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This mid-fifteenth-century icon shows the bat-
tle between Novgorod and Vladimir-Suzdal in 
1169. During this siege (lower register), the city 
of Novgorod was miraculously protected by 
holy icons and relics (middle register), which 
led to their subsequent intense veneration as 
protectors of the city (top register). 
© The State Tretyakov Gallery, Moscow
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EXPANSIVE & WELL-CONNECTED By Christian Raffensperger

The foundation of the kingdom of Rus is wrapped up in what histo-
rians like to call mythohistory. We have a great deal of information 
accumulated from archaeological investigations that points to a long-
established connection with Scandinavia. We know that Scandinavian 
traders plied the eastern European river systems looking for amber, 
furs, slaves, and eventually silver to take back to Baltic and North Sea 
markets. The silver came from the Abbasid Caliphate and passed up 
the Volga to the Bulgars and elsewhere, thus drawing the Scandinavi-
ans – called Varangians in the sources – down those river pathways.

THE MEDIEVAL KINGDOM OF  
KYIVAN RUS

D espite these early connections, 
the story of the founding of Rus 
is one written centuries after the 
fact as a way to aggrandize the 
then ruling family. The story is 

centred on the claim that the local tribes, living 
along the eastern European waterways, kicked 
out the Scandinavians who were taking tribute 
from them. But they were unable to rule them-
selves – “tribe rose against tribe” – thus they is-
sued an invitation: “Our land is great and rich, 
but there is no order in it. Come to rule and 
reign over us.” These new rulers were Scandi-
navians, a group called the Rus. 
	 The name Rus most likely comes via a 
Finnish word for ‘rowers’ (ruotsi), which was 

transmitted into Slavic as ‘Rusi’ and eventu-
ally to Rus (Русь). Thus, in this mythohistori-
cal narrative, Riurik became the first ruler of 
Rus and the ancestor of the ruling family – a 
ruling family who were not conquerors but 
were invited in to rule over a population who 
could not rule themselves. 
	 Oleg, a successor to Riurik, is credited 
with the actual creation of the kingdom of 
Rus as he expanded south from the Novgorod 
region to take the city of Kyiv, uniting what 
would become the two main poles of Rus. The 
Islamic silver was drying up at this time, and 
Oleg became more interested in the Dnieper 
River route to the Black Sea and to the Byz-
antine Empire. In the early tenth century, he 

Kyiv not Kiev
Most readers will have learned the capital 
of Ukraine as Kiev (pronounced Kee-ev). 
However, the Ukrainian spelling of Kyiv 
(pronounced Keev) is becoming much more 
common. The spelling Kiev is a holdover 
from the Russian Empire and the Soviet Un-
ion, and the Ukrainian government has used 
Kyiv since 1995. In 2012, the United Nations 
agreed to adopt Kyiv as the standard form for 
the name of the city. Since the 2014 Russian 
invasion of Crimea, it has gained increasing 

worldwide acceptance, especially in the last 
few months since the February 2022 Russian 
invasion of Ukraine. 
	 Kyiv is not the only name to reflect the 
differences between Russia and Ukraine. The 
Christianizer of Rus is known as Vladimir 
(like Putin) in Russia and Volodymyr (like 
Zelensky) in Ukraine. These linguistic chang-
es are not modern affectations but reflect the 
split between the Russian and Ukrainian lan-
guages that happened many centuries ago.

A sickle and 
plowshare from 
the ninth or tenth 
century, discovered 
in the Kursk region of 
Kyivan Rus.

© The State Historical  
Museum, Moscow

This double-sided gold pendant, 
dating to eleventh-century Kyiv, 
shows Saint Michael on one side 
and a medusa-like figure on the 
other. This object likely functioned 
as an amulet to ward off evil. 
© Shakko / Wikimedia Commons
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700 - 900
Arrival of Scandinavian 
travellers, traders, and 
settlers in Eastern Europe.

950s
Olga rules as regent of Rus 

and travels to Constantinople 
to meet with the emperor, as 

well as asking for a bishop and 
priests from the Germans.

882
Oleg, known as Helgi in Scandinavia, expands 
from his base in the north at Novgorod to con-
quer Kyiv, creating the basis for Rus.

907
Oleg leads an attack on 
Constantinople resulting in a 
positive trade treaty for Rus.

969 - 972
Sviatoslav, son of Olga, attempted to move the 
capital of Rus to the Balkans due to the wealth 
offered there – “gold, silks, wine, and various 
fruits from Greece, silver and horses from Hun-
gary and Bohemia, and from Rus furs, wax, 
honey and slaves.” The Byzantines fought him 
and he died before returning to Rus.

988/989
Volodimir converts to Christianity 

and marries Anna Porphyrogenita of 
Byzantium. Upon his return to Kyiv from 

Cherson, he herds the population into 
the Dnieper River to have them baptized, 

marking the Christianization of Rus.

1015
Two of Volodimir’s 

sons, Boris (Borys) and 
Gleb (Hlib), are killed 

at the bidding of their 
elder brother, or uncle, 
Sviatopolk. The broth-

ers become the first 
native saints of Rus.

1018 - 1054
Rule of Yaroslav the Wise, a 
period considered by some to 
be the golden age of Rus.

1042
Elisabeth, daughter of 
king Yaroslav, is mar-

ried to Harald Hardra-
da. Harald is often 

called “the last Viking” 
and was the brother of 

the Norwegian Saint 
Olaf, a mercenary in 

Byzantium, and even-
tually king of Norway in 

his own right.

1051
Anna, daughter of king Yaroslav, is 

married to Henry Capet, the ruler of 
France. Anna becomes regent for 
her son Philip after Henry’s death.

even led a successful assault on Con-
stantinople. This assault, which according 
to the Rusian sources led to the Byzantines 
considering Oleg to be an incarnation of Saint 
Demetrios because of his wisdom, resulted in 
a formal peace treaty and trade agreement 
between the two sides, one of the first formal 
entries of the Rus into wider sources.
	 Oleg’s own successor, Igor, was much 
less successful in this regard, as when he 
raided Constantinople, he lost. Though we 
have a treaty resulting from that campaign 
as well, it has clearly shifted to favour the 
Byzantines instead of the Rusians. Igor’s 

treaty does provide fascinating informa-
tion about Rus, such as merchants requir-
ing a seal from the ruler to travel to Con-
stantinople, as well as the presence of 

Christians within Rus. Igor’s death in 
945 led to the rule of his wife Olga, as 
regent for their minor son Sviatoslav, 

who himself later tried to shift the capi-
tal to the Danube River – an attempt that 

ultimately cost his life.

Conversion
Olga was very interested in Christianity and 
even had a priest, Gregory, in her entourage. 
With him and numerous merchants, she trav-
elled to Constantinople and met with the Byz-
antine emperor and his wife, eating with them 
and receiving a great many gifts. It is also pos-
sible that she received baptism there, though 
the Byzantine sources, which do record the 
visit, do not mention the baptism at all. 
	 The Rusian source, a much later one 
from the early twelfth century, does men-
tion her baptism, however, and records that 
she used her famous wiles (she was known 
as a ‘wise woman’) to outsmart the emperor. 
With that same cleverness, after returning 
home from Constantinople, she asked the 
German emperor, Otto I (r. 936–973), for a 
bishop and priests to Christianize her realm, 
and Otto duly sent them. Olga, aware of the 
political and religious importance of conver-
sion, was attempting to pit both neighbour-
ing empires against one another.

A ceremonial bracelet for the 
upper part of the arm showing 
the resurrection of Christ, now 

preserved in the Louvre Museum. 
This champlevé enamel on gilded 

copper object dates to ca. 1170 
and comes from the tomb of An-
drei I Bogoliubski of Vladimir-Su-

zdal (r. 1157–1174), who besieged 
Novgorod in 1169, as illustrated in 

the opening icon for this article. 
© Marie-Lan Nguyen / Wikimedia Commons

An eleventh-
century relief of 

two military saints on 
horseback — possibly Nestor 

and Demetrios — from the 
façade of the cathedral of Saint 

Michael in Kyiv.  
© Shakko / Wikimedia Commons
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1054 - 1087
The period of king Iziaslav’s 
rule in Rus, during which he is 
expelled twice, travelling with 
his wife and at least one son 
to Poland and the German 
Empire, while his son Iaropolk 
goes to meet with Pope 
Gregory VII in Rome.

1089
Evpraksia, daughter of 
king Vsevolod, is married 
to Emperor Henry IV of 
the German Empire. She 
will play a major role in the 
Investiture Controversy.

1125
King Mstislav begins his rule in 
Kyiv. He was also called Harald 
in Scandinavian sources due 
to his mother’s influence. She 
was Gytha, daughter of Harold 
Godwinson, the last Anglo-
Saxon king of England.

1146
The death of king Vsevolod 

Olgovich. This is a date 
some have used to end the 

unity of Kyivan Rus.

1150s and 1160s
Yaroslav Osmomysl 
(the eight-minded) ruled 
Galicia and became an 
important power-broker 
both in the south-west of 
Rus and for control of Kyiv 
in the Dnieper valley.

1204
The Fourth Crusade sacks 

Constantinople. This cre-
ates a ripple effect through-

out the Orthodox world.

1210s and 1220s
Battles for control over 
Galicia between Msti-
slav Mstislavich, Daniil 
Romanovich, Coloman 
of Hungary, and Leszek 

the White of Poland.

1222
Orthodox churches are 

closed in the Baltic, enhanc-
ing the split between Latin 
and Orthodox Christianity.

1238
The Mongols conquer the 
Rusian city of Riazan. This 
marks the beginning of the 

Mongol conquest of Rus.

1240
Alexander Nevsky fights Swed-

ish crusaders and gains his 
nickname. Kyiv is sacked by the 
Mongols. This is a popular date 

for the end of Kyivan Rus.

1242
Alexander Nevsky defeats 

the German crusaders at the 
famous ‘Battle on the Ice’.

1240s
The Mongol World Empire comes to 

include most of Rus.

	 However, it was not under Olga that Rus 
converted to Christianity. This occured under 
her grandson, a few decades later. There are 
multiple stories recorded in the Rusian sourc-
es for Volodimir’s conversion. They are all 
run together as if the chronicler did not know 
which to privilege and thus accepted them all. 
	 In the first, Volodimir calls together 
representatives of Judaism, Islam, and both 
Latin and Greek Christianity to quiz them 
on their religions. His famous quip that he 
cannot convert to Islam because “drink is 
the joy of the Rusians” comes from this 
account. After eliminating Judaism, the 
second story sees messengers sent to the 
various places of worship, and in Constan-
tinople, the Rusians “knew not whether 
they were on earth or in heaven” when they 
entered Hagia Sophia. A third story includes 
Volodimir’s blinding and the taking of the 
Byzantine Black Sea city of Cherson. 
	 All of these stories, when bundled to-
gether with other sources, lead to the modern 
scholarly narrative of the conversion. In that 
version, Volodimir provides military support to 
the Byzantine emperor Basil II (r. 976–1025), 
who faced internal revolts. In exchange, Vo-
lodimir demanded the hand of Basil’s sister, 
Anna Porphyrogenita, who had been courted 
by both German and French rulers. 
	 Basil agreed to Volodimir’s terms, with 
the stipulation that he convert to Christianity. 
To get his bride, Volodimir ended up having 
to take Cherson hostage, but eventually the 
two were married in that city and Volodimir 
converted. Upon their return to Kyiv, he ush-
ered the population into the Dnieper and 
priests from Cherson, as well as those with 
Anna, pronounced them baptized. Thus was 
the kingdom of Rus Christianized; the erec-
tion of churches and education of the masses 
began from that point onward.

Marriages throughout Europe
The marriage of Volodimir and Anna Por-
phyrogenita was the first, but certainly not 
the last of the major royal marriages of the 
Rusian royal family and other elites from 
throughout Europe. For the next hundred 
years, the members of the ruling family al-
most always found marriage with foreign 
royal partners, and it is only really in the 
twelfth century that marriages within Rus 
begin to occur with more frequency.
	 It is among the grandchildren of Volodimir 
– the children of Yaroslav the Wise and his 
wife Ingigerd, princess of Sweden – that we 
see some particular highlights of these dynas-
tic marriages. Their daughter Anna married 
Henry I, the king of France, in the middle of the 
eleventh century. This process involved French 
bishops traveling to Rus to negotiate the terms 
of the marriage, and her eventual procession 
and entry into Paris. Anna gave birth to the heir 
to the French throne, Philip, as well as intro-
duced that name into France. She also became 
regent for Philip after Henry’s death, and she 
even signed documents in Cyrillic 
script but using the Latin language 
– “Anna Regina” – Queen Anna.
	 Anna’s sister Elisabeth also 
made a high-profile marriage. 
She married Harald Hardrada 
(r. 1046–1066), often called the 
last Viking. In 1030, after the 
Battle of Stiklestad at which his 
brother Olaf, later Saint Olaf, 
died, Harald fled to Rus and be-
came part of the household of 
Yaroslav and Ingigerd, where he 
met Elisabeth. With no money 
or reputation, he left Rus to go 
to Byzantium, where he served in 
the Varangian Guard and campaigned in the 
Balkans and throughout the Mediterranean. 

This is a facsimile of the so-called 
Kyiv Missal, one of the oldest 
Church Slavonic manuscripts dat-
ing to the tenth century and written 
in Glagolitic script. The original 
is preserved in the Library of the 
Ukrainian Academy of Sciences, 
Kyiv, DA / P 328.
© Zde / Wikimedia Commons

A twelfth-century small icon of the 
Virgin Mary with her hands raised 
in an intercessory role. Such gilded 
silver portable icons were used in 
private devotion across the Eastern 
Christian cultural spheres through-
out the Middle Ages.
© The Walters Art Museum 
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	 Eventually, he returned to Rus, married 
Elisabeth, and went back to Scandinavia, 
where he took his place as king of Norway. 

Harald died in 1066, that momentous year, 
while invading England. He was defeated 
by Harold Godwinson, who later that 
summer lost his life and his kingdom to 
William the Bastard of Normandy. 

	 In an interesting connection, Harold 
Godwinson’s daughter, Gytha, ended up in 
Rus after her father’s death and married the 
Rusian prince Volodimir Monomakh (r. 1113–
1125), who would eventually become king of 
Rus. Their son, Mstislav, was called ‘Harald’ 
in Scandinavian sources as a tribute to his ma-
ternal grandfather, Harold Godwinson.
Mstislav/Harald and the Swedish princess he 
married, Christina, also married their children 
into European royalty. Two of their daugh-
ters, Malmfrid and Ingeborg, married into the 
Norwegian and Danish ruling houses, respec-
tively. Their marital lives were as intertwined 
as their natal lives, as they helped one another 
through the deaths of their spouses, and to gain 
advantages for their children, particularly for 
Ingeborg’s son Valdemar – a Latin version of 
her own grandfather’s name, Volodimir – who 
would eventually become king of Denmark.
	 The marriages discussed here are but the 
tip of the iceberg. The Rusian women who 
travelled abroad through these marriages took 
their language, culture, and home lives with 
them, including a loyalty to their natal family, 
making them not only brides but ambassadors 

for the kingdom of Rus.

Heyday of Kyivan Rus
In the eleventh century, Rus 
was the largest kingdom, by 
territory, in all of medieval Eu-
rope. It stretched from the Bal-
tic Sea in the north, near which 
was the famous trading entre-
pot of Novgorod, to the Black 
Sea in the south. Along the 
way, one travelled to major cit-
ies such as Smolensk, Cherni-
hiv, and finally Kyiv on the 
Dnieper River. In the east, the 
kingdom reached to the Oka 
River, a tributary of the Volga, 
where, in the twelfth century, 
Yuri Dolgoruky (Long-arm) 

and his son Andrei Bogolyubsky (God-Lover) 
created a new power centre in Vladimir-Su-
zdal. In the west, Rus bordered Hungary and 
Poland, with a major seat at Volodymyr in Vol-
hynia, the home to the Iziaslavich family of the 
ruling clan who had, understandably, the clos-
est ties with the rest of Europe.
	 Kyiv was indisputably the capital of the 
polity, and the ruler of Kyiv, despite bearing 
the same title as the other rulers, was the first 
among equals and considered to be the pater 
familias of the clan. A German chronicler of 
the early eleventh century noted that Kyiv was 
“the centre of that kingdom” where “there 
are more than four hundred churches, eight 
markets, and an unknown number of inhabit-
ants.” It is probable that Thietmar of Merse-
burg exaggerates, but he did have informants 
who had been in Kyiv. 
	 Kyiv was undeniably grand for the pe-
riod. It was erected on a series of hills jutting 
above the Dnieper River, with fortifications 
erected around the tops of the hills, and with 
gates allowing admittance from each of the 
main trading directions. There was the Gold-
en Gate, which had a chapel above the gate 
itself, and which managed trade to the south, 
and the Jewish Gate, which faced to the west 
and the road that went to Hungary. 
	 The Podol Gate faced the river and the 
long road to the riverbank down which one 
found the podol, or marketplace, itself – a 
sprawling wooden encampment of houses, 
each with its own courtyard, and a thriving 
marketplace where everything was sold and 
much was made, including jewellery, leather 
goods, and glass goods. Kyiv was the centre 
of not just north–south trade on the Dnieper, 
but east–west trade as well, with connec-
tions to the Caucasus and Central Asia.
	 Two of the most important ecclesiastical 
sites of Rus were also in Kyiv. One was the 
church of Saint Sophia – like the Golden Gate, 
this was an appropriation from Constantino-
ple, a way to bring a slice of the famous Hagia 
Sophia to the Dnieper. Similar churches dedi-
cated to holy wisdom were built elsewhere, 
such as in Novgorod in the north. 
	 The other main ecclesiastical site in Kyiv, 
or just outside, was the Kyivan Caves 
Monastery. This monastery was liter-
ally built around a system of caves 
dug out of the earth. Originally 

This icon of the Saints Boris and 
Gleb on horseback dates to ca. 1377 
and hails from the church dedicated 
to the two Rusian saints in Plotniki, 

Novgorod. The main figures and the 
setting are painted with tempera 

on wood, while the background is 
covered in a silver revetment.

© Public domain

A gold temple pendant, or kolti, 
with two sirens, dating to the turn of 
the twelfth century. Such cloisonné 

enamel objects adorned head-
dresses, especially those of women, 

in Byzantium and Rus. 
© Dumbarton Oaks, Byzantine Collection, Washington, DC

A bronze amulet pendant 

from Novgorod, dated to the 

eleventh or twelfth century.  

© Cherdyn Museum of the History of Faith

x
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founded by hermit monks, these un-
derground cells were connected, and 
aboveground structures were built 
during this period. These structures 
included massive stone churches 
and walls to enclose the monastery, 
turning it into a communal monastic 
establishment with a rule, or govern-
ing charter, brought from Byzantium. 
The monks of the Kyivan Caves mon-
astery were the holiest monks in Rus 
and were often chosen to be bishops 
throughout the kingdom, as well as 
advisors to the king.

	 One of the most maligned rulers of 
this golden age was Yaroslav and Ingigerd’s 
son Iziaslav. He was expelled twice from the 
rule of Kyiv, and twice he ventured elsewhere 
in Europe to find support. After his first expul-
sion, by the people of Kyiv, he found support 
with his wife’s kinsman, Bolesław II of Poland, 
who helped him return to the Kyivan throne. 

	 A few years later, however, Iziaslav’s 
own brothers usurped his throne and forced 
him to flee. This time, Iziaslav was more pre-
pared, and he fled with his wife, his son, 
and the Kyivan treasury. Unfortunately for 
Iziaslav, Bolesław II was less willing to help 
– though he did help himself to the treasury – 
and expelled Iziaslav and his family from Po-
land. Iziaslav and Gertrude, his wife, made 
their way to her maternal relatives in the Ger-
man Empire, where they arranged a meeting 
with Emperor Henry IV. 
	 Meanwhile, they sent their son Yaropolk, 
with his German wife Cunigunda, to see Pope 
Gregory VII. Playing both sides of the Investi-
ture Controversy (see side panel) against one 
another was a clever move and it resulted in 
both offering help, though it was the help of 
Pope Gregory that was more useful and result-
ed in Bolesław II changing his tune, returning 
the treasury, and helping, once again, to re-
turn Iziaslav to the throne of Kyiv. 

Evpraksia
In 1089, Evpraksia, “the daughter of the king 
of Rus,” married Henry IV, the emperor of the 
German Empire. This was not their first mar-
riage, but Evpraksia was still a young woman 
and this was a tremendous marker of her im-
portance in European politics. 

	Evpraksia’s marriage had been arranged 
by her father, King Vsevolod, and Henry 
IV. The purpose of the marriage was mul-
tiple, but one rationale for the union was 
to attempt to tie Rus and the German 
Empire closer together to give Henry’s 
new ecclesiastical plan leverage. 
	 Henry IV at the time was involved 
with the Investiture Controversy: a fight 
between him and the papacy over the 
right to name ecclesiastical officials. 

After Henry had been excommunicated 
by Pope Gregory VII, Henry created his 

own pope, Clement III, and then tried to 
get backing for Pope Clement throughout 
Europe. This was remarkably effective, and 
Henry hoped that Rus would also support 
his new pope. Unfortunately, this was not 
to be, and the Rusian metropolitan – the 

head of the Rusian Church – refused 
Clement’s overtures entirely. The ec-
clesiastical establishment in Rus, at 

least at the elite level, was tied to Byzantium in 
a way that the secular establishment was not.
	 Not long after her marriage to Henry IV, 
Evpraksia ended up taking the side of the pa-
pacy, which by this point was under Pope 
Urban II. This decision went against her own 
husband, and she began a speaking tour 
throughout Europe. She spoke to priests and 
bishops and told them, in a script written by 
the papacy, that her husband was a Nicolai-
tian, a reference to a biblical sect that com-
mitted various untoward sexual practices. 
The sight of this young woman talking about 
her own husband, and sexual practices, 
helped to sway the bishops to support Ur-
ban II. She even spoke at his 1095 Council 
of Piacenza; all of which helped him in his 
struggle against Henry IV.
	 By the early twelfth century, Evpraksia 
was back in Rus, and after Henry IV’s death, 
she entered a nunnery in 1106 and died in 
1109. At her death, a chapel was erected in 
her honor in the Kyivan Caves Monastery (the 
holiest monastery in Rus) and she was buried 
there. This was a singular honor for a royal 
woman, and it was a testament to the work 
she accomplished on behalf of Rus through-
out her life and throughout Europe.

A reconstruction of a Rusian 
princess wearing kolti, the lavish 

enamel-on-gold pendants that hung 
from a headdress and from a neck-

lace as adornments. 
© Julia Lillo

The opening illumination for the 
Gospel of Luke in the Ostromir 

Gospels. This is the oldest dated 
East Slavic manuscript, created for 

Ostromir of Novgorod ca. 1056.  
© The National Library of Russia, Saint Petersburg

This bronze and iron knife in a 

sheath dates to the thirteenth- or 

early fourteenth-century Rus.

© The State Hermitage Museum, Saint Petersburg

x
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	 The eleventh century was a momentous 
time in Rus as its rulers and people were con-
nected with the rest of the Christian European 
world and traded far beyond that as well. 
While this would last into the twelfth century, 
the thirteenth century would see dramatic 
changes for Rus and for medieval Europe.

Mongol invasion and crusades
The thirteenth century began with a mo-

mentous bang as the Fourth Crusade, 
originally intended for Egypt, was redi-
rected by its authors and the Venetians 

to sack the city of Constantinople. Con-
stantinople had been accumulating wealth 
since its foundation in the fourth century 
and thus was a ripe target, but it was also a 
Christian target, even if not subordinate to 
Rome. The sack of Constantinople in 1204 

helped to create a permanent breach in re-
lations between the Christianity of Rome 
and that of Constantinople, with ramifica-
tions for Christians throughout Europe.
	 One of the places that such ramifications 
were felt was in Rus. Initially, the 1204 at-
tack in Constantinople was treated as simply 
another war and recorded in the Novgorod 

Chronicle as such. But over the next two dec-
ades, as it became clear that the Latin Church 
had declared war not just on the specific Con-
stantinopolitan Church, but on all non-Latin 
churches, Rus came to feel the effects. 
	 This first became clear in 1222 when 
Pope Honorius III declared that all non-Latin 
churches should be closed in Latin lands. 
The decree took effect for Rusian churches in 
1224 when the crusaders in Livonia took the 
city of Iurev (Dorpat, Tartu) and closed the 
Rusian churches there. Furthermore, the pa-
pal legate William of Sabina authorized his 
priests and monks to attempt to convert Ru-
sians, signifying that they were not already 
Christian. These actions provoked a 
negative response among the Rusian 
rulers, leading Yaroslav of Novgorod 
to attack the city of Iurev in 1234.
	 These conflicts between the 
Latin Church and their crusaders 
and the Rusian rulers in the north-
west began heating up at the same 
time that a new threat to Rus ar-
rived on the steppe to the south and 
east – the Mongols. The Mongols 
first reached Rus in the 1220s, but 

In the mid-thirteenth century, a 
young boy named Onfim drew a 
picture of himself riding a horse and 
attacking an enemy on this piece 
of birch bark. He also copied out 
the first half of the alphabet in the 
upper right corner. 
© V. L. Ianin / Gramoty.ru

A modern reconstruction of one 
of the gates of Kyiv. It is called the 
Golden Gate after the famous gate in 
Constantinople with the same name. 
© George Chernilevsky / Wikimedia Commons
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after a brief battle on the Kalka, which the 
Mongols won handily, they retreated to the 
eastern steppe and the Rusians treated them 
as just another nomadic group. 
	 However, when the Mongols returned 
in the mid-1230s, it was clear that they 
were something else entirely. One way they 
made this felt was through their siege tactics, 
which took the city of Riazan in the winter 
of 1235–1236 using siege weaponry and 
scaling ladders, as well as infantry forces ap-
propriated during their campaigns in China 
and Central Asia. The sack of Riazan was 
memorialized by a Rusian monk a few years 
later. In it, the monk focuses the attention 
of the reader, or hearer, on the savagery of 
the Mongols, called Tatars in the text; they 
attacked women, children, priests, and 
monks. They defiled holy altars and killed 
princesses. The text is filled with pathos 
attempting to influence the reader against 
these new attackers.
	      After Riazan, the Mongols attacked the 
cities of north-eastern Rus such as Vladimir 
and Suzdal, before making their way toward 
Novgorod, though not attacking it, and then 
heading south to sack Kyiv in 1240. The 
Mongol sack of Kyiv is often considered to 
be the endpoint of Kyivan Rus, though the 
city and Rus did survive and were largely in-
corporated into the Mongol World Empire.

	 Why then was Novgorod not sacked? 
Some people point to the actions of Alexan-
der ‘Nevsky’, who was the ruler of Novgorod 
at this time. In the Life of Alexander Nevsky, 
parts of which were written by a contempo-
rary and parts added later, it is said that Al-
exander was honoured by the Mongols and 
that he chose to fight the Latin crusaders, 
where he earned the epithet ‘Nevsky’. From 
a logistical standpoint it makes sense – the 
Latin crusaders wanted the land, taxes, and 
to convert the populace, while the Mongols 
wanted taxes and craftsmen. Nevertheless, 
this has created a complex view of Alexan-
der among historians, even if he is a saint in 
the modern Orthodox Church.
	 The kingdom of Rus was part of the ex-
panse of medieval Europe. Its princesses be-
came ruling queens of France, Hungary, Po-
land, Norway, and the German Empire. Rus 
was part of the political warp and weft of the 
continent, including religious ties with both 
Constantinople and Rome, as well as with the 
German lands. All in all, Kyivan Rus was part 
and parcel of medieval Europe. MW
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This thirteenth-century tempera-
on-wood icon of the Virgin Orans 

shows a standing Virgin Mary with 
the Christ Child in an interces-

sory role, and two archangels in the 
roundels above. The gold leaf used 

in the highlights of the garments and 
the white haloes of the figures are 

distinctive features of this icon.
© The State Tretyakov Gallery, Moscow

Several miniatures in pen and ink 
from the Radziwiłł Chronicle. Cre-

ated in the late fifteenth century, 
this book details the history of Kyi-

van Rus from the fifth to the early 
thirteenth centuries. Volodimir’s 
baptism ca. 988 is shown in the 

lower right image.
© Library of the Russian Academy of Sciences, Saint 

Petersburg, inv. 34.5.30

An intricately designed forged iron 

object used for striking fire. It 

dates to twelfth-century Rus.

© The State Hermitage Museum, Saint Petersburg
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