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​Chapter 1: Kievan Rus
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In the nascent chronicles of Russia, we find our gaze drawn back to the antiquity of Greece, where the annals speak of Hellenic settlements taking root along the hospitable northern shores of the Pontus Euxinus, today known as the Black Sea. The echoes of ancient names such as Odessos, Tyras, and Pityas reverberate through time, markers of colonial ambition at strategic river mouths, the latter near the fabled land of Colchis, sought fervently by Jason and his Argonauts.

By the fourth century BCE, a semblance of political organization emerged among these colonies, likely under a hereditary archon, whose mandate seemingly revolved around safeguarding these outposts from the encroaching barbarian tribes from the hinterlands. The Greeks of the era characterized these tribes as Scythians, a term that encapsulated diverse groups ranging from the agrarian communities near the Dnieper, to nomadic bands farther east, and the regal clans near the Sea of Azov.

Russian scholars of the past century, through diligent excavations at these ancient sites, have unearthed significant artefacts now housed in St. Petersburg’s Hermitage Museum. Among these treasures are ornately crafted vases of gold and silver, depicting Scythians in tunics, their long hair and beards stylistically akin to modern Russians, a visual testament to the continuity of cultures across millennia.

Herodotus, the venerable Greek historian, provides a narrative that these Scythians engaged in rituals as stark as worshipping a sword thrust into the earth, emblematic of their war deity, and practices as grim as drinking the blood of fallen foes and fashioning cups from their skulls. Over time, however, the pervasive influence of Greek civilization began to seep further north, evidenced by antiquities discovered even beyond the government of Ekaterinoslaf.

The Greek conception of the world, centered around the Mediterranean—'Middle of the Earth'—framed their view of the outer realms as lands steeped in mystique and populated by mythical tribes such as the one-eyed Arimaspians, the bald and snub-nosed Agrippei, and the gold-guarding Gryphons. To the Greeks, the most enigmatic were the Hyperboreans, enduring the perpetual snows of their far northern domain.

Yet, despite these fascinating glimpses, our comprehensive understanding of Russia’s earliest inhabitants remains cursory at best. This historical ambiguity persists until the fourth century AD, when seismic shifts occurred due to the westward migration of formidable Central Asian tribes. This movement precipitated a cascade of migrations, reshaping the demographic and cultural contours of Eastern Europe. The Goths initially attempted to settle in Scythia but were displaced by the marauding Huns led by Attila. This upheaval also brought Finns, Bulgarians, Magyars, and Slavs into the historical forefront.

Among these, the Slavs proved particularly prolific, founding settlements that would evolve into the cities of Novgorod, Pskov, and Izborsk, and even extending their reach to establish the nascent polities of Poland and other regions across Northern Europe. Despite their dispersal, these Slavic groups retained a communal cohesion through shared language, customs, and pagan rites, even as they encountered and absorbed varied cultural influences.

The narrative of northeastern Europe during this epoch is not solely the story of Slavic ascendancy but also of the Finns, who established their dominion in regions known as Bjarmaland and later, Finland. Their Asiatic origins were evidenced in their enduring cultural practices.

Even into contemporary times, the remnants of these ancient traditions and beliefs are palpable across Russia, so much so that when Christianity was introduced, the missionaries, recognizing the deep-seated nature of these pagan customs, chose integration over eradication, cloaking old rituals in new Christian vestments. Thus, the complex tapestry of Russian history is woven from threads of myriad origins, each contributing to the rich, variegated cultural heritage of this vast land.

The spiritual life of the Slavs mirrored that of the Norse and Germanic tribes, displaying a profound reverence for the natural world and its manifold phenomena. Their pantheon was presided over by deities such as Dazhbog, the sungod; Perun, akin to Thor of Norse lore, who ruled over thunder; Stribog, the master of the winds; and Voloss, the guardian of livestock. Unlike their western counterparts, the Slavs did not build temples nor did they have an established priesthood; they venerated the oak tree as the emblem of Perun, conducting sacrifices under its branches, led by their chieftains. With the advent of Christianity, these pagan gods were supplanted by saints: Perun was replaced by St. John, Voloss transformed into St. Vlaise, and so on.

When a chieftain died, his wife often chose to accompany him in death rather than live without him. In a stark display of loyalty—or perhaps subjugation—his servants were asked who among them would join their master in the afterlife. Volunteers were immediately strangled. The same grim choice was presented to the women servants, and those who consented were treated to a feast before being sacrificed on the funeral pyre. However, it should be noted that not all tribes practiced these rites; some preferred burial.

Patriarchal authority dominated Slavic family structures, where the father’s command was supreme, though this power did not automatically pass to his eldest son but rather to the eldest living male in the family. The Slavs practiced polygamy and were known for their consumption of kvass, a potent brew. Agriculturally adept, they farmed land communally owned by the village or mir, and the heads of these families convened in a council or vetché to govern communal affairs.

Over time, these communal lands coalesced into larger units called volosts, each governed by a council of elders from various villages. Occasionally, a particularly esteemed elder might ascend to lead the volost, a role that could become hereditary and lay the foundations for the boyar class. These volosts cherished their autonomy and were wary of permanent alliances, though they would form temporary confederacies in times of crisis. Defensive strategies were also common; most volosts maintained a fortified refuge against potential invasions.

Evidence of early Slavic civilization, such as the bustling trade center of Novgorod, which thrived on commerce with Asia as early as the seventh century, reveals a society of significant sophistication. The discovery of Asiatic coins from that period underscores this point. While agriculture was their primary occupation, the construction of fortifications suggests that the Slavs were not averse to bolstering their wealth through raids on neighboring tribes. By the ninth century, Novgorod had evolved into a prosperous city whose inhabitants, seeking peace, devised strategies to protect and enhance their commercial interests. The choices made by Novgorod at this juncture were pivotal in shaping the trajectory of Russian history

It would indeed have been an anomaly had the intrepid Norsemen, those daring raiders who navigated their slender ships to plunder the western coasts of Europe and ventured as far as the Mediterranean, neglected the rich shores of the Baltic Sea. Known for their settlements in England and France, it scarcely surprises us to learn that the Slavs near the Baltic found themselves subject to Norse demands for tribute. The burden of these exacting collections became so onerous that in the year 859, the Slavs revolted and drove the Norsemen away. However, the absence of these formidable mariners was short-lived; they were beckoned back to Novgorod in 862 by the locals themselves.

Nestor, a twelfth-century historian of the Slav race whose narratives stand out for their clarity and reliability, tells us that the denizens of Novgorod appealed to the princes of Varangia with a proposal steeped in pragmatism: "Our land is great and fertile, but it lacks order and justice; come, take possession, and govern us." This invitation was readily accepted. Three brothers—Rurik the Peaceful, Sineous the Victorious, and Truvor the Faithful—made their way to Russia with their kin and warriors. Rurik established his base on the southern banks of Lake Ladoga, Sineous at White Lake, and Truvor at Izborsk. After the deaths of his brothers, Rurik relocated to Novgorod and constructed a fortress there.

Around this period, two other Norse figures, Askold and Dir, made landfall in Russia and journeyed to Kiev, a city already flourishing by their arrival. They quickly ingratiated themselves with the populace and orchestrated an audacious plan to assault Tsargrad, the illustrious capital of the Eastern Roman Empire, then called Byzantium (Constantinople). Under the leadership of Askold and Dir, the Kievan contingent set forth down the Dnieper River in a formidable armada of 200 vessels, entering the Golden Horn and laying siege to Constantinople. The city teetered on the brink of capture, but was miraculously spared when the Patriarch of the Greek Church cast a wonder-working robe into the sea, conjuring a violent storm that decimated the Russian fleet. Thus, the siege ended not through martial prowess but by a divine tempest, woven into the very fabric of Byzantine legend.

Upon Rurik's demise, his designated successor was not his son Igor but rather his kinsman Oleg, who was deemed the senior family member eligible for leadership. Oleg, upon assuming the mantle of leadership, found the presence of rival Norse leaders, Askold and Dir, in Kiev intolerable.

Mobilizing a force composed of his own retinue alongside a coalition of Slavs and Finns, Oleg embarked on a campaign to solidify his authority, first subjugating Smolensk and Loubetch en route. Upon reaching Kiev, Oleg managed to seize Askold and Dir, justifying their execution on the grounds that they lacked royal lineage. With the rival chieftains removed, Oleg established his stronghold in Kiev.

It was under Oleg's dominion that the expanse from Kiev to Novgorod came to be recognized as Russia, a term whose origin remains shrouded in historical ambiguity but which marked the consolidation of a significant territorial entity. Despite rumors of a defeat at the hands of the Hungarians, Oleg’s reign is noted for his renewed aggression towards Constantinople. In 907, without the divine intervention of a wonder-working robe to thwart them, the residents of Constantinople resorted to attempting to poison Oleg’s forces. The plot was foiled, resulting in a punitive treaty that levied heavy tributes on the Byzantines and secured favorable trading terms for the Russians.

An intriguing episode during Oleg’s rule involved a prophecy that his death would be caused by his favorite horse. Skeptical of such superstitions, Oleg visited the horse's remains after its death, only to be fatally bitten by a snake that emerged from the horse’s skull.

Following Oleg, leadership passed to Igor, Rurik’s son. Igor led a formidable but ultimately disastrous expedition against Constantinople, where the Russian fleet was devastated by Greek fire. Despite the setback and his narrow escape, Igor's resolve remained unshaken. He launched another campaign against the Byzantine Empire, this time achieving a measure of success that compelled the emperor to agree to tribute payments and a renewed commercial accord.

Nestor, the eminent Russian chronicler, provides a vivid account of the demise of Igor in the year 945. He records that Igor's personal guard, the druzhina—comprised of Norse descendants—implored their leader to allow them to gather tribute from the Drevlians so they might enrich themselves alongside their prince. Yielding to their demands, Igor led a force to exact increased tributes through coercion and intimidation. After securing what he initially sought, Igor parted ways with his main force, scheming to return and extort further wealth from the Drevlians with only a few men at his side.

Upon learning of Igor’s intended return, the Drevlians convened with their prince, Nal. They likened Igor to a wolf threatening to decimate the flock and resolved that his elimination was essential for their survival. Thus, when Igor approached, underestimating the resolve of the Drevlians, he was confronted and slain, overwhelmed by the very people he sought to exploit further.

The druzhina served dual roles for the duke—not only as his bodyguards but also as his council and, by extension, his family. They dined with him, shared in his leisure and labors, and formed his court of justice. From their ranks, Igor appointed the voivodes, or fortress governors, and posadniks, or town commandants. An Arab scholar, Ibn Dost, offers insights into the legal practices of the time, describing how disputes were resolved in the prince’s court—either by judicial decree or, failing agreement, by combat, with the victorious party dictating terms under the watchful eyes of armed kin.

Under the rule of Rurik’s successors, the social structure of the region began to solidify. The peasantry, once relatively autonomous, were increasingly subjugated and derogatorily referred to as moujiks, a belittling term derived from the Russian for 'man', indicating their diminished status. Merchants, or gosti, while not a distinct social class, played a significant role in the larger cities like Novgorod and Kiev, where they influenced municipal governance through the vetché, or city council. This body conducted city affairs independently of princely interference. Meanwhile, the princes focused on national defense, judicial administration, and the levying of taxes and tributes, securing the financial sustenance for themselves and their retinue, the druzhina.

Leo the Deacon, a distinguished chronicler described the Slavic warriors as forming a seemingly impenetrable iron wall, their ranks dense with lances and shields that shimmered and clanged like the restless sea. Each warrior was shielded by a massive buckler that, when necessary, could be swung onto the back during a retreat, rendering him nearly invulnerable. In the heat of battle, these warriors were consumed by a berserk fervor, never yielding to capture. Should defeat become inevitable, they chose to end their own lives rather than face subjugation, driven by a belief that to die at an enemy's hand condemned one to eternal servitude in the afterlife.

The Byzantine emperors, recognizing the formidable nature of these warriors, eagerly enlisted them as imperial guards, known as the ross. Notably, during a Byzantine campaign against Crete, some 700 Russians were recorded to have served in the military forces.

The Norsemen who established themselves among the Slavic peoples assimilated swiftly, adopting the local customs, language, and even names. The Norse lineage began with figures such as Rurik, Oleg, and Igor, but following Igor’s era, his descendants fully integrated, becoming indistinguishable from the Russians and adopting Russian names.

Upon Igor's untimely demise, his son Sviatoslav was yet a minor, leaving his determined widow Olga to rule as Regent. Her initial acts of governance were driven by a desire for vengeance against the Drevlians, the tribe responsible for her husband's death. Despite attempts by the Drevlians to placate her with delegations, Olga had each envoy executed. Nestor records her leading the siege on Korosthenes personally, where she cunningly offered peace in exchange for what seemed a trivial tribute: three pigeons and three sparrows from each household. Once delivered, Olga commanded that flaming tow be attached to the birds, which upon returning to their nests, ignited the town, leading to its capture and the subsequent enslavement or slaughter of its people.

Olga's conversion to Christianity marks a profound pivot in the historical narrative, making her the first of Rurik's lineage to adopt the faith. Her journey to Constantinople, where she was baptized with the Christian name Helen, showcased her formidable personality to the Byzantine Emperor. It is believed her pilgrimage was as much about spiritual transformation as it was a political statement, evidenced by her refusal to be baptized in Kiev for fear of pagan reprisal. This aligns with Greek historical accounts that suggest a bishopric was established in Russia, likely in Kiev, during Oleg's reign, marking a significant ecclesiastical development in the region.

The roots of Christianity in Russia, already tilled by frequent wars with and commercial ties to the Byzantine Empire, found fertile soil as missionaries ventured into the region early on. Notably, Cyril and Methodius crafted a Slavonic alphabet, incorporating numerous Greek characters, which facilitated the translation of the Bible into the vernacular, fostering a deeper cultural and spiritual integration. Tradition holds that Askold, after his baptism post-defeat at Constantinople, became revered as the progenitor of Christian royalty in Kief, where his tomb remains a site of veneration.

Despite the Norsemen's disinterest in religious persecution, they maintained a steadfast adherence to their pagan gods. When Igor, affirming a treaty with Emperor Leo VI, performed his oaths on the hill of Perun, employing ancient Slavonic rituals, the Byzantine delegates, in contrast, confirmed their vows in the sanctity of St. Elias’s church, their hands upon the Bible.

The transition to Christianity among the Slavs was met with resistance, particularly from the druzhina and the rural populations, who persisted in their devotion to deities like Perun and Voloss. Urban centers, however, showed more openness to the new faith, though countryside dwellers clung to their old ways. Nestor recounts how converts from among the prince's warriors were subjected to ridicule rather than obstruction.

Olga, after her own conversion in Constantinople, returned with hopes that her son, Sviatoslav, now reigning in his own right, would embrace Christianity. Sviatoslav, wary of losing respect among his men, consistently rebuffed her entreaties, fearing derision. His reign saw limited advancement of Christianity, with Nestor noting occasional outbursts of temper from the young ruler.

Sviatoslav, embodying the martial spirit of his ancestors, engaged in significant military campaigns during his short reign from 964 to 972. His initial foray against the Khazar Empire resulted in the capture of their capital, the White City, and he exacted tribute from tribes across the Caucasus. His subsequent military efforts, however, met with less success.

Engagements with the Byzantine court highlight Sviatoslav's character. Gifts of gold and fine attire from the emperor were dismissed with indifference, yet offerings of a fine sword and other weapons were received with evident pleasure, leading the emperor to remark on his martial predilections. This interaction prefaced a Byzantine request for Sviatoslav to engage in a conflict against Peter, Tsar of Bulgaria, a proposition to which he readily agreed. This campaign swiftly yielded significant victories, including the capture of several fortresses and the city of Peréiaslav.

Convinced of the strategic and economic merits of his conquests, Sviatoslav resolved to move his capital to Peréiaslav. He described to his mother the city’s advantageous position and the abundance of wealth it commanded—from Greek goods and gold to the silver and horses traded from the Czech and Hungarian lands, and the money, furs, wax, and slaves brought by the Russians, underscoring the economic calculations behind his imperial ambitions.

The Byzantine imperial throne, upon the death of the previous emperor, was occupied by John Tzimiskes, a man of distinctly different visions for the empire compared to his predecessor. Tzimiskes favored a weakened Bulgaria as a neighbor rather than contending with an expansive realm that, at the time, stretched from Lakes Ladoga and Onega all the way to the Balkans. Thus resolved, he aimed to displace the Russians from Bulgarian territories.

Sviatoslav, having initially withdrawn from Bulgaria, returned and swiftly reasserted control, only to be confronted by Tzimiskes' demand to honor the treaty agreed with the prior emperor—that is, to vacate Bulgarian soil. Sviatoslav's bold retort was his plan to soon visit Constantinople himself. However, Tzimiskes, both brave and strategic, preempted such aspirations by launching an unexpected attack in the Balkan defiles, where he routed the Russians and subsequently seized Peréiaslav. The Russian defenders, numbering 8,000, retreated to a castle, choosing a heroic but tragic resistance—they perished when the besiegers set the structure aflame rather than surrender.

Upon learning of this calamity, Sviatoslav advanced to confront Tzimiskes. Historical accounts of the Russian force’s size vary, with a Greek historian claiming 60,000, while Nestor suggests 10,000. The ensuing battle was fiercely contested; however, the Greek cavalry, known as the Ironsides, eventually overwhelmed the Russians, forcing them to fall back to Dorostol. As Tzimiskes laid siege to the city, he audaciously proposed a single combat to resolve the conflict, an offer Sviatoslav declined, stating his awareness of his military duties and dismissively suggesting that if Tzimiskes sought death, myriad avenues were available to him. The battle concluded with a severe Russian defeat, leaving 15,500 dead and 20,000 shields abandoned on the field, as per Leo the Deacon’s account.

In the aftermath, Tzimiskes, exhibiting the magnanimity of a victor, allowed Sviatoslav and his surviving troops to retreat to Russia, under the condition that Sviatoslav swear by the gods Perun and Voloss never to invade again, but instead to aid the empire against its foes. The oath was severe; if broken, Sviatoslav was to turn as "yellow as gold" and die by his own weaponry.

Despite Tzimiskes’ noble assurance of safe passage, the journey back proved perilous. Near the Cataracts of the Dnieper, a tribe saw an opportunity to attack the beleaguered Russian force. In this assault during the year 972, Sviatoslav met his end, though most of his men survived, marking a poignant close to a tumultuous chapter in Russo-Byzantine relations.

Upon the death of Sviatoslav, the division of his empire among his three sons set the stage for familial discord and civil strife, as is often the case in such successions. Vladimir, the eldest, was granted control over Novgorod, while Oleg, the middle son, assumed rulership of the Drevlians. Iaropolk, the youngest, took charge in Kiev. Dissatisfaction with their respective inheritances quickly led to conflict; Oleg was slain by Iaropolk, and subsequently, Vladimir, seeking to consolidate his power, killed Iaropolk, thereby becoming the undisputed ruler of his father's domains. His initial act as the sole sovereign was a military campaign against Poland, compelling it to cede Red Russia, or Old Galicia, now comprised of seven modern provinces. He also subdued two rebellious tribes and exacted tribute from the Lithuanians and Livonians.

At the outset of his reign, Vladimir exhibited a profound reverence for the pagan traditions of the Slavs, erecting idols, including a prominent figure of Perun with a silver head and golden beard on the sandy cliffs of Kiev. However, his spiritual allegiance soon wavered as he questioned the validity of his inherited beliefs. Driven by a quest for religious truth, Vladimir dispatched envoys to study the major faiths of the surrounding regions: Islam in Bulgaria, Judaism among the Khazars, Roman Catholicism via the Poles and Germans, and the Orthodox Christianity of Constantinople.

Upon the return of his envoys and after hearing their accounts, Vladimir opted for Orthodox Christianity, swayed in part by his druzhina who argued that if it had not been the superior faith, his grandmother Olga, renowned for her wisdom, would not have embraced it. His conversion, however, took an unconventional path. While he could have been baptized quietly in Kiev or requested a high prelate from Constantinople, Vladimir instead amassed an army and seized the Byzantine city of Kherson through subterfuge.

From his newly conquered city, Vladimir negotiated a bold demand for the hand of the sister of Emperors Basil and Constantine. The emperors, though reluctant about this alliance, agreed under the condition of his baptism, hoping to avert further military conflict. The baptismal ceremony thus took place in Kherson, followed swiftly by his marriage in the same city. Upon his triumphant return to Kiev, Vladimir brought not only his imperial bride but also numerous clergy and religious artifacts from Kherson, marking a significant transformation in both his spiritual life and the religious landscape of his kingdom.

Upon his return to Kiev, Vladimir embarked on his missionary endeavors with a method only he could have devised. His initial directive was a dramatic one: the idols were to be torn down. As the wooden figures were dismantled, the populace watched in sorrow, their moans and cries filling the air. Among these, the idol of Perun was not merely pulled down; it was subjected to a public flogging before being cast into the Dnieper River. Miraculously, it bobbed to the surface, prompting the people to rush to worship it anew. Unfazed, Vladimir’s soldiers intervened, ensuring it was swept away by the current. This site where Perun once stood is still known in Kiev as “the devil’s leap,” and the place where it emerged from the waters remains a point of interest for visitors.

Following this symbolic cleansing, Vladimir commanded that all of Kiev's inhabitants—men, women, and children—be baptized in the now-consecrated waters of the Dnieper. Emerging from the river, they were transformed from pagans into Christians through the solemn words of the priests. This brisk and pragmatic approach to conversion was replicated in Novgorod, where local dissent was similarly overridden.

The transformation of physical spaces followed, with pagan temples repurposed into churches, now adorned by Greek artists. On the very ground where Perun had stood, Vladimir erected the church of St. Basil. He didn’t stop at churches; schools were founded where scriptures were taught in Slavic, although initially, the locals resisted sending their children to learn reading and writing, fearing these skills as magical or sinister.

Vladimir’s persuasive tactics overcame such hurdles. Nestor, chronicling these events, noted a profound change in Vladimir post-conversion. Once fearsome in punishment, Vladimir grew cautious, loath to commit sin, relenting only when reminded by his bishop of the necessity to punish crime. His wealth was generously distributed among the churches, securing his legacy as Saint Vladimir of Russia, celebrated in popular ballads as "The Beautiful Sun" of Kiev.

Yet, the force of Vladimir’s methods did not instantaneously cultivate devout Christians across Russia. It would take centuries for the peasantry to shed their pagan customs, which the clergy pragmatically rebranded rather than eradicated. The mystique of the Slavic spirit, with its deep-rooted beliefs in magic and sorcery, persisted, evident in the continued reverence for icons.

Vladimir's death in 1015 led to another familial division of his realm among his sons, mirroring his own inheritance. Yaroslav, granted Novgorod, soon clashed with local sentiments, ordering the execution of protesting citizens, which only fueled familial and regional conflicts. However, after rallying the support of Novgorod’s people, who ultimately backed him, Yaroslav navigated through the ensuing wars and strife, eventually securing Kiev, stepping into his father’s shoes as the ruler of a deeply transformed, yet still tumultuously evolving Russia.

Yaroslav's tenure as ruler was marked by both military setbacks and significant domestic accomplishments. His naval engagements with the Byzantine Empire ended disastrously, with the Russian fleet suffering a severe defeat in the Bosphorus, resulting in the loss of 8,000 men and the capture of 800 prisoners who were taken to Constantinople. Despite these military misfortunes, Yaroslav's true legacy was his substantial contributions to the cultural and religious life of Kiev.

Under his rule, Kiev was transformed into a city celebrated for its religious architecture, including the construction of the magnificent St. Sophia church and the monastery of The Catacombs, which continue to attract pilgrims from across Russia, affirming Kiev's reputation as "the city of four hundred churches." Yaroslav also established an important educational institution in Novgorod for three hundred boys, demonstrating that Russia's educational system was on par with that of any European nation at the time.

Kiev's prosperity during his reign was not solely due to its rich spiritual life but also to its strategic position on the Dnieper River, facilitating robust trade with the Byzantine Empire. The region's fertile Black Earth also contributed to this wealth, as did Yaroslav's alliances with European royalty through strategic marriages: his daughters married into the royal families of Norway, France, and Hungary; his sister to the King of Poland; and his sons to other European nobles. Merchants from across Europe, including Holland, Germany, Hungary, and Scandinavia, set up establishments in Kiev, which boasted eight bustling markets. The city thrived under Yaroslav's encouragement of commerce, evidenced by his introduction of coins bearing his Slavic name on one side and his Christian name, Ioury (George), on the other.

Among Yaroslav's most enduring contributions was the codification of laws known as the Russkaïa Pravda, or Russian Right. While rudimentary by modern standards, this legal code represented a significant advancement for its time, largely reflecting the Scandinavian notions of justice and equity prevalent among the ruling elite.

The governance structure in Yaroslav's time was notably influenced by the dynamics within the ruling family and the broader societal expectations. The title of kniaz (duke or prince) was hereditary within the Rurik dynasty, but the actual exercise of power was contingent upon the consent of both the subjects and the prince's druzhina (military retinue). An illustrative anecdote from Vladimir's era highlighted this relationship: when the druzhina expressed dissatisfaction with their wooden eating bowls, Vladimir replaced them with silver ones, symbolically acknowledging the druzhina’s crucial role in the consolidation of wealth and power, much like his forebears had done.

The title of Grand Duke, held by the senior member of the Rurik dynasty residing in Kiev, did not typically involve direct administrative duties but rather leadership of the military forces. While local dukes governed various districts and acknowledged the supremacy of Kiev's Grand Duke, succession was not automatically conferred upon a son; it could also pass to a brother or uncle in the absence of direct heirs, although the incumbent Grand Duke had the prerogative to allocate districts among his sons, demonstrating the blend of dynastic and meritocratic principles that characterized the governance of this period.

The Norsemen's descendants were established as the stalwart defenders and rulers of various districts across the region, each titled as dukes. Novgorod and Pskov, positioned on the northwest frontier, operated under a unique republican structure and were often governed by the same duke. Smolensk was a strategically important dukedom, containing the sources of the Volga, Dnieper, and Dwina rivers, and was home to the ancient forest of Okof. Nearby lay Toropetz, and to the south along the Upper Oka was Chernigov, a significant rival to Kiev. Further south was Novgorod-Swerki, and to the east of the Upper Don, stretching as far as the Oka, were the dukedoms of Ryazan and Murom. Suzdal to the north, populated by a mix of Finns and Slavs, was still largely forested, while southeast Russia comprised the territories of Red Russia, namely Volhynia and Gallicia Proper.

The introduction of the Greek Church precipitated significant shifts in the region's governance and societal structure. The Greek priests, unfamiliar with the local customs, saw the dukes not merely as military leaders or 'dux' but as sovereign rulers akin to the Byzantine emperors, ordained to rule by divine right. This perspective gradually influenced the dukes, reshaping their understanding of their roles from elected defenders to divinely appointed monarchs.

Another substantial change brought about by the Greek religious influence concerned succession laws. Traditionally, among the Slavs and the Norsemen, the eldest member of the family succeeded to leadership, not necessarily the son. This was evident when Rurik's brother succeeded him. However, the Byzantine custom of primogeniture, where the oldest son inherits, was promoted by the clergy and began to take root as a legal standard.

As the family of Rurik expanded, succession disputes became frequent, often leading to civil wars. These conflicts, paradoxically, had the effect of unifying the dukedoms, as they were typically fought to validate a duke's claim over Kiev.

Yaroslav the Wise passed away in 1054 and was interred in St. Sophia's Church in Kiev. Reflecting the influence of the Greek Church, his will explicitly designated his eldest son, Isiaslav, as his successor. However, this did not prevent disputes; a younger brother, Sviatoslav, challenged and temporarily displaced him in 1073. Isiaslav reclaimed Kiev upon Sviatoslav's death in 1076 and ruled until his own death two years later. He was succeeded by his brother Vsevolod, and after Vsevolod's death in 1093, the throne passed to Sviatopolk, Isiaslav's son, recognized as the rightful heir due to his father's seniority. This decision was uncontested by Vsevolod's notable son, Vladimir Monomachus, who acknowledged the precedence of Sviatopolk's claim, stating, "My father was younger than his, and he reigned first in Kiev." This acknowledgment underscores a gradual, albeit contested, shift towards established hereditary succession, influenced by Byzantine customs.

Sviatopolk's reign from 1093 to 1113 was a period marked by significant turbulence, including two civil wars that tested the unity and resilience of Russia. In 1097, influenced by Vladimir Monomachus, a congress of dukes convened at Loubetch on the Dnieper to address the detrimental impact of ongoing internal conflicts that left the nation vulnerable to external threats. The assembly culminated in a pivotal agreement, with the dukes swearing upon the Cross to regard Russia as a common homeland, pledging that any duke who took arms against a brother was to be considered an enemy of all.

Despite these oaths, disputes over succession soon erupted over Volhynia, thrusting the country into yet another two years of civil strife. A subsequent congress in 1100 at Vititchevo on the Dnieper's left bank finally resolved this particular dispute and unified the dukes in a campaign against a formidable nomadic tribe. Under the leadership of Vladimir Monomachus, the Russians achieved a decisive victory, with the nomads suffering the loss of seventeen khans on the battlefield.

Upon Sviatopolk's death, the people of Kiev expressed a clear preference for no other grand duke than Vladimir. Initially, Vladimir declined, citing the presence of elder heirs, but he ultimately accepted the title amidst growing unrest in the city. His twelve-year reign, from 1113 to 1125, is remembered as a golden era for Kiev, which saw substantial enhancements in governance and infrastructure, as well as the subjugation of Suzdal to the north.

Vladimir's enduring legacy in Russian memory is also cemented by his moral and ethical teachings, encapsulated in a set of instructions to his sons. These guidelines reflect his belief that eternal life was achieved not through monastic seclusion or ascetic practices, but through acts of kindness and justice. He emphasized the importance of charity, the stewardship of wealth in accordance with Christian principles, and personal involvement in the protection of the most vulnerable, including orphans and widows. He firmly opposed capital punishment, valuing every Christian soul, and advocated for continuous learning and the retention of knowledge, noting his own father’s linguistic prowess that impressed foreigners.

In his last testament, Vladimir allocated the dukedom of Suzdal to his son, George Dolgorouki, while another of his sons, Mstislav, ascended as the grand duke in Kiev. Following Mstislav's death in 1146, his son Isiaslav was designated as his successor. However, George Dolgorouki, citing his seniority, contested the succession. Despite the ensuing conflicts supported by their respective allies, Isiaslav was able to maintain his position until his own death in 1157. After his reign, Kiev began to experience a decline in its influence. In a dramatic turn of events in 1169, northern forces captured Kiev. A native historian lamented this assault on the "mother of Russian cities," noting that it had endured numerous sieges but had never before been taken by force. In a tragic departure from camaraderie, the attacking Russians pillaged the city, desecrating even the sacred sites like the churches of St. Sophia and the Dîme, and looting religious icons, vestments, books, and bells.

The focal point of Russian power and activity gradually shifted northward to Suzdal, where, in 1147, George Dolgorouki founded the town of Moscow on a rise above the Moscowa River. Initially just a modest village, Moscow was far from indicating its eventual significance.

During this period, significant interest also revolved around the Russian republics of Novgorod, Pskov, and Viatka. Although lacking Kiev's geographical advantages—plagued by sandy, marshy, and infertile soil—Novgorod thrived through the industrious spirit of its people, becoming a prosperous and populous city with around 100,000 residents by the time of Rurik's arrival. Governed under a republican system, Novgorod was steered by a vetché or municipal council and a posadnik or burgomaster, responsible for maintaining the city's privileges and overseeing tax distribution. The posadnik also played a role in administering justice alongside the duke. A militia, commanded by a tysatski, ensured the defense of civic rights, with each city ward managed by a starost tasked with keeping the peace.

It is noted that Novgorod was granted a written constitution by Yaroslav the Great, akin in spirit to the Magna Carta. This document meticulously outlined the duke's rights, duties, and sources of revenue, stipulating his entitlements and restrictions, such as his limited hunting rights and specific harvest times. It also mandated that no judgment could be executed or annulled without the posadnik's consent, and no legal matter could be escalated beyond Novgorod's boundaries. Every duke was required to swear an oath to uphold this constitution before assuming office, anchoring the governance of Novgorod in a framework that balanced authority with communal oversight.

The governance of Novgorod, characterized by its vetché or municipal council, faced inherent challenges due to its electoral system which required unanimous consent rather than a simple majority. This system often led to significant and sometimes violent discord, particularly when a minority disagreed with the majority's choice, leading to two rival vetchés on occasion. When this division occurred, particularly when split by the Volkhov River, the bridge connecting the city’s two halves frequently became the battleground for clashes.

Novgorod’s position as a trading hub linked it to diverse geopolitical interests. Merchants with connections to Western Europe via the Baltic were inclined to foster amicable relationships with Western dukes who could facilitate or hinder their trade endeavors. Conversely, those trading with Asia and maintaining connections with Constantinople had different priorities to safeguard, often leading to the emergence of three distinct factions within the city, each driven by its commercial interests. This division weakened the city's internal cohesion, making it more susceptible to manipulation by ambitious local rulers.
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