered the scuffed parquet floors and coated the tongue of Masha the cat, who roamed freely through the complex. When I turned on the light in the communal kitchen, roaches scattered oblivious to the poison. Two ladies staffed the front desk during the day, answering the telephone and laying out mail on the odd occasion it arrived. One had a deathly dull second job as a dezhurnaya po eskalatoru, an escalator monitor in the Metro.

I learned to improvise meals from winter vegetables available at the wretched market near the transit hub, and hyperinflation meant that I could subsist on the ruble equivalent of $20 a week. A Nigerian money changer in the dorm next to mine set the exchange rates. Ensconced among piles of bills with Vladimir Lenin’s face, he fingered a revolver he claimed to have used just a couple of weeks ago. Across the street, a bread store sold white and rye loaves for the equivalent of a nickel; both sweet Soviet champagne and layer cake were easy to buy. Packs of dogs (former pets) scavenged along the roads and understood traffic lights well enough to avoid getting hit by the double-length buses trundling along Prospekt Vernadskogo.3 The packs slept in the Metro stations, and sometimes even rode the trains. I once saw a green dog and have since wondered whether it had the same affliction as the blue dogs featured in a Moscow Times article a few years back. They had all wandered too close to an abandoned chemical factory.4

I continued to puzzle over street names and got lost in etymologies. The word for village, selo, is tucked into the word for universe, vselennaya. Sem’ya, family, comes out as “the seven of us.” Zavod, factory, derives from “behind” and “water,” or that which draws from water. The word for bear, medved, attaches the word for honey to part of the word for seeker. Grad (settlement) and gorod (city) and gora (mountain) linked in my head once I read that Moscow (Moskva) was built on seven hills. The names of the oldest Metro stations also contained micro-histories, so too the faded playbills of the theaters and chipped words at the streetcar stop.
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2. Dormitories operated by Moscow State Pedagogical University, 1992.

My teachers pretended to teach while I pretended to learn. One of my Canadian classmates lit a cigarette in class; he cruelly pointed out that the rhyming proverb “Ne imey sto rubley, a imey sto druzey” (Better a hundred friends than a hundred rubles) didn’t mean much now that a stack of cucumbers cost twice that much. Near the end of my four months there, I received a reminder from McGill that my master’s thesis was due, so I spent the rest of my time researching a propagandistic opera by Sergey Prokofiev. The response I received from my teachers when I explained my topic was, in effect, “That old stuff? How boring can you get!”

Soviet life had been a drag, and no path forward for Russia had emerged. Or would. This is another lesson Moscow has for the world: Don’t wish for everything to collapse, since what’s built on rubble is crooked and unstable. Criminal elements stepped into the void, bringing chaos and reminiscences of the straight, stable life under Leonid Brezhnev. The Swedish-Russian Night Flight club was soon joined by casinos and a bar near the former KGB (current FSB) headquarters called the Hungry Duck, an overcrowded pit filled with sweaty expats hell-bent on a good time. I was a foreigner, and I realized that foreigners were part of the problem: they treated Moscow, and Muscovites, with exploitative contemptuousness. A writer for Salon captured the scene at the bar, the men in tracksuits ogling the “maidens of the masses whose lot in Russia, for the past 800 years, has differed in form but remained the same in essence—enslavement to Mongol invaders, serfdom on gentry manors, bondage to blighted kolkhoz and factory and, most recently, exploitation by oligarchs and a corrupt, rudderless state.”5 Judging by the antics of gonzo journalists with multi-entry visas in the 1990s, Moscow was eros unleashed, land of the turbo-charged libido, the urbanized Scythian steppe. Writers for The Exile, an expat American newspaper, tried to demonstrate their journalistic credibility by venturing into the provinces to interview striking miners but mostly bragged about their sexual exploits.6

I washed dishes in a restaurant serving drunken (bourbon-soaked) beans, bought tickets for a pittance to out-of-tune performances at the Bolshoi Theater, and audited a course at the Moscow Conservatory, though I didn’t understand half of what was said. I went camping before it was warm enough to go camping. I finished my thesis. I left and came back, this time to research a dissertation on aesthetics during the Russian Silver Age at the turn of the twentieth century. I took a room in an apartment building on the northern outskirts, a fifteen-minute walk along asphalt sidewalks past a Metro station named Planernaya (or alternately, and with the accent shifted from the first to the second syllable, Planyornaya, from the French word for glider, planeur).7 I could have stayed at the conservatory dorm, but it was so cramped that my friend Galina checked herself into a women’s hospital for a bit of peace. Rent in the apartment was $200 a month and then nothing, so long as I ran errands for my landlady, a middle-aged accountant named Valentina.

She worked for some sort of bank, and her boyfriend pledged to make good on her threats to a certain Boris Nikolayevich for the million rubles he owed her after his hair salon went bust (or maybe never even opened). Hyperinflation didn’t bother Valentina, but the Chechen war, Yeltsin’s beet-colored face, and television advertisements for toilet paper did. She invited me to watch classic Soviet films like Moscow Doesn’t Believe in Tears, whose title is an ancient proverb meaning, basically, “You’re on your own, kid.” No Muscovite would be so gullible as to assume the government was ever on their side. Valentina waxed nostalgic about her salad days as a member of the Communist Party under Brezhnev and doted on her imported Siemens appliances that short-circuited the apartment. Weekends were spent at her two-story brick dacha, and she flew to Istanbul a couple of times on shoe-shopping sprees, amassing fifty pairs—enough, she said, to last the rest of her life. When, as often happened, a Soviet hero of World War II appeared on television with a chest covered in medals, I braced for a lecture about how Iosif Stalin had saved the world. “He did a lot of bad stuff,” Valentina reluctantly admitted, but his security head, Lavrentiy Beria, bore the blame for the murder of “enemies of the people.” She would change the subject by opening the curtain and gesturing to the apartment complex outside. “Look what we got built,” she said with pride. I stared at the expanse of off-white rectangles.

Moscow lacked police, basic services, any semblance of a functional government. Crumbled sidewalks were replaced by planks that covered the sludge that concealed the ancient wood fretwork that buried the bones of the metropolis and its people. Flea markets sold Soviet kitsch, while imperial antiques disappeared from private collections along with their owners. Nineteenth-century portraits and gilded icons were spirited out the back doors of museums to the West, at the time riding high on its Cold War triumph. Long-buried streams began to leak into basements, and the odor from the pissoir in the basement of the Lenin Library rose into the cafeteria and the reading rooms. Ammonia damaged the paper preserving ancient chronicles (letopisi) of tales that served the needs of princes and priests at the expense of those beneath them or at their throats. Russian rulers always knew that what was written became the truth, whatever the facts.

I had a library card that allowed me to access books and articles related to my PhD work. Once I’d put in enough time, I was given access to microfilmed documents. Sometimes I was scolded by the stressed staff for ordering too much or expecting the order to be filled on the spot. My naïve impetuousness came back to me a few years ago while sorting through a box of old photographs from my student travels. I found a picture of me standing in front of a bronze statue of Yuri Dolgorukiy, the fabled founder of Moscow. I don’t remember who took the picture or the name of the person I’m standing with, just that she was from Siberia.

Today, Moscow is glamorous, unrecognizable from the Russian capital of the desperate 1990s. The gyre of its history, I have learned, often defies the logic of cause and effect. Anything can happen, meaning Karl Marx was wrong: there is no dialectic, no ordered or preordained progression. I have assembled this book with a focus on rulers first and the ruled second, since the latter aren’t often recorded during Moscow’s first centuries, their lives whirled together under the general heading The People (Narod). I move through the centuries chronologically until the era of Peter the Great, then more thematically to consider how Moscow has rebuilt and reimagined itself through the eyes of dreamers and schemers and evildoers. What follows is the history of a great geopolitical power, a story of water and land and fire, nature and people and spirits, hard lessons and harder truths.




1

The River

TO MARK the 800th anniversary of Moscow in 1947, the Soviet dictator, Iosif Stalin, ordered a team of archeologists in Kyiv to locate the grave of a prince named Yuri, the supposed founder of Moscow. In 1147, Yuri had reported his presence in a fort on a hill surrounded by a slow-moving river. A dirt and wood barrier failed to thwart determined invaders. It was reinforced and expanded again and again over the centuries, until it became a symbol of sovereign power: the Kremlin, the official seat of the Russian and Soviet governments.

The archeologists’ goal was to find Yuri’s skull, which would guide the design of a statue of him across from Moscow City Hall. But nothing was found in the Church of the Savior on Berestov where Yuri was thought to have been buried, despite the promises of a plaque inside the chapel claiming “This is where he lies.” In 1989, three sarcophagi were found on the grounds along with a beer bottle containing an indecipherable note. One of them, it’s been hoped, contains the remains of Yuri, the others one of his sons and one of his wives. DNA tests have been inconclusive.1

Nonetheless, the design competition for the statue went forward. The proposal submitted by Vera Mukhina depicted Yuri “in the magnificent ancient clothes of a Russian prince—no chain mail—in a long white cloak trimmed with gold stitching, held with a precious sparkling buckle.” He had soft features befitting the prince of a “capital of peace, goodness, art.”2 This design was rejected in favor of another by Sergey Orlov, who made Yuri a true Russian hero and a symbol of the nation’s might (his maternal Anglo-Saxon lineage aside). When the monument was belatedly unveiled, on June 6, 1954, one person yelled “Doesn’t look like him!” while another insisted “It does!”3 Communist hardliners argued that a statue of the prince, a feudal exploiter of the peasantry, didn’t belong in the middle of Soviet Moscow. They lost the argument.

Yuri girds for battle; his stallion raises a hoof. He is armored and helmeted with a heraldic shield boasting the coat of arms of Moscow: an image of St. George (Yuri’s patron saint) slaying a serpent.4 St. George symbolizes the combined power of the church and the state, which vanquish Russia’s enemies while punishing her people for their sins and disloyalty, represented by the serpent. “No matter how terrible the demon might be, power believes, and never doubts, that one day it will manage to defeat the monster and save us all,” medievalist Vladimir Sharov explains.5 Power looks after itself. Power exists for itself.

The prince sits high in his bronze saddle, pulling on his stallion’s reins with one of his long arms, pointing downward with the other, as if to say this is where it all began, where the walls went up and the moats were dug and princes, priests, and traders from the Silk Road gathered. Here is the spot near, if not the moment when, Moscow came into being as a fort on a hill along a river.

The river bears the same name as the city: Moscow or, in proper Russian pronunciation, Moskva. It’s shallow, murky, and freezes in winter, as do its various tributaries. The Neglinka, its largest tributary, runs underneath the center of Moscow and once served as a defensive moat before being encased in pipes in the eighteenth century. By that time, the Neglinka reeked of human and animal waste and needed to be buried. During severe droughts, the Moskva reluctantly withdrew from its banks and dried up in places. Between 1932 and 1937 an eighty-mile-long canal was dug by prisoners to provide for the city’s industrial and domestic water needs. It connected the Moscow neighborhood of Tushino to a network of inland waterways and seas in the north. The alleys in the oldest parts of the city follow the contours of streams that no longer exist, having been rerouted or buried.

The Moskva flows from west to east through Moscow, the surrounding region, Moskovskaya oblast’, and a much older city named Smolensk. It eventually merges with the Oka River and then the Volga, the longest river in Europe, spanning well over two thousand miles across boreal forests and desert basins to empty into the Caspian Sea. The Moskva was easily navigable by medieval canoes and sledges, so a ring-fenced settlement arose above a brackish bend. There were long, hard rains and snows, though in nature, as the cliché goes, there’s no such thing as bad weather. The forest drowsed in fall and rustled in spring; through the summer, crickets chirped and toads croaked in the marshes, and the meadow across the river hummed. The spirits of the water, wind, and wood had yet to clash with monks and priests and their belief in an almighty God who had made man in his image and granted him dominion over the birds and beasts.

Moscow existed long before Russia but for centuries had no influence, no role in affairs beyond its own wooden walls. The name itself denotes either a boggy place or black, turbid water; it might also, as tourist guides claim, refer to female bears (from the Finno-Ugric words maska and ava, meaning bear and dam respectively). The Komi language suggests a derivation from moska, a cow, and va, which means either “river” or “wet.” Perhaps the Moskva River was a good spot for breeding cattle? A biblical explanation, popularized in the sixteenth century, claims that Moscow was named after Mosoch, a grandson of Noah who, according to the book of Genesis, succumbed with Noah to the seductions of wine. Mosoch arrived in the Russian lands and named the beautiful site he found overlooking a river after himself and his wife Kva. The combined names of their children became the name of a steep-banked stream, the Yauza. In this fanciful tale, Moscow is more than five thousand years old, but connections to turbid water and cows prove most convincing, because these have a root, mosk, in East Slavonic and relate, at heart, to the Russian word for “dank,” promozglïy.6

[image: ]
3. Statue of Yuri Dolgorukiy across from Moscow City Hall.

The people who traveled and foraged along the river were called, in Old Norse and Old Swedish, Rus. Russian of course derives from Rus, a word also related to the Finnic Ruotsi and the Estonian Root’si, referring to Swedes, but the Rus were not Russian in the familiar sense.7 The original Rus seem to have been Scandinavian boatsmen, “the inhabitants of straits between islands.”8 A medieval illustration shows a dozen or so Rus tucked into a pair of sailboats on wheels, having rolled up to the walls of Constantinople from its northern shore.9 They look happy in their vessel. In winter, when the ice was thick enough, the boatsmen traveled on sledges piled up with goods. They also traveled by land over paths frozen hard as rock.

The origins of the word Slav, as in Slavic peoples or Slavic languages, is more obscure. Historians long ago cut the cord between Slav and slave, an invention of later times. The standard story is that Slav was pressed into service as slave because so many of the young women sold into bondage came from the East—most notably in 1382, when Asiatic horsemen descended from Genghis Khan sacked Moscow, flaying and burning thousands of people and dragging away thousands more. Etymological dictionaries also suggest a derivation from a Byzantine Greek word meaning “plunder,” which turns the Slavs into marauding pirates. Slav also sounds like slava, the Russian word for glory. But slav and slava might simply be homonyms. Linguistically slav better relates to slov, the Russian for “word.” In this conception, the Slavs were tribes who could understand one another, because they spoke the same or similar tongues. And there’s more: Slav/slov relates to the archaic verb “to hear/listen,”10 which establishes a neat binary between Slavs and nemtsi—literally “the dumb,” “those without speech,” or inarticulate. Nemtsi is a standard medieval word for “foreigners,” and in Russian is now the word for Germans.11 Lastly, there is an appealing correlation between the word Slav and the forgotten Indo-European word slauos. Who are the Slavs? They are what that word means: people.12

The origins of these people are as cloudy as the Moskva itself, and what little is known is suspect. Moscow was a trading route before it became a hodgepodge of hovels and labyrinth of lanes. Pottery fragments reveal the presence or at least the passing-through of hunters and fishers since the Neolithic period, 7000–1700 BCE. Excavations along the Oka suggest the possible presence of East Slavic tribes (the Krivichi and Vyatichi) in the ninth or tenth century CE.13 Two coins—silver dirhams minted in 862 and 866 in the Iranian city of Merv—also ended up in the bog.14 Recently unearthed bracelets, pendants, crystals, and beads indicate sophisticated trading activity as far back as 1100, and a lead seal decorated with an image of the Mother of God and the archangel Michael suggests the presence in the area, before 1100, of the Eastern Orthodox Metropolitan of Kyiv.15 Other artifacts, including “pink slate spindle-whorls, beads and a lead weight from a pair of scales,” were not made in Moscow but brought up from Kyiv and as far south as the Black Sea.16

Some 550 miles to the south of Moscow, Kyiv was the heart of what would become Kyivan Rus, a loose federation of Eastern Slavic peoples who existed between two empires from the late ninth century to the mid-thirteenth century. The Byzantine Empire stretched down into the Mediterranean, encompassing parts of the Balkans, Middle East, and northeast Africa. Its imperial center, Constantinople, enjoyed olive trees, a blue-green sea, and bright yellow sunlight. Byzantium was the total opposite of the fur, hide, iron, gray clouds, and smothering snows and frosts of the Rus. This realm has long been credited as the source of the Russian alphabet. The assumption is that Cyrillic came to Kyiv from Bulgaria and Serbia as part of a conscious effort to spread the Christian faith from Byzantium into the Slavic lands. Another argument has the Cyrillic alphabet spreading more naturally, through regular and routine contact between Slavs and Greeks in the Balkans. The alphabet is named after the apostle Cyril, who is believed to have invented (with his brother Methodius) a related alphabet: the Glagolitic, which is less Greek in origin than Eastern.17 It is more complicated, which might explain why it disappeared from the Slavic world and Cyrillic took hold. The Byzantine Empire also brought the Christian faith, Christian ethics, and literature in Cyrillic to the Slavic world. The language of the Church was quite unlike the language of everyday life—serious, solemn, formal. A “totally untutored East Slav” would have found his own tongue as transmitted by religious texts “strange, in places opaque,” as befits the mysteries of faith.18 Reconstructing the spoken language of the Rus is not possible.

To the north of Kyivan Rus, Scandinavia exerted its political, social, and economic influence. Varangians, adventure-seekers who hired themselves out as mercenaries, confronted the Slavs and other Finnic groups around Novgorod or, as it was originally called, Nevo Gardas.19 The Varangians did not otherwise establish a presence on the continent but left a larger mark on the Baltic shores, where they influenced the vernacular. Stor (large) in Swedish became storas (fat) in Lithuanian, and barn (child) morphed into berns. A sizable percentage of Estonian words are of Scandinavian origin, yet Slavic languages do not show the same influence.20

The relationship among these three worlds is as contested as the land itself. Were Scandinavia and Rus merely peripheral to the power of Byzantium? Or did Rus fill the “transit zone” between two competing European influences—the north a realm of brawn and brains, the south one of spirit?21 Some would elevate the political status of Scandinavia and claim it defined European culture and politics for a time. The “Slavophile” argument instead emphasizes the mystical-mythical distinctiveness of Slavic lands and their populations, a kind of cult of the black (pagan) earth contra the white (Christian) beliefs imposed on it. This position embraces the primordial spirit world, prehistoric bloodlines, the great cathedral of the forest, and major rivers of Eastern Europe as arteries connecting a body of peoples. Nature was revered, the rhythms of the seasons celebrated. If it did not rain, if the sun did not come out, if blizzards submerged the tracks, if the frost did not relent and the thaw was late, people died.

These civilizations include writers. There survive inscriptions and graffiti in the churches of Rus along with scrapings on parchment (animal skins), wooden tablets, and birch bark.22 Some very early texts feature Roman and Greek letters in no discernible order, others are in almost indecipherable East Slavonic and Cyrillic scripts.23 Pre- or proto-Cyrillic scripts have not been found.24 The tales preserved in the earliest written chronicles are unreliable as fact at a time when the concept of fiction did not yet exist.25 These complicated but crucial documents sensationalize the good and especially the bad. Tediously copied out by monks and other paid scribes for use in medieval libraries, the chronicles describe princes displacing their brothers and uncles; the gradual, sometimes violent adaptation of a religion in a language few understood, much less spoke; fur, wax, and honey traders; theft; taxation; and—in passing—Prince Yuri. He invited a rival and kinsman to feast at his table in 1147, the year that marks the first recorded mention of a place called Moscow and the river curving through it.

That story is told in the Primary Chronicle (or Tale of Bygone Years, Povest’ vremmenïkh let), a twelfth-century compilation of Norse sagas, melodic tales of heroic deeds, the Bible, and Kyivan historical detritus. It had been attributed to Nestor (1056–1114), a monk of the Caves Monastery in Kyiv, but that ascription has been debunked.26 A monastic father superior named Sil’vestr claimed that he “wrote” the chronicle in 1116 for his ruler, the Grand Prince of Kyiv, but nothing that old survives.27 The earliest surviving transpositions, the Laurentian and Hypatian (Ipatiev) codices, date to the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.28 Oral Scandinavian tales and a Greek text were also layered in.

Like all such sources, the Primary Chronicle is a mirror, not a lens, reflecting the interests of its compilers and their lords and masters. It elaborates the rise of Kyivan Rus as a center of Eastern Orthodoxy, an obvious point of focus for Christian scribes, amid accounts of Eastern Slavs moving south and Western Slavs moving north. The people did not perceive Rus “as a common space, as their Fatherland,” during this period, as an article posted on the official Kremlin website has it, and the Primary Chronicle does not hint of Moscow being, or even becoming, relevant.29 It wasn’t, so it has no presence in the Primary Chronicle. Likewise, little is said about the people of this early era: the nobles, traders, merchants, furriers, tree-choppers, and swamp-drainers (among others). In another gathering of parchment, Moscow is mentioned in passing as an enclave of desperadoes; few lived there when Nestor and Sil’vestr were alive. In the late 1940s, the highly productive, deeply patriotic philologist Dmitri Likhachyov translated the Primary Chronicle from East Slavonic and Church Slavonic into modern Russian, then said of his birthplace: “No other country in the world is cloaked in such contradictory myths about its history as is Russia, and no other nation in the world interprets its history as variously as do the Russian people.”30 Even the obscurities of the past seem a point of pride.

Moscow existed before Russia, Kyiv before Moscow. The ancient connections between the two cities cannot be denied, which partly explains Russia’s present-day efforts to prevent Ukraine from existing as an independent, European state. But this is not especially new behavior: Similar efforts date from the time of Catherine the Great, who absorbed Ukraine, Siberia, Alaska, and northern California into her empire. Ukraine was part of the Russian Empire until a Marxist named Vladimir Lenin sparked a revolution that turned Ukraine into one of the four original Soviet republics. In the 1930s, Stalin requisitioned harvests to finance his plans for rapid industrialization, causing a famine so terrible that people ate tree bark, and worse.

Ancient Kyiv has been described as a haven for the Rus traveling down from Novgorod, a cold, damp land unfit for most crops. There they could barter for food and other necessities. In the eleventh century, Kyiv boasted a teeming market along with magnificent cathedrals and religious icons. The settlement was beholden to the Khazars, a semi-nomadic people with trading routes throughout the Crimea, Caucasus, and Kazakhstan. Silver dirhams, medieval Islamic coins buried in sacks in the ground, the Bank of Mother Earth, are evidence of exchanges from points south and east through Kyiv. The Khazars also demanded goods from a local Slavic tribe, the Polyane (related to the word for “field”), who bred cattle, fished, and kept bees. When settlers from Novgorod and Scandinavia arrived in search of better weather and more fertile land, they displaced the Khazars, and Kyiv would become Rus.

The first of the pioneers to arrive from Scandinavia, according to the Primary Chronicle, were Rurik and his brothers Sineus and Truvor. After establishing a few trading posts, Sineus and Truvor fell ill and died. Rurik controlled Novgorod until his death in 879. But nothing here is certain.31 Rurik has been described as a loner and a drifter operating without the assistance of his siblings. And he might have long been a resident of Novgorod, with relatives in the area—not an outsider after all.32 If nothing else, the story of “brothers acting in partnership” is a hoary historical chestnut (think of Romulus and Remus founding the Roman Empire).33

Rurik built up a northern fortress, a “Scandinavian trading emporium of first-class importance,” on an island in Lake Ladoga, east of present-day St. Petersburg.34 He originated the Rurik dynasty, one of two durable ruling families in the entire history of Russia (the other being the Romanovs). His medieval aristocratic descendants all had Scandinavian names: Igor, Ivan, Olga, Oleg. They are, in the annals, the original Rus.

From their trading emporium on Lake Ladoga, the Rus traveled south, encountering the Slavic peoples of the upper and middle Dnieper and the compounds of the Khazars, including a fortified embankment at Kyiv. The Rus also interacted with Bulgars in the east, northern Finno-Ugrian peoples, groups from the Baltics, Hungarians, and Poles, along with the Polovtsï and Pechenegs. Both groups posed mortal threats to the Rus, and their defeat is often cited as proof of Russia’s ability to overcome anything. The Pechenegs ate and drank foul things, declined to bathe even when the golden opportunity presented itself, wore helmets and belts, blew horns, and ingested herbs reputed to give them excellent eyesight. Constantinople sought to enlist Hungarians against them, but the Hungarians flinched at fighting the “devil’s brats.”35 (A nineteenth-century lawyer, defending a granny who had stolen a teapot worth thirty kopecks, asked the court: “You think she’s a threat to society? Imagine dealing with the Pechenegs.”)36 The Khazars might have left Kyiv to the Rus and other Slavs in exchange for their cooperation against the Pechenegs.

An East Slavic tribe called the Drevlyane (from the word for “tree,” indicating that these people were forest-dwellers) also interacted with the Kyivan Rus. The Drevlyane lived in partial dugouts protected by unhewn, bark-covered fences. Like all natives of the region, they stayed near the stove in winter hoping that what they had grown and gathered in the summer (right down to the roots) would keep them alive. They had and left little. Excavations of their gravesites have unearthed meager possessions: a single bead, a knife.37

According to the Primary Chronicle, in 882 Rurik’s kinsman Oleg posed as a trader headed to Byzantium just passing through Kyiv. Oleg’s soldiers then appeared from behind their sailboat and stabbed to death Kyiv’s rulers, Askold and Dir. Oleg seized power as “Grand Prince,” demanded gifts from the Slavs, and developed a trading alliance with Constantinople, perhaps to stave off the threat of raids from the Rus, perhaps to keep the Khazars at bay or use the Rus against the Pechenegs.38 Beyond the Primary Chronicle, however, there is no record of Oleg in Kyiv nor even of Askold and Dir.39

Oleg had a son, Igor, who became the second Rurik grand prince of Kyiv in 912. He demanded tribute from the Drevlyane in the form of food and drink, first with his mercenaries at his side, then greedily going back for more without his men. The Drevlyane, hoping to be left in peace, did not appreciate this second visit from the bearded, leather-clad ruler in a metal helmet, so put him to death.40 A Byzantine historian, Leo the Deacon, describes the Drevlyane binding Igor, bending a couple of trees to the ground, attaching the trees to his legs, and releasing the trees back into the air. From one tax collector, the Drevlyane fashioned two.41

After Igor’s death, his wife Olga, who ruled Rus from 945 to around 962, chose to settle scores. She summoned a group of Drevlyane emissaries to Kyiv, ordering the people of the town to carry their boat through the gates. The ceremonial procession ended with Olga tossing her guests into a ditch and burying them alive. A second group arrived not knowing the fate of the first. She invited them to bathe, then burned down the bathhouse with the emissaries trapped inside. She remained unsatisfied and so laid siege to the Drevlyane for a year before asking that they attend a funeral service for her husband in the town where they had halved him. There was a feast with fermented beverages. The Drevlyane overindulged, and Olga’s mercenaries (presumably intoxicated as well) butchered them in the thousands. In exchange for peace, Olga asked the Drevlyane to pay tribute in the form of sparrows and pigeons, three from each household. The Drevlyane obliged. At nightfall, Olga had her soldiers place slivers of sulfur in cloth and fasten these satchels with string to the birds’ legs. The bundles were lit. The frightened, flaming birds flew back to their nests, and the entire unhewn town went up in smoke. Those inhabitants fortunate enough to survive were enslaved.42

Scandinavian folklore is full of stories like this about avenging widows. Olga’s subsequent activities are less fantastical and easier to believe.43 Most of them concern her romantic exploits in Tsargrad (the East Slavonic name for Constantinople), also her development of trading opportunities for the Rus and interest in making Kyivan Rus Christian.

Her son Svyatoslav fought more than he ruled and lost almost as much land as he gained. He adopted the look of a “nomadic chieftain” on horseback with his scalp shaved (but for a single lock) and a golden earring.44 He waged war on the semi-nomadic Khazars and their sacral ruler, the qaghan, who lived in a brick palace on the Volga. Svyatoslav and his soldiers eclipsed the Khazars on their own turf in the cities north of Baku on the Khazar (Caspian) Sea. Two Arabic sources describe the Rus gobbling up all the grapes and raisins in the vineyards of the Khazar enclave of Semender in celebration. The Rus also stripped the trees of leaves and stole alms from the poor; valor in battle may also be a myth.45 Bribed with gold, Svyatoslav did the Byzantine emperor’s bidding in thrashing distant relatives of the Bulgars inhabiting the Middle Danube. He met his end against the unwashed Pechenegs near Dristra in northeastern Bulgaria when they ambushed the Rus and turned Svyatoslav’s skull into a goblet.

His dominions went to his sons: Yaropolk, Oleg, and Vladimir. Although Yaropolk was awarded Kyiv, he frowned at the size of his holdings and launched a war against his brother Oleg, killing him. Vladimir secluded himself outside his own domain of Novgorod, ceding control of the entire realm to Yaropolk. But not for long: he rallied and returned to power in Novgorod, warning Yaropolk that his time in Kyiv was at an end. The two were also competitors in matrimonial matters: both sought the hand of Princess Rogneda of Polotsk as a way to increase their power. Her father, avoiding the wrath of the belligerent brothers, permitted Rogneda to choose a husband on her own. She preferred Yaropolk, which so angered Vladimir that he brought sword and flame to Polotsk, leveling everything. He assaulted Rogneda in front of her father and brothers before killing them. Then he made her his bride.

Now age twenty, Vladimir decided it was time to take Kyiv. He could not overcome its fortifications so moved to corrupt Yaropolk’s ministers. One cooperated—a commander named Blud. The would-be traitor succumbed to second thoughts, however, and advised Yaropolk to flee while also trying to convince him that Vladimir was about as threatening as a tomtit to an eagle. Yet that tomtit seized Kyiv, and Yaropolk scurried from place to place plagued with fear until, exhausted, he surrendered to his brother in hopes of forgiveness. He found none.

Vladimir is a sacred figure in official Russian histories despite the cravings that even this grand tour of mayhem failed to sate. Epic songs about Vladimir (the Fair Sun) tell of nails hammered into skulls, maidens sold into harems for a fraction of the cost of horses, dungeons, and revelries.46 His achievements on the battlefield, after a slow start, convinced him that his pagan gods favored him. To elicit and express gratitude for their support, he held feasts in their honor and even, according to a Christian chronicler committed to documenting the sins of paganism, presided over the human sacrifice of a Christian boy along with his father. Vladimir built a pantheon at his residence dedicated to Perun, the pagan god of fire, and erected similar shrines in other cities.47 Paganism was practiced throughout Kyivan Rus in the form of rituals celebrating the seasons and sacrifices to bog-dwelling devils, birds, trees, and even the spirits inhabiting stones.48 He believed in these rituals even after becoming Christian.

His conversion came after exploring other options and considering the connection between sacred and secular authority. Vladimir dispatched aides called muzhi (servitors) to meet with Islamic Bulgars, Catholic Germans, Jewish Khazars, and Orthodox Greeks to learn about their religions. Because he considered himself superior to the pope, he ruled out Catholicism. The Jewish Khazars failed to impress owing to their perceived rootlessness. Islam appealed to Vladimir for permitting multiple marriages, but he enjoyed alcohol too much to consider abstaining. His aides admired Constantinople’s resplendent religious services. “We did not know if we were in heaven or on earth,” they marveled in the immense interior of the Hagia Sophia. The Greek religion won out.49

Access to the divine was a means to an end: Vladimir sought to consolidate his rule. He hungered for power, Byzantine power most of all, and moved to acquire it through Christian marriage. His chosen bride, Princess Anna Porphyrogenita, the daughter of the Byzantine emperor Romanos II, was reluctant to become his sixth wife. (Her last name, meaning “of the purple room,” references the special chamber of the palace where she was born after her parents ascended the throne.) To placate her father, Vladimir promised to deliver the city of Kherson (Sebastopol) in Crimea to him. The siege lasted months, and Vladimir anticipated defeat before learning the location of the water lines into the city and stopping them up. He demanded that Anna arrive before he converted to Christianity. The emperor, in turn, demanded he convert before she was sent. Vladimir agreed to be baptized so long as Anna was on her way.50 The Primary Chronicle adds the symbolic detail that Vladimir lost his eyesight before his conversion, only to recover it afterward.

Marriage seemingly bettered him. He laid down his weapons, liberated his concubines, and began to preach and practice goodness. In Kyiv he had the statue of his old idol, Perun, stripped of its gold and silver gilding to expose the wood underneath. Then, in 988 or 989, he ordered the entire population baptized. “Whoever does not turn up at the river tomorrow, be he rich, poor, lowly or slave, he shall be my enemy!” he declared, granting himself supreme authority.51 To mark the baptism of Rus, the mint in Constantinople issued gold coins with Vladimir’s likeness.

The residents of Kyiv complied, Christians having long been in their midst. Byzantine architects and masons built four churches in the city. Monasteries were established and a metropolitan (Feofilakt) named. Bishops were then placed in four other sees in Rus, including Novgorod.52 Historian Andrzej Poppe has argued, controversially yet convincingly, that the Kyivan Church was not independent at first. Instead, it was a metropolitanate under the patriarchate of Constantinople.53 Whatever the official structure, new parishioners who had otherwise lived in harmony with the spirit world were frightened by priests threatening hell and damnation. True, the river spirit was a dangerous seductress—her emerald-green tresses lured men into the deep—but the house spirit, the domovoy in the glowing recesses of the giant clay stove, was benevolent and genuinely useful: sewing, sweeping, healing the sick, even keeping the scarier forest spirits outside. After priests started chasing the domovïye away, chores piled up. Some people rebelled against the arrival of Orthodoxy by fleeing to the forests.

Paganism hung on for centuries, continuing to explain the cold and heat, the movement of the sun and the stars, even blending with Christian ritual. Sorcerers, witches, and wizards prepared aphrodisiacs in Novgorod and exposed food-hoarders during a time of famine while priests preached of sin and redemption. Tasked with finding out whether rumors about “well-to-do women” stockpiling food and furs were true, the sorcerers “cut open their backs at the shoulder-blades and by magic extracted from their bodies corn or fish, and they killed many women, and expropriated their possessions.”54 A dual faith still exists in Russia, as the popular holiday Maslenitsa attests. Celebrated at the end of winter in the week before Lent, it is on the one hand Christian, on the other chock-full of pagan elements, including the burning of a giant straw doll.

When Vladimir died in 1015, in his mid to late fifties, his eleven sons turned against one another in their desire for power. The Rurik dynasty cleaved into three rival branches named after the three sons who eliminated the others before trying to eliminate one another. Kyiv’s position declined, and competing principalities acquired strength. The sequence of events is bedeviling but alluring enough to have inspired a present-day boardgame called Rurik: Dawn of Kiev. Among the pieces are daggers, clubs, crossbows, and a lodya (a light open boat carved from a single tree) laden with logs, fish, bearskins, honey, and beeswax. The game pits Vladimir’s sons and their advisors against one another in contest to secure the southern Rurik stronghold. Everyone schemes, but the winner is determined by chance.

The harshest of the Ruriks battling for Kyiv was Svyatopolk, nicknamed “the accursed” in the sagas for how he came into the world and what he did as part of it. His paternity is in question, but he seems to have been the son of a Byzantine nun whom Vladimir had “made pregnant.”55 Installed in Turov (Belarus) at age eight and soon thereafter married to the daughter of the Polish ruler, Svyatopolk conspired with his wife to depose his father, who discovered the plan and imprisoned him. After Vladimir’s death, Svyatopolk claimed control of Kyiv. The people rightly resisted him, however, and he suspected three of his brothers—Boris of Rostov, Gleb of Murom, and Svyatoslav of the Drevlyane—of trying to depose him.56 Boris was supposedly hunted down and knifed either inside his tent or outside while relieving himself. Then Gleb was killed by Svyatopolk’s cook. Svyatoslav met his end trying to escape his accursed brother. None of the three resisted death, according to the account produced by Nestor and other anonymous tales, because death, even unjust death, was an obligation, a duty.57 There is a coda to the tale that turns it into a play of holy communion with a deep bias against Svyatopolk.58 Supposedly, Gleb’s body was discarded among logs only to reappear, miraculously, beside Boris’s.59

Svyatopolk’s older brother Yaroslav was the grand prince of Novgorod during that city’s golden years, which are celebrated in a cycle of epic songs about a merchant who, thanks to the sea king, strikes it rich by catching a fish with golden fins.60 One popular version of the tale (turned into a lavish opera by composer Nikolay Rimsky-Korsakov) features a Varangian visitor to Novgorod, who describes the fearful crags of his homeland from which his bones were formed, the mists that give him thought, the clutch of sharp arrows and fine swords, and his pagan god Odin.61 To defend Novgorod against his brother, Yaroslav assembled a massive fighting force of Novgorodians and Varangians on the banks of the Dnieper. After an exhausting standoff, Yaroslav’s soldiers crossed the river in a final surge. “The wrath of Yaroslav” overwhelmed Svyatopolk, who swung into the saddle and rode to Poland, literally losing his father’s crown on the way.62

Syvatopolk regrouped and returned to Kyiv with Poles at his side. He attacked Novgorod again, and this time he triumphed, though the celebration was brief. “A devil came upon him and his bones were softened; he couldn’t ride a horse, and was borne on a stretcher,” the Primary Chronicle reports.63 Svyatopolk died terrified and feverish. A foul odor rose from his grave. Yaroslav still had to contend with yet another brother, Mstislav, for control of Kyiv. Their conflict lasted years only to end in wearied détente. Yaroslav kept Kyiv and Novgorod along with the territories of the west, while Mstislav ruled the settlement of Chernigov and lands to the east.

Mstislav died after a hunting trip accident in 1036. Since he did not have a son, Yaroslav was left in control of his holdings—a treacherous but rich territory stretching from the Black Sea to the Baltic and from the Oka River to the Carpathian Mountains. He forged connections with dynasties in Europe by arranging for his three sons to marry foreign princesses. One of his sisters ended up with a Polish king, and he dispatched his daughters to courts as far away as France. Before his death in 1054 at age seventy-six, he appointed local, “Russian” bishops in Kyiv, which complicated his relationship with Constantinople. He sanctified Boris and Gleb, built cathedrals, had service books translated into the local language, and represented himself as a person of learning: “wise,” according to his nickname. He revered St. George, after whom he was baptized, and started the trend of having an image of the dragon slayer on his seal.64 The coins of Yaroslav’s realm feature a trident, depicting either the holy trinity or a falcon and cross—the future national symbol of Ukraine.

Despite the fighting, by the end of the twelfth century the population of Kyiv expanded to somewhere between forty and fifty thousand, a populace comparable to London and Paris at the time. The grand prince lived in a wooden compound called a dvor. Outside his compound were churches and the dwellings of jewelers, potters, carpenters, tool and weapon fashioners, and glassmakers; merchants distributed these local goods and finer products brought from Constantinople and the Middle East. He and his kin relied on a network of blood relatives and advisors called boyars. These were clansmen of warrior caste who managed the territories overseen by the prince. The circle of boyars went by the name druzhina, similar to the Russian word for friend, drug. Later the druzhina was renamed the duma, referring to an advisory council or parliament. Everyone had their place: servants, officials, and the soldiers in the prince’s army. Kholopï (slaves), smerdï (unfree peasants), and zakupï (peasants who could attain freedom by settling a feudal loan) occupied the lower tiers with the laborers who mucked the stalls and rang the bells.

For Yaroslav and the other grand princes of Kyivan Rus, power rested in the right to collect various tributes (taxes) from the population and to impose fines for malfeasance. Payment went to a debt collector in the form of goods or grivnas, a term denoting a metallic weight, usually silver, though at this time beads, hides, livestock, and humans were also accepted as payment. Coins, mostly produced elsewhere, circulated. Some of the laws at the time—and their associated penalties—are recorded in a collection of decrees titled Russian Truth (Russkaya Pravda). It exists in copies of different lengths from different eras; the earliest, Yaroslav’s Truth (Pravda Yaroslava), dates from around 1017, The Truth of Yaroslav’s Sons (Pravda Yaroslavichey) from 1054 or so. A longer version lists the cost of revenge killings: 40 grivnas. Maiming someone with a sword or goblet set the assailant back a dozen grivnas, cutting off a finger, only three. Property damage, horse and cattle theft, and profanation made the list. Physical punishment often substituted for fines. A kholop named Dudika, charged with blaspheming a bishop, couldn’t pay and so had his nose and hands chopped off. Sorcerers lost tongues, fingers, and other extremities for practicing their craft.65

Financial transactions seem to have been recorded on birch bark, along with everyday problems and worries. More birch bark is preserved north of Kyivan Rus than south, given the nature of the soil. The richest cache comes from Novgorod, which would rival Moscow until the grand princes of Moscow destroyed it and its way of life. Novgorod was the site of one of the earliest schools in Rus, founded in 1030, and the population was more literate than elsewhere. Evidence comes from the chronicle of the St. Sophia Cathedral, where the children of churchmen were taught books as part of Christianity’s fierce battle against pagan belief.66 The clay under the city has preserved the skins of animals and trees alike. Birch bark was cut into segments, scraped, boiled, written upon, then rolled up. Archeologists mistook the rolls as “fishermen’s floats” before noting that some preserved words.67 To date, about twelve hundred birchbark letters have been unearthed, dating from 1025 to the end of the twelfth century.68 Most are from Novgorod and the neighboring fortification of Staraya Russa. Four are from Moscow but dated much later.

Most of the birchbark letters, discovered buried up to twenty-five feet beneath streets once paved by logs, come from the houses of boyars and merchants. Many record financial transactions but some preserve timeless sentiments. A six- or seven-year-old boy named Omfim, evidently bored copying out the alphabet at a school run by the church, drew a picture of himself as a warrior defeating a monster.69 Mikita asked his girlfriend Anna to marry him: “I want you, and you me,” and there’s a witness who will back him up.70 A birchbark love letter from a woman to a man has also been recovered: “[I have written] to you three times. What is it you hold against me, that you did not come to see me this Sunday? I regarded you as I would my own brother. Did I really offend you by that which I sent to you?”71 It continues like this for several more lines, a letter written by an unidentified person with identifiable feelings, of whom there is no knowledge beyond what she etched with bone or iron stylus into the inner layer of bark more than a thousand years ago.

Before his death, Yaroslav apportioned princedoms to his sons. Izyaslav, the eldest, received Kyiv and Novgorod, the biggest prizes. He built the Kyiv Monastery of the Caves, now a UNESCO World Heritage Site, and participated in the writing of the Russian Truth. Svyatoslav, the second oldest son, installed himself in Chernigov; Vsevolod, the third son, received Pereyaslavl. Two other sons died before reaching adulthood, so their holdings, including the towns of Smolensk and Vladimir, went to the others. The “triumvirate of the sons of Yaroslav” together suppressed their cousins and nephews, ousted non-Rus tribes from their lands, and subjugated peasants. The trio had their hands full, however, with the wilder members of the Polovtsï, a Turkic tribe described as blond, blue-eyed, and fair-skinned. The Polovtsï had pushed their closest rivals, the notorious Pechenegs, out of the way to open a trading corridor from the steppe to the Black Sea. From there, they began to interfere with affairs of the Rus. The Polovtsï suppressed Pereyaslav, ushering in a war with the Rus that lasted more than 170 years.

A revolt against the grand prince Izyaslav forced him to flee to his wife’s cousin in Poland. He regrouped, rounded up the Kyivans who had rebelled, and cut out their eyes (and other parts). He then went after the city of Polotsk, whose ruler had casually taken his place in Kyiv while he was with his wife’s cousin in Poland. Izyaslav died in battle with two other princes (both relatives) in 1078. Svyatoslav lost his life to “the cutting of a sore” at the end of 1076, suggesting that an attempt to remove a tumor failed.72 Vsevolod was left to rule Kyiv from 1078 to 1093. He fought without success, and so deputized his son, Vsevolod II Monomakh, to do the fighting for him.

Vsevolod II retained his last name from his mother, a close relative of the Byzantine emperor Constantine Monomachos.73 He preached peace and good deeds while also, in a famous testament, touting his accomplishments on the battlefield. His pacifism came only after considerable soul-searching. “My campaigns were in all eighty-three; the other smaller ones I do not remember,” Monomakh recalled late in life. “I concluded nineteen treaties of peace with the Polovtsï, took prisoners more than a hundred of their chief princes and let them go free,” he confessed, “and I had more than two hundred put to death and drowned in the rivers.”74 After the drownings, Monomakh assumed control of Kyiv with the support of the townspeople but, like his predecessors, feared usurpation. He strategically positioned his oldest son from his second marriage, Yuri, likely born sometime between 1095 and 1100, to secure his rule.75 Monomakh seated Yuri as a boy in the principality encompassing the towns of Rostov, Suzdal, and Vladimir. He also arranged Yuri’s first marriage to a preteen Polovets, a blond maiden of nomadic warrior descent, in hopes of preventing the Polovtsï from turning against the Rurik princes who had savaged them. Thanks to their union, Yuri secured conditional support from her people.

Ultimately Yuri went on to have at least fifteen children of his own, with two wives. Little is known of his second wife, Helena, beyond her escape after Yuri’s death from Kyiv to Constantinople, her birthplace. Their marriage would have made sense for a prince seeking to rule Kyiv and points farther south, like Tmutarakan (Crimea), where trade with Constantinople was all important. Perhaps he imagined a son or grandson becoming the next emperor of the Second Rome. Had he married someone local, a girl born in Kyiv (or Suzdal), her family would have merged with the Rurikovichi and claimed a stake in dynastic successions. Marrying someone who did not speak the language and did not have relatives in the region avoided this problem.

The lore surrounding Yuri was elaborated in the first half of the eighteenth century, when Vasiliy Tatishchev took on the task of translating and annotating the Primary Chronicle, the Laurentian and Hypatian Codices, and several other historical sources, including documents from outside Kyivan Rus. History was not yet a discipline bound to fact, and Tatishchev, an imperial statesman and governor, wanted most of all to be a great storyteller. His tale of the founding of Moscow involves lust, murder, suspiciously learned academic commentaries, and mistakes in transcription.76 Tatishchev has Yuri bedding a cornucopia of concubines and exercising all-conquering ambition. A representative sample, involving a Suzdal governor named Stepan Kuchko:


Though Yuri had a Princess worthy of love, and though he loved her, he also often visited various young ladies from among his subjects, and enjoyed himself more with them than with the Princess: he would spend night after night out horseback riding77 and drinking …. Among all his lovers, the wife of Kuchko, the governor of Suzdal, had the most powerful hold on him, and he did everything for her as she wished. But when Yuri went to Torzhok, Kuchko did not go with him. He could no longer stand being mocked by his inferiors, nor could he denounce them to Yuri, since he knew they spoke the truth, but he was incensed on behalf of the Princess. Sо he went off to his own estate, taking his wife along; there he put her under lock and key and began to plan his defection to the court of Izyaslav of Kyiv. Вut when Yuri heard that Kuchko’s wife had been imprisoned, he abandoned his armies, leaving no further instructions, and traveled, accompanied by a small coterie, in great haste and rage to the Moskva River, where Kuchko lived. There, without investigating anything, he swiftly murdered Kuchko, and married Kuchko’s daughter off to his own son Andrey. He liked the spot so very much, however, that he established a walled settlement and stayed there and kept building it up until Andrey’s wedding.78



When his father died in 1125, Yuri secured Suzdal at the center of a fortified latticework of fourteen towns. Wheat passed through from north to south, which allowed Yuri to influence affairs in the northern settlement of Novgorod while he plotted ruling Kyiv in the south. His desire to extend his reach later earned him the nickname Yuri the Long Arm (or the Far-Reaching One, Dolgorukiy). One of his fingers poked into a plot of land on the Moskva River.

By the middle of the twelfth century, Kyivan Rus had begun to disintegrate. The rulers of Kyiv could no longer install their protégés where they liked, and when one ruler angered another, a third would seize the advantage. The line of succession begun by Vsevolod, Yuri’s grandfather, fought against two begun by his brothers. Yuri twice captured Kyiv and twice expelled Izyaslav II, prince of Kursk, Polotsk, Turov and Pinsk, Volhynia, Pereyaslavl, and Peresopnytsia and three times the grand prince of Kyiv (from 1146 to 1149, for a few months in 1150, and from 1151 to 1154). Fighting between fathers and sons, and among first, second, and third cousins, further confused the situation, pitting everyone against everyone for ancestral lands, fortifications, and trading routes. Uncles battling nephews is a theme, with uncles triumphing most often.

In 1147 Yuri sent an invitation, presumably written on calf- or sheepskin decorated with laces and personal stamps, to his kinsman and rival Svyatoslav. It read: “Come see me in Moscow, brother.”79 The “brother” was a distant cousin from a different branch of the Rurik dynasty based in Chernigov, and Yuri wanted to celebrate their respective conquests.80 Yuri had strengthened his hand in the north, and Svyatoslav had strengthened his hand in the middle of Kyivan Rus. Izyaslav II was boxed in down south.

Defeating Yuri, Izyaslav II decided, would remove one of two threats to his rule—the other being the Church. Izyaslav II had assembled the bishops of Kyiv to elect a metropolitan without Constantinople’s permission, violating canonical law. For his part, Yuri felt that Izyaslav II had to go and emerged triumphant for a time. On August 27, 1149, Yuri achieved his dream of living among the golden domes of Kyiv. He lasted there until September of 1150, then retreated to his stronghold in Suzdal after Izyaslav II confronted him again—this time with Poles, Hungarians, and even Czechs at his side. Yuri made it back to Kyiv only after Izyaslav II’s death in 1154.

Meanwhile, to secure the settlement of Moscow, in 1156 he ordered additional wooden fortifications built, leaving his son Andrey to supervise their construction along the moat. The Moskva ran along one side of the roughly triangular shape of the Kremlin, and the moat (the Neglinka) along another. The third side abutted present-day Red Square. Excavating the basement of the Soviet Palace of Congresses on the Kremlin grounds in the late 1950s exposed the remains of a rampart twenty-three feet high and forty-eight feet thick at the base. The rampart was held in place by hooked-together logs and topped by a thick wooden fence. Thus, Moscow was transformed into a strategic frontier town, a tax-collecting checkpoint defending Suzdal and the surrounding lands from Chernigov, Smolensk, Ryazan, and Novgorod—all linked by the Moskva River and its tributaries. Horsemen constantly rode past the bog, jingling and jangling in their saddles. In 1176, an army from Ryazan doubled back and attacked. A sword from the battle was discovered by archeologists in the remains of a defensive ravine on the Kremlin plateau. It is inscribed “ETCELIN ME FECIT” (Etcelin made me), indicating manufacture in the German Rhineland between 1130 and 1170.81 Yuri did not witness the attack. Andrey fled to Vladimir, and there built the Church of the Veil. It stands in beautiful isolation, the white walls and gold dome lifting visitors heavenward.

The townspeople of Kyiv never supported Yuri and resisted paying the tributes he demanded to support his campaigns. On May 10, 1157, Yuri feasted in Kyiv with guards all around and wolfhounds padding through the hall. He grabbed slabs of herb-crusted meat from a platter; red juice ran from his mouth into his beard. That evening, complaining of terrible stomach pain, he took to his bed. Five days later, he was dead, presumably from poisoning plotted by his foes. The townspeople robbed his house and those of a kinsman. The unrest spread to other places controlled by Kyiv, including Suzdal, whose residents were stripped of everything they had. Yuri was entombed next to his father, but his grave was ransacked. And so, as Soviet archeologists discovered, the tomb is empty. Extant portraits come from Kyivan Rus medieval warrior templates rather than any true likeness. Yuri’s sobriquet, Far-Reaching, is posthumous.

Under the Rurik rulers, Kyivan Rus was a trading network with an imported religion, pagan tradition, and multi-ethnic population. Power was local, familial, personal. In a distant future unimaginable to Yuri, the people of an inhospitable land would form an empire reaching across Eastern Europe, including the Slavic countries of Belarus, Poland, Ukraine, Bosnia, Serbia, Macedonia, and Montenegro, Central Asia, and the Far East. Yuri had nothing to do with that, but his statue stands at what became the center of its center: Moscow.
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FOR THOUSANDS of years, the Mongols and their herds moved back and forth across Eurasia, never alone, never together, under the cope of heaven and mantle of the tales their ancestors told. Allegiances based on the changing seasons and shifting grasslands coalesced into an immense empire of the steppe, a realm without edge that reached into Rus. In the summer of 1240, the Mongols attacked Kyiv—an event long feared but shocking nonetheless. Kyiv was the richest Rurik holding, the Slavic wellhead; other attacks had come from the east, but none so calamitous. Kyiv collapsed. “Amid the bushes, thickets, and thorns,” wrote the sixteenth-century French explorer and Franciscan priest André Thevet, “are the ruins and fragments of buildings and palaces that once belonged to kings and princes.”1

In the historical sources, the Mongols are interchangeably referred to as Tatars, or Mongol-Tatars, or Tatar-Mongols, as if the names didn’t matter.2 But they did. The Tatars were ethnically distinct from the Mongols but enrolled in Mongol armies; they were part of the Mongol Empire, also known as the Golden Horde. The languages of the two groups were slightly different, as were their spiritual affiliations: the Tatars became Muslim, while the Mongols eventually embraced Buddhism. The Muslim population of the Republic of Tatarstan, part of the present-day Russian Federation, points to the Mongol Empire as a noble, proud part of its past, as do other Muslim populations in Russia and former republics of the Soviet Union.

The Mongols (and the Tatars) attacked in crisscrossing formations on the hoof and deployed catapults capable of hurling balls of flame the distance of a bowshot. Gifted with acute eyesight, their warriors could target human prey miles distant across the flat Eurasian plain. Everything in their campaigns was impressively planned, from the deployment of advance scouts to the use of human shields to the transport and selling of slaves and collection of tribute. At its height, the empire covered more than nine million square miles, sixteen percent of the earth’s landmass, and encompassed a quarter of the world’s population. Eventually, however, the places the Mongols raided built better defenses and organized nastier resistance, which caused the overgrown empire to weaken, break up, cave in on itself. Russia inherited the remains, including the Mongols’ sophisticated communications network—an equestrian messenger service known as the ortoo, or yam in Russian. Moscow still has streets named Yamskaya. These were part of an outer-wall neighborhood where coachmen (yamshchiki) once kept their horses on their plots of land. Clerks recorded the names and numbers of travelers and the payments for runs.3 To walk from this area to the Kremlin takes about forty-five minutes, but the coachmen’s pony express could get there in ten.

The Mongols both attracted and appalled those who wrote about them. Tales of their carnivorism are legion in medieval chronicles and travelogues.4 Simon of Saint-Quentin, a Dominican friar, joined a mission to Persia in the 1240s to protest the Mongol killing of Christians and was almost dispatched himself. His castigation of the Mongols as “full of continuous sin,” indiscriminately copulating and addicted to sodomy, is as inaccurate as it is unhinged.5 Matthew of Paris’s 1259 Chronica Majora includes a painting of Mongols beheading their captives, roasting them on a spit, and chomping on their legs like drumsticks.6 Giovanni da Pian del Carpine’s Historia Mongalorum imagines the Mongols dining on one another, sacrificing “every tenth man of the company” to stave off starvation in northern China.7 In truth, the Mongols more often ate small, steppe-dwelling animals: rabbits, rats, sousliks, and marmots. Carpine denies that they ate “mise [mice] with long tailes, nor any kinde of mise with short tailes,” or at least he didn’t see them doing so, though he notes “puddings” made from horses and hogs; the former tasted better.8 In the hot summer, the Mongols drank fermented mare’s milk; in the winter, “excellent drinks” of boiled rice, milk, and honey.9 Matthew adds “frogs, dogs, and snakes” to the bill of fare, along with berries and root vegetables (poorer folk ate less meat than richer people, as was true of most cultures).10 At the ruler’s court, honored guests stuffed themselves with roasted lamb, mutton, and horsemeat while enjoying wrestling matches, foot races, and shooting contests. On the barren, blustery steppe, where firewood was scarce, horsemen ate raw meat softened under their saddles. The bond with their horses was such that steppe nobility were sometimes buried beside or atop their bridled companions. Complete horse skeletons and stuffed horse heads have been recovered from burial mounds.11

Accounts of their physical appearance are no less lurid. A Persian poet described the Mongols as having “rotting graves” for nostrils, lice-covered chests, matted hair, lusterless tans, and skin “as rough-grained as shagreen leather, fit only to be converted into shoes.”12 An Armenian chronicler added buffalo-sized heads, snouts, and bowed, hog-sized legs.13 Carpine’s account is considerably kinder: slender waists, broad faces, high cheekbones, small eyes, beards, tonsures, and long bangs at the back which were braided and draped around the ears. Portraits bear him out, though most Mongol portraits are of horses, not humans. Franciscan missionary Guillaume de Rubrouck (1220–93) notes that the women, too, shaved their heads. “These gentlewomen are exceeding fat”—this was a compliment—“and the lesser their noses be, the fairer they are esteemed: they daube our [over] their sweet faces with grease too shamefully: and they neuer lie in bed for their trauel [trial] of childbirth.”14

A Mongolian source called The Secret History of the Mongols celebrates the establishment of the Mongol Empire after centuries of domination by other groups. It dates from sometime around 1240 and survives in the Mongol language as translated into Chinese characters. Linguists have long puzzled over the text’s syntax, symbolism, and (like everything else written about the Mongols) wild fabrications. Mainstream histories combine generous quotations from the Secret History with the travelogues of missionaries and adventurers; Marco Polo’s Book of the Marvels of the World, and a cluster of Persian histories detailing the life and times of Genghis Khan, whose name is translated as “Universal” or “Oceanic Ruler”—an odd description of the overseer of a landlocked empire.15 His legacy varies: In China, not to mention Mongolia, he is esteemed, but in Russia, outside the regions near Mongolia, he is portrayed as a ruthless savage.16 When the empire became too large to function, it was separated into four Mongol-Tatar khanates. The khanate of the Ural-Volga region, responsible for the leveling of Kyiv and the repeated sacking of Moscow, picked up the name Golden Horde, Zolotaya Orda—referencing, among other things, the “golden habitation” of the horsemen’s ruler.17

Genghis was born in 1156 on the Onon River and given the name Temüjin, “made of iron.”18 He had “fiercely issued” from the womb, his mother told him as she put him to bed, with “a black clot of blood in his hand.”19 He lost his father, the chieftain of his tribe, when he was nine. He, his siblings, and their mother were exiled to the steppe, where they struggled to survive on roots, berries, fish, and birds shot with bone-tipped arrows.20 The abduction of Temüjin’s first wife by three Merkit tribesmen sent Temüjin along “the paths of the elk” into the mountains for spiritual counsel, after which he secured her rescue by reducing anyone “of the Merkid ‘bone’” to dust (or, as the Secret History has it, “dung”).21 Temüjin claimed animals (wolves, ravens, and falcons) as his counsel, along with a shaman “reputed to be in the habit of ascending to heaven on a dapple-gray horse and conversing with spirits.”22 When the shaman challenged his authority, Temüjin scraped out his insides. Later, he sought advice and spiritual justification for his actions from Taoist magicians, Tibetan lamas, and Nestorian priests.

Temüjin conducted raids against Naiman, Khmag, and Keraite tribesmen before taking on the Mongol-Tatars. Temüjin’s grassland cavalries wore iron-plated hide and armed themselves with bows and arrows (bundled, notched, bone- and metal-tipped, sometimes dipped in poison), sabers with thirty-inch blades, hatchets, iron maces, flails, hooks, and nooses. Apparently, Temüjin exterminated males taller than the height of a cart axle.23

After defeating his former brother-in-arms Jamukha, his principal foe, Temüjin exercised flexible control of the entire Mongol-Tatar expanse. In 1206, his allies and the remnants of his rivals assembled on the Onon River, genuflected, and endorsed the expansion of his rule as Genghis Khan. His lieutenants pushed south, north, and west, supposedly followed by caravans of round felt tents with wicker roofs and bases, graced with pictures of birds and beasts and filled with furs and carpets.24 These were loaded onto wagons pulled by teams of oxen. Everyone heard the armies coming, but when inhabitants of Nishapur first heard the noise in 1221, they had decided—fatally, it turned out—not to surrender in advance. After sacking the Silk Road city, the Mongols stacked up the skulls of the dead at the gates.25

Invitations to meet with Genghis could not be ignored. In 1219, a Taoist patriarch said to be more than three hundred years old received a summons: Genghis wanted to know the secret of his longevity.26 Was it medicinal? Magical? To reach the khan, the patriarch, Ch’iu Ch’u-chi, traveled from Peking through southern Mongolia to Samarkand in Central Asia to Qunduz in northern Afghanistan. Each time he thought he had reached the khan, the khan had moved on. Their eventual first meeting left Genghis disappointed—the patriarch was merely old, not ancient, and knocking on death’s door. Still, the khan liked his company and made him part of his entourage. The patriarch advised the khan to “respect human life,” “stop killing,” and abstain from sex along with other fleshly indulgences. Thus Ch’iu Ch’u-chi spared northern China from plunder and his followers from servitude.27

In 1227, Genghis was suddenly felled by a bolt of lightning. In his honor, “splendid horses” and forty finely adorned maidens were sacrificed to fulfill his wishes in the next world.28 He planned an afterlife of pleasures commensurate with his life on earth: after marrying several times and enjoying the company of concubines, he left behind an unknown number of descendants. In 2003, an Oxford University geneticist estimated that “1 in 200 men worldwide” may be directly or indirectly related to the khan.29

Such is the lore, chipped away at by archeologists, ethnographers, and historians who have dismantled the myth that the Mongols under Genghis and his successors were natural-born barbarians who roamed uncharted open spaces because they could not imagine staying put.30 In truth, the armies traveled along known routes among established centers; settlements grew as pastoralism declined. “Steppe” and “urban” cultures contrasted, as did the oral laws (yāsā) and culture of Islam. Patterns of travel were affected by changes in terrain, precipitation, and snow cover. After the khan dismantled the Khwarazmian Empire, a Mongol capital was built: Karakorum. It expanded from a modest enclave of yurts to include, after Genghis’s death, a palace with an immense central sculpture imported from France called the Silver Tree of Karakorum, from whose branches milk and wine flowed.31 When the easternmost Mongol capital was relocated first to Xanadu and then to Dadu—the future Beijing—Karakorum became unimportant.

The Golden Horde boasted its own capital: Sarai, or Sarai Batu, founded in the 1240s by Genghis’s grandson, Batu Khan, on fertile ground on the lower Volga River, seventy-five miles north of Astrakhan and another sixty from the Caspian Sea. About a century later, it was replaced by another capital, also named Sarai, leading to endless confusion in the sources. Sarai became the Russian word for “barn,” but the original Sarai was a cultural center as well as a farming, trading, and manufacturing hub. As to what it and other, smaller Mongol cities looked like, the sources suggest broad streets, mosques and minarets, bazaars, dugouts of different sizes, honeycomb residences, and larger houses of air-dried mud brick.32 Slaves from different places did the building; the architecture varied. Artifacts attest to an affection in aristocratic households for precious metals carved into the shapes of magical animals. Decorated swords and quivers of birch bark, leather, and bone have been unearthed. Archeologists note a supplanting of Chinese with Islamic designs on belt cups and pouches while tracing the expansion of the east–west fur trade. Research has discredited the notion that the Mongols “were culturally so poor that they had no past.”33

The 1240 siege of Kyiv by the Golden Horde was preceded by three years of campaigns in two phases. The Mongols first entered Rus in the spring of 1223 to suppress not the Rus but the tribe of the Polovtsï. The Mongols had sought to avoid conflict with the princes, but when the princes allied themselves with the Polovtsï, conflict was unavoidable. After defeating the Polovtsï on the Kalka River on May 31, 1223, the Mongols moved to subdue the princes and their boyar-commanded armies.34 In the northeast, the fighting began in the late fall of 1237 and lasted through the early spring of 1238. Fourteen cities fell in just three months; the attacks were sudden and strange. First, the prosperous Oka River settlement of Ryazan was razed to the ground, then Moscow. The population of each place went from five or six thousand to almost nothing.35 On December 16, 1237, “foreigners called [Mongol-]Tatars arrived in countless numbers, like grass-fed locusts, into the land of Ryazan.” They camped on the river before sending “emissaries to the prince and princeling of Ryazan, a sorceress and two men with her, demanding from them one tenth of everything,” a tenth of the people, their herds, and the rest of their belongings. The prince refused and sought help from relatives in other cities against the “foreign pagans,” who surrounded and then climbed over the walls of Ryazan on December 21. Then the inevitable gruesomeness: The invaders “killed the prince and princess. And men and women and children, monks and nuns, priests, some by fire, others by sword. And violated nuns and priests’ wives and good women and virgins in the presence of their mothers and sisters,” the Novgorod First Chronicle reports. “God saved the Bishop,” but everyone else in the town was punished for “our sins.”36

Looking back at the account of the sacking of Ryazan, Russian chroniclers decided it needed embellishing. A sixteenth-century retelling called the Tale of Batu’s Capture of Ryazan is steeped in Russian religious and nationalist dogma and bound to a sense of victimhood. The story begins with the grand prince of Ryazan trying to spare the town by sending his son Fyodor to Batu Khan with gifts of all sorts and sizes. Batu is an edgy host, offering plum wine, promising not to invade so long as he gets his pick of Ryazan’s beautiful women for himself. The loveliest of them, he knows, is Fyodor’s Byzantine wife Euphrasia. He asks to see her. Fyodor says no, and Batu flies into a rage, inhospitably beheading him and his entire retinue and leaving the corpses in a field for wild animals to devour. Euphrasia commits suicide at the news, jumping out of a window with a baby in her arms. The grand prince raises a massive force against Batu and defeats his bravest knights in a series of battles outside Ryazan. Batu, however, regroups and murders everyone in sight.37

Some of Moscow’s fighters had been sent to Ryazan to help, but witnessing the complete eradication of the town they “ran off, seeing nothing there.”38 Archeologists have found evidence of panicked evacuation. Jewels were buried and storerooms locked. The defensive wall was demolished. Those who failed to escape Ryazan died. There is evidence of mass graves and, at the base of the excavation site, remnants of an inferno and a thick layer of ash.39 The missionaries and explorers who tracked the Mongols in Rus describe them taking hostages, conducting reconnaissance operations, and attacking the aristocrats, church people, and crafts-makers with battering rams, flamethrowers, and perhaps even gunpowder.40 Children heard stories about the Mongols and pretended to battle them, digging forts and shooting arrows at shadows. But that was just pretend; no one knew what to expect, least of all the person nominally in charge of Moscow, the son of the grand prince of Vladimir and a great-grandson of Yuri Dolgorukiy.41

Batu’s fighters moved along the ice of the Moskva to Moscow, at the time a tree-covered enclave of no more than five thousand. The siege of Moscow happened in the middle of January 1238 with the Mongols climbing from the iced-over river toward the compound on the hill, the future Kremlin, toward the forces arrayed by the commander of Moscow, a man named Filip Nyanka, or Phillip the Tutor. (Whether he was an actual tutor or just descended from one is a mystery unlikely to be solved.) The commander “sat on his horse” as the enemy approached, then “reinforced his head with the sign of the cross,” opened the gates of Moscow, and screamed. The Mongols “imagined” a huge army coming at them, even though there wasn’t one, and retreated. Batu advanced, “captured [Filip] alive, tore him apart, and scattered the pieces in a field.”42 The commander of Moscow died, the Primary Chronicle declares, “for his Orthodox Christian faith.”43 The Mongols torched Moscow’s walled wooden palace, churches, and everything else.

The only remaining structures from the 1238 siege are an earth and timber rampart along part of the present-day sixty-eight-acre Kremlin, which now contains four cathedrals and five palaces, green space, presidential and administrative offices, and a lot of locked doors. By the time the Mongols were done, all that remained of Moscow was its name.

The Mongols moved on to Vladimir, a stronghold in the northeast, with Moscow’s overseer (the grand prince of Vladimir’s son) as their captive. Seeing his pitiful condition and hearing his wails, his brothers begged the Mongols to spare his life and theirs. All were executed. The Mongols loaded their stone-throwers and built up the ground in front of the walls to make climbing over easier. The catapulting began on February 3, 1238, and lasted four days. The grand prince’s family, boyars, and common people sought refuge in the Cathedral of the Dormition while the Mongols poured into the city through the golden gates. The Old Church Slavonic account of the events is bracing: “And they ransacked the sacred church of the Theotokos. And the residence of the prince they set on fire. And the monastery of Saint Demetrius, and others, having ransacked, they burned. And regarding the people old and young. The abbots and priests. And deacons. And monks. And nuns. And the blind and lame. And deaf. They excised them all. And the other men and women. And children barefoot and homeless. Dying from the frost, and it was seen then, a great trembling evil, and this multitude was taken as prisoners to their camps.”44

During the massacre, Grand Prince Yuri II of Vladimir was away; he had ridden to Novgorod and Rostov seeking help against the Mongols from his cousins. But there was no escape. On the banks of the Sit River, the Mongols caught up to him. Another phalanx of Mongols headed east, to the middle Volga, and a third group, led by Batu, moved northwest, to Torzhok. The people of that town appealed to Novgorod for assistance. The request was denied, and Torzhok surrendered. Novgorod itself was spared by a fortuitous spring flood that kept the Mongols at bay. The Golden Horde subsequently departed Rus to quell a series of uprisings on the steppe. Fighting the Polovtsï and two other nomadic groups kept them occupied through the summer of 1238, after which they rode back into Rus, triumphant, with their daggers pointed at Kyiv. Its “majesty and beauty” impressed the Mongols enough to prevent them from destroying it.45

Most cities in Rus had perhaps one thousand experienced fighters—an elite retinue of barbed-arrow shooters—along with whatever peasant recruits and paid former foes could be mustered from their huts in the countryside. They had no chance against the ten thousand archers, lancers, and mounts who made up each Golden Horde tumen. The people of Rus had no knowledge of throwing machines and siege warfare before Genghis Khan’s kinsmen arrived. The cities did not communicate with one another for their common good; there were no mutual defense agreements or regional command centers. Their fighting forces were but a tenth the size of those of their enemies from the steppe.46 Kyiv was better equipped than other cities, but still no match for the invaders. It fell to them with stunning speed.

Kyiv was hardly as prominent in Rus as it had been under Yaroslav the Wise, but it was still the largest city by far, with a population of about 45,000, twice that of Novgorod. The princedom had been beset by endless fighting among the Ruriks and suffered the decline of Constantinople, its most important trading partner. Frequent raids by the Polovtsï had also weakened Kyiv to the point that it lost control over its affairs, passing from the general administrative control of the Vladimir-Suzdal appanage to that of the Galitsko-Volinskoye region. The grand prince of Kyiv, Mikhaíl, married the sister of the grand prince of the principality or, from 1253, the kingdom of Galitsko-Volinskoye.

When Batu announced that he planned to pin Kyiv “to his horse’s tail,” she ran to the grand prince.47 He hesitated. Batu’s emissaries advised Mikhaíl to surrender. Once more he hesitated. Then he had the emissaries killed. Outraged, Batu ordered an attack, which was led by his cousin and a future great khan, Möngke, on November 28, 1240. The horde gathered at the Lach Gates, medieval Kyiv’s Polish district, where the trees provided cover. The outer fortifications—a massive semicircular complex of tiered guard stations built of thick logs—came down. The ramparts and inner walls between the districts fell soon after the hand-to-hand combat began. The leader of the resistance took an arrow to the chest. The Church of the Tithes, Kyiv’s sacred heart and a burial site for the Ruriks, collapsed when crowds of people rushed into the galleries seeking God’s protection. Afterward, an eyewitness “found an innumerable multitude of dead men’s skulls and bones lying upon the earth,” adding that there “scarce remain 200 houses, the inhabitants whereof being kept in extreme bondage” by the Mongol occupiers.48

Centuries later, when Imperial Russian and Soviet archeologists excavated parts of the upper and lowland districts of Kyiv, they found the remains of ancient log-frame and mud-walled dwellings and evidence, from 1240, of a terror-stricken flight into the countryside. Pinpointing exact dates proves impossible, complicated by mislabeling, theft, and other forms of mischief, but ceramics from the time of the Mongol invasion are distinct. The dirt beneath the modern streets of Kyiv in the aristocratic neighborhoods, the citadel, and the lower trading district, or podol, conceals chains, dishes, keys, knives with bone and wooden handles, molds, needles, pans, riding equipment, scythes, thimbles, iron weapons, amber, and copper crosses. One of the dugouts, the residence of an artisan, contained a bronze lamp, a silver moon, the scorched spine and ribs of a cat, and the remains of a child wearing three glass bracelets. A jug full of beads was dropped as someone fled; several people died when the tunnel they were digging by hand collapsed on them. The skeletons of two children—sisters, seemingly—were found huddled together in a stove; their hiding place from the Mongols became their grave. Floor tiles from the Church of the Tithes, sections of columns, fragments of frescoes, and sarcophagi lay deep in the ground. The remnants of a well (perhaps for storing treasures), piles of bones from a mass grave, and an earlier pagan burial ground have also been identified. Deep at the bottom of another pit, beneath coal and ash, researchers discovered a box of silver and gold jewelry. One of Kyiv’s elite families owned a silver-gilded coin from Venice with the likeness of Duke Enrico Dandolo, who participated in the sacking of Constantinople in 1204. A big pot with a spoon in it belonged to an artisan named Maxim. He was making porridge when Kyivan Rus came to an end.49

News from Rus reached Europe before the Mongols themselves did. They slayed Czechs, Poles, and Hungarians before unexpectedly pulling back to the steppe in the spring of 1242. Had Batu Khan continued his campaign, Mongolian might have become the language of international commerce. Instead, he chose to develop his headquarters in Sarai on the Volga, minding the lands of Rus from afar.

The arrangement was straightforward. The Ruriks could stay in power if they paid for the privilege. Batu tallied the number of people in Rus, taxed them, and demanded obeisance from the princes in strategic matters. To keep them in line, he sanctioned occasional acts of terror. The clever and more ruthless Ruriks exploited the Mongols as well. Such is the case of the prince of Novgorod, Alexander Nevsky (1220/21–63), whose life was celebrated in a late thirteenth-century manuscript probably authored by Kirill II, the metropolitan of Kyiv.50 Nevsky lacked the means to defend the realm from the Golden Horde, but he beat back existential threats from Scandinavia, the Baltics, and Europe—a signal that perhaps one day the even more existential threat from the east would be extinguished. But that never happened. True, by the fifteenth century the Mongols were beginning to fade from view, but Rus and Russia never recovered from the experience. The memories remain, and tales of Nevsky are both sources of national pride and useful government propaganda assuring all that Russia will never suffer such humiliation or abuse again. Nevsky is the “heavenly patron” of the current FSB, the successor to the KGB, and revered as the symbolic “warrior-ruler” of the state.51 The 2022 Russian invasion of Ukraine has been likened to Nevsky’s battles against the “collective West.” What is the “collective West”? According to the Kremlin today, it is “the Teutonic Order, Sweden, the [Polish-Lithuanian] Commonwealth, Napoleon’s empire, the Third Reich, and NATO.”52

Nevsky biographies often begin with a bleak description of thirteenth-century Rus besieged from all directions. In the east, the Golden Horde placed principalities under its yoke. Swedish and German Crusaders moved into Rus on colonizing drives, but Nevsky and his superb archers (streltsï) prevailed in a couple of skirmishes with the Swedes, then in a brief tussle with Teutonic warriors on Lake Chud. Nevsky always prayed to God for help in his battles, but also, in the manipulated sources, asked for divine retribution against anyone who dared to violate Rus’s sacred borders.53 Nevsky probably fought against the Swedes not on the frozen surface of the lake—as a 1938 Soviet film shows—but on the banks and marshes, taking advantage of the fact that his archers, crossbow shooters, and horsemen could handle the cold. They wore frost nails (cleats) on their feet, so had an easier time navigating the crusted-over bog than the Teutonic defenders of European Christendom.54 That Nevsky triumphed with help from Batu Khan’s emissaries is excluded from accounts, and the rest of his interactions with the Mongols is downplayed. Also downplayed is the exchange he had with Pope Innocent IV, who offered Nevsky the support of the Teutonic Knights. Nevsky had a strategic choice to make between the Catholics and the “pagans” of the steppe. He chose the latter. Focusing his energies more on the east than the west spared Rus a potentially fatal setback.55

In 1263, Nevsky and one of his brothers traveled to Sarai. The trip was hazardous, and the families of the travelers had just modest odds of seeing them again. Nothing of this place survives, save a replica of sorts built as a set for a lavish 2012 Russian movie called The Horde that has since become a tourist attraction.56 Nevsky ventured even farther to Karakorum, the cosmopolitan stronghold of the entire Mongol-Tatar empire and the long-haul destination of diplomats, merchants, and supplicants like the Ruriks. Nothing remains of Karakorum today except for the stone turtle that once marked the entrance. Nevsky left no description of how he made the trip through this obscure and still little-traveled part of the world. Accounts from others who made it through the Celestial Mountains during Nevsky’s time are fragmentary and confused. No wonder: filthy, hungry, dreaming of baths and honey-cake, they must have felt like they would never arrive at their destination or make it back home. The 3,800-mile ride took well over a year, long enough to make the reason for the trip moot.

Nevsky paid court to the khan in a humiliating effort to convince the Mongols not to attack Rostov. He succeeded, but then took sick with a boiling fever and died on the way back. He spent his final hours in the town of “Small Town” (Gorodets), with just enough time left to him to take his monastic vows, thereby reinforcing his image as a defender of the Russian Orthodox Church against threats from all sides. Nevsky was buried in a white-stone sarcophagus in an arcosolium (catacomb) in Vladimir.57

After Nevsky’s death, control of Moscow passed, in confusing fashion, to his youngest son, Daniil, who was just two years old in 1263.58 Thus began a period when no single actor in the northern lands had sufficient power to dominate. Daniil was named after the family saint of the Moscow princes, Daniil the Stylite, who lived in Constantinople during the fifth century. His biographical profile is exemplary. This holy man spent most of his life atop a column—standing there from dawn to dusk or until he collapsed—praying, preaching, curing the ill, exorcising demons, refusing food, water, and shelter.59 The foundation of the column trembled during fierce storms that lashed Daniil’s naked body and coated him in ash and ice. He died on his perch in an iron pen the Byzantine emperor built for him out of pity for his divinely inspired suffering. Mourners climbed the ladder to find him crumpled into the smallest shape possible, knees pressed against his chest and feet gnawed to the bone by pests.60

The saint’s feast day is December 11, which suggests that Daniil of Moscow was born either in November or December of 1261. Adulthood in the medieval era began at age twelve: in Daniil’s case, 1273. He is not listed in the sources as an independent prince before 1282, leaving it unclear who was minding the compound while he was growing up. The best guess is his uncle, Yaroslav, who made his home in Tver, about a hundred miles northwest of Moscow.61 Tver, like Moscow, was constructed on a bog and populated first by traders from the north and then by refugees from the south, where the Mongols concentrated their raids.

Daniil is said to have been brave, wise, relatively diplomatic, kind to the poor, and supported by his people.62 He later fought against the boyars and the prince of Ryazan, but his legacy is otherwise benign, the previous thirty or so years of his rule having been largely peaceable. Revenue from the trade and craft settlements along the Moscow waterways—blacksmith shops, tanneries, and jewelry and pottery enterprises—funded the construction of a beautiful white stone church like those in Vladimir-Suzdal at the time.63 Daniil founded a cloister in his holy ancestor’s name (Danilov monastïr’) on the right bank of the Moskva River and, in his final years, like his father, took monastic vows.64

He married Mariya Glebovna of Beloozero in 1261, who gave him nine sons between 1281 and 1294 plus one daughter in 1298. The family relied on two boyar families, the Byakonts and the Velyaminovs, for backing. From the latter came the Moscow tïsyachnik/tïsyatskiy, the regent who oversaw the fighting forces, or militia, and other functions within the civic structure, from summertime construction to trade to the levying of fines. The word tïsyachnik relates to tïsyacha, thousand, which gives a rough sense of the number of people running the affairs in Moscow and places like it, as least at the start. In Novgorod, which subordinated the power of the prince to the city council (veche), the tïsyachnik was elected along with the mayor (posadnik). Not so, however, in places with strong aristocratic power. There the position of tïsyachnik belonged to the more influential, senior boyar families. With the consolidation of Moscow as its own princedom, the role of the tïsyachnik declined, and the position would be abolished in a move that strengthened the power of the prince at the expense of anything resembling an electoral process.65

For much of Daniil’s reign in Moscow, his older brothers Dmitri (ruling in Pereyaslavl and its environs) and Andrey (in Gorodets) were at each other’s throats, squaring off with assistance from rival Mongol forces. Daniil was forced to enter these hostilities in 1293, when the Mongols returned to Moscow. The drama between the brothers and their boyars and militias was staged within a modest area of present-day Russia, a subsection of the Golden Ring of towns and regions surrounding the capital. It involved a diverse cast of characters, like the Mongol leader Nogay, a tyomnik (dark presence) who gained control of a broad swath of Golden Horde terrain and took the illegitimate daughter of the Byzantine emperor Michael VIII Palaeologus as his bride.66 Fighting unfolded in the towns of Vladimir-Suzdal and Pereyaslavl (present-day Pereslavl-Zalessky). Tver was also involved, though it is not part of the Golden Ring. So, too, Novgorod, at a distance from Tver about the same as Tver’s from Moscow, and in the same northwest direction. The towns and the villages in between would be repeatedly overrun, leaving the people with next to nothing, “weeping and sobbing.”67

Daniil was the first of the Moscow Ruriks to gather neighboring principalities as allies against the Mongols, which allowed Moscow to annex these realms. When Daniil (or perhaps one of his sons) incorporated the neighboring enclave of Kolomna, the entire length of the Moskva River came under Moscow’s control. Moscow acquired a bigger presence—big enough, after Daniil’s death—to be disinhibited, indulging aggressive impulses. For no known reason, his sons went after the town of Mozhaysk, captured it, and imprisoned the local ruler, Svyatoslav. Mozhaysk became the first part of a future Moscow kingdom: the Tsardom of Muscovy.

The “skirmishes,” as the chronicles called them, brought Daniil’s life to an end on March 5, 1303, at age forty-one. According to Rurik traditions of succession, Daniil’s sons would not have become anything more than minor players, but the Mongols disrupted the pattern. The Daniilovichi took control of places the invaders had leveled. Although it has been argued that Moscow “seized” the Rurik throne on the way to becoming a great power, it remained a quiet place save for those times when the Mongols burst through the green black forest.68 Some of the raids were bloodless, a few dozen horsemen stocking up on supplies, others the opposite as residents became carrion, buildings became ash, all became nothing but tears reportedly shed by statues of saints on the anniversary of such calamities.

Daniil’s successors tried to ease fears about the Mongols by assembling defensive stone walls around the compound. Of course, people outside the compound were left even more fearful, so another set of fortifications went up around present-day Red Square and a market center called Kitai-gorod—an ambiguous name of uncertain origin.69 Archeologists started scrutinizing the layers of char too late to determine what Moscow was like during Daniil’s lifetime, much less earlier.70 Excavations inside and around the Kremlin were spoiled by the building of the Metro system and related state-mandated construction projects, so Moscow (represented as the center of Slavic civilization) has only a tenuous grasp on its history before the fifteenth century. The capital of Russia today was, for centuries, insignificant and peripheral, a dot on a map of the unknown. But the Slavs of the east came to recognize that they had something in common—an external threat, not just the menace of each appanage to the others. In its face, a distinct outlook, sense of being, and a new culture emerged.
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