
Writing, Society and Culture in
Early Rus, c. 950–1300

This book provides a thorough survey and innovative analysis of the
emergence and functions of written culture in Rus (covering roughly
the modern East Slav lands of European Russia, Ukraine and Belarus).
Part I introduces the full range of types of writing: the scripts and lan-
guages, the materials, the social and physical contexts, ranging from
builders’ scratches on bricks through to luxurious parchment manu-
scripts. Part II presents a series of thematic studies of the ‘sociocultural
dynamics’ of writing, in order to reveal and explain distinctive features
in the Rus assimilation of the technology. The comparative approach
means that the book may also serve as a case-study for those with a
broader interest either inmedieval uses of writing or in the social and cul-
tural history of information technologies. Overall, the impressive schol-
arship and idiosyncratic wit of this volume commend it to students and
specialists in Russian history and literature alike.

             is Reader in Slavonic Studies at the University of
Cambridge and a Fellow of Clare College, Cambridge. His publications
include many scholarly articles on Russian and East European history,
literature and culture, and Sermons and Rhetoric in Kievan Rus ′ (1991)
and (with Jonathan Shepard) The Emergence of Rus 750–1200 (1996).
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‘My gracious!’ said Taffy, ‘what a lot of noise-pictures we’ve made –
carp-mouth, carp-tail, and egg! Now, make another noise, Daddy.’
‘Ssh!’ said her Daddy, and frowned to himself, but Taffy was too

incited to notice.
‘That’s quite easy,’ she said, scratching on the bark.
‘Eh, what?’ said her Daddy. ‘I meant I was thinking, and didn’t want

to be disturbed.’
‘It’s a noise just the same. It’s the noise a snake makes, Daddy, when

it is thinking and doesn’t want to be disturbed. Let’s make the ssh-noise
a snake. Will this do?’ . . .
‘Taffy dear, I’ve a notion your Daddy’s daughter has hit upon the

finest thing that there ever was since the Tribe of Tegumai took to using
shark’s teeth instead of flints for their spear-heads. I believe we’ve found
out the biggest secret of the world.’

Kipling, ‘How the Alphabet was Made’
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Note on transliteration, citation
and terminology

It is hard, and not always appropriate, to be consistent in the transliter-
ation of proper names. Consistency might demand, for example, either
Konstantinos Porphyrogennetos or Constantinus Porphyrogenitus. Esta-
blished convention turns Konstantinos/Constantinus into Constantine,
and combines his anglicised name either with the Greek (Porphyrogen-
netos) or more commonly with the notional Latin (Porphyrogenitus)
form of his soubriquet. Little is gained by banning such hybrids for the
sake of linguistic purism. In the present book Greek names are mostly
transliterated from their Greek forms, except where – as in the case of
Constantine – anglicised versions are long established.
However, names of people active in an East Slav context are given in

Slavonised form: hence, for example, Ilarion rather thanHilarion, Andrei
rather than Andrew, Georgii (or Iurii) rather than George. This leads to
some anomalies. A Byzantine churchman calledKonstantinos would nor-
mally be rendered here as Constantine; but the same churchman working
in Rus becomes Konstantin. The missionaries who rendered the Scrip-
tures into Slavonic are Cyril (rather than Kyrillos) and Methodios, but
a twelfth-century bishop of Turov is Kirill. The obvious solution might
seem to be to standardize all forms. But the obvious solution is in fact
even more problematic, especially when extended to the mass of local
forms found in, for example, graffiti or in birch-bark documents: should
the ‘Ivanko’ of an inscription and the ‘Ioann’ who was head of the Kievan
Church both be turned into ‘John’? In general I have preferred to preserve
the variety of local forms of names; unless the local sources give several
versions of the name of the same person, in which case one simply has
to choose. Thus the prince of Kiev at the turn of the eleventh century
generally appears as Volodimer in later chronicles, reflecting East Slav
vernacular pronunciation, but as Vladimir on contemporary coins, re-
flecting the Church Slavonic, bookish form. The former also happens to
be closer to modern Ukrainian and the latter to modern Russian. There
is no ‘correct’ choice.

xi
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xii Note on transliteration, citation and terminology

Slavonic words are transliterated according to the ‘modified’ Library
of Congress system, without diacritics. Early vocabulary is transliterated
in modernised form, except in a very few cases where specific features
of the early form are relevant to the argument. ‘Soft signs’ (or reduced
vowels, in early texts) are indicated (′) where a word is transliterated as a
Slavonic form (e.g. in titles of books or articles cited in the footnotes),
but not where the word occurs as part of the ordinary English text.
The word ‘Rus’ itself has a long and controversial history with regard

to its meanings and usage in the medieval sources, in modern Slav histo-
riography, and in English. In this book Rus has five meanings: (i) pre-
dominantly Scandinavian traders who explored the river-roads of Eastern
Europe from the eighth century; (ii) the ruling dynasty and their retinues,
of Scandinavian origin, who settled among and became linguistically assi-
milated to the local Slav population, for the most part by the late-tenth
century; (iii) by extension, the lands over which the dynasty exercised
authority; (iv) by further extension, the inhabitants of those lands; and
(v) as an adjective relating to any or all of the above. Rather than devise a
consistent sub-set of terms, I hope that the relevant connotations in each
case will be clear from the context.
For ease of reference, when quoting from Rus sources I make fairly

extensive use of the texts printed in the series Biblioteka literatury Drevnei
Rusi, unless the context requires reference to an edition with a critical ap-
paratus. English translations are mostly my own, although where possible
I also provide references to published translations.
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AION: Annali dell’Istituto universitario Orientale di
Napoli

APDR I–III: V. L. Ianin, Aktovye pechati Drevnei Rusi
ASSSR SAI: Arkheologiia SSSR. Svod

arkheologicheskikh istochnikov
BLDR: Biblioteka literatury Drevnei Rusi
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Chronicle:
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(continued as DGVEMI )

DGVEMI: Drevneishie gosudarstva Vostochnoi Evropy:
materialy i issledovaniia (continuation of
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DOP: Dumbarton Oaks Papers
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and Rhetoric:
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GVNP: S. N. Valk, Gramoty velikogo Novgoroda i
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Heppell, Paterik: M. Heppell, The ‘Paterik’ of the Kievan
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Hollingsworth,
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P. Hollingsworth, The Hagiography of
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HUS: Harvard Ukrainian Studies
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Rus′:
Daniel H. Kaiser (transl.), The Laws of
Rus′ – Tenth to Fifteenth Centuries

KSIA: Kratkie soobshcheniia Instituta arkheologii
LUB: Liv-, esth- und curländisches Urkundenbuch,

ed. F. G. von Bunge
NGB: Novgorodskie gramoty na bereste, ed. A. V.

Artsikhovskii et al.
NPL: A. N. Nasonov (ed.), Novgorodskaia pervaia

letopis′

OCA: Orientalia christiana analecta
ODB: The Oxford Dictionary of Byzantium
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Imperatorskoi Akademii nauk
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XI–XIV vekov
REB: Revue des études byzantines
RES: Revue des études slaves
RIB: Russkaia istoricheskaia biblioteka
SA: Sovetskaia arkheologiia (continued as RA)
SDRIaz (XI–XIV vv.): Slovar′ drevnerusskogo iazyka (XI–XIV vv.)
SG: R. I. Avanesov (ed.), Smolenskie gramoty

XIII–XIV vekov
SK: Svodnyi katalog slaviano-russkikh

rukopisnykh knig, khraniashchikhsia v SSSR.
XI–XIII vv.

SKKDR: Slovar′ knizhnikov i knizhnosti Drevnei Rusi
Smirnov, Materialy: S. Smirnov, Materialy dlia istorii
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drevnerusskogo iazyka
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