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Introduction

In the wake of one of Russia’s most turbulent upheavals, the Decembrist Revolt of 1825, the poet Fedor Tyutchev wrote:


… Bless’d is he who visited this world1

In its moments of unruly destiny!

For he was summoned by the gods

To partake in their revels;

A witness to their mighty deeds,

Admitted to their inmost thoughts,

He drinks immortal life

From heaven’s very chalice!



On the morning of Monday 19 August 1991 I felt I knew what he meant.

As BBC Television’s Moscow Correspondent for the preceding three years, I had sensed something was in the offing, but the news that woke me that morning took my breath away. State radio and television were broadcasting Neanderthal Communist propaganda that hadn’t been heard in Moscow for several years, accusing Soviet president Mikhail Gorbachev’s reformist regime of undermining the Soviet Union and exercising power in the service of ‘interests hostile to the Soviet people2’. It was time, said the announcer, ‘to restore the pride and might of the USSR’. The broadcast concluded: ‘For reasons of ill health, Mikhail Gorbachev is unable to continue his duties … a State Emergency committee has taken over.’

A hardline coup against the reforming Soviet president Gorbachev was under way. I remember speeding through the streets and seeing columns of tanks descending the broad avenues towards the Kremlin. They had been sent by the men who had put Gorbachev under arrest and were now running the country. It was an unsettling scene.

But in the days that followed ordinary Russians stood in the way of the tanks; some of them were shot or crushed to death for their determination to defend democracy. I was there when the Russian president Boris Yeltsin, liberalism’s last champion now Gorbachev was in captivity, climbed on the back of a tank to dramatise his defiance of the coup. For two days and nights, Yeltsin waited in the Russian White House for the attack to begin. The dramatic events of those August days resolved the confrontation between the forces of reform and hardline autocracy in the Soviet Union. In the face of vociferous public opposition, the hardliners lost their nerve, the coup collapsed and its leaders were arrested.

I was convinced – and said in my reports – that the downfall of the Communist dinosaurs who had mounted the coup, together with the dissolution of the Communist Party after 70 years in power, meant that autocracy was dead in Russia, that centuries of repression would be thrown off and replaced with freedom and democracy. But I was wrong. For the next decade, Russia tried to turn itself into a Western-style market democracy but slid instead into runaway inflation, ethnic violence and chaos. The following years, from 2000 onwards, saw that process largely reversed. The country became stable and relatively prosperous, but democracy and freedom again took second place to the demands of the state. The spectre of autocracy was again haunting Russia.

Back in 1991, I should probably have known better. In the grip of Moscow’s euphoria, I’d forgotten the lesson of history that in Russia attempts at reform are followed by a return to autocracy – unchecked power concentrated in the hands of a single unaccountable authority. It had happened so often in the past that it was improbable things would be different this time.

It was one thing for me to be wrong, but much more serious was the fact that the leaders of Europe and America were wrong too. They sent clever economists from Harvard to oversee Russia’s transition to the market, rejoiced at the defeat of Communism and assumed the problem was solved: from now on, they triumphantly declared, Russia would be like us. If only the West had learned the lessons of history, it might have avoided some of the terrible mistakes it was about to make, mistakes that would darken East–West relations, squander billions of dollars and contribute indirectly to the failure of Russia’s liberal experiment.

If we want to understand the processes at work in the last two decades, we need a proper awareness of Russia’s thousand-year history. Russia has never really been ‘like us’, if by that we mean a liberal, market-oriented democracy where the wielders of power are there at the sufferance of the people and can be replaced through a law-governed process.fn1 The Russian model, with the exception of brief, recurrent periods of radical experimentation, has always been the opposite: autocracy places the wielders of power above the law; they rule by divine right, or ‘by the dictatorship of the people’, but almost always by brute force.

Those who regard Russia as a proto-European nation miss the point. Russia looks both ways: to the democratic, law-governed traditions of the West, but at the same time – and with more of this inherited DNA in her make-up – to the Asiatic forms of governance she imbibed in the early years of her history, what Russians refer to as the silnaya ruka, the iron fist of centralised power.fn2

There is a school of Russian history, labelled path determinism, which says Russia is forever bound to be ruled by the fist of autocracy; that it’s in her nature, and Western-style democracy will never work for her. It was a view commonly held by British and American conservatives during the Cold War years and has recently enjoyed a resurgence. That diagnosis is perhaps too categorical, too redolent of the discredited ‘historical inevitability’ of Hegel and Marx. But I can’t help noticing how often it has been articulated over the course of Russian history. From the earliest rulers, Rurik and Oleg, to Ivan the Terrible and Peter the Great, the argument was advanced that Russia was too big and too disorderly ever to be suited to devolved power; only the silnaya ruka of centralised autocracy could hold together her centripetal empire and maintain order among her disparate people. The same rationale would be used by the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century tsars, by the Communist regime in the twentieth century and – mutatis mutandis – by Vladimir Putin in the twenty-first.

Winston Churchill’s exasperated quip about ‘a riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma’ set the tone for a lazy Western assumption that Russians are too complex even to try to understand. But if we can grasp Russia’s history, we can uncover the roots of her sometimes puzzling behaviour. She is a jarring combination of East and West that would trouble her artists, writers, politicians and thinkers for many centuries.

The poet Alexander Blok’s agonised questions ‘Are we Scythians? – are we Asiatics?’ speak of a Russia striving to protect Western cultural values, but rejected by Europe because of her barbarian Eastern nature:


Oh, yes – we are Scythians4! Yes – we are Asiatics,

With slanting, rapacious eyes!

… Like obedient slaves,

We held up a shield between two enemy races –

The Mongols and Europe!

Rejoicing, grieving, and drenched in blood,

Russia is a sphinx that gazes at you

With hatred and with love.

We can recall the streets of Paris

And shady Venice,

The aroma of lemon groves

And the hazy monuments of Cologne.

… But now through the woods and thickets

We’ll stand aside

Before the comeliness of Europe –

And turn on you with our Asiatic faces …



The historical intermingling of East and West is made flesh in the Eurasian faces of many Russians. (Look at photographs of Vladimir Lenin, for example, and you can see something of the East in his narrow eyes.) The question of whether Russia should be ‘European’, or whether she should embrace her ‘Asiatic’ heritage, including the autocratic system of governance acquired from the Mongols, is deeply felt. And the sense that Russia is in Europe but not of it endures today. The Kremlin wavers between authoritarian repression of political opposition and a lingering desire to convince the West that it respects human rights.

My aim in this book has been to put the events I witnessed in 1991 into their historical context, to highlight the previous turning points in Russia’s history, those ‘moments of unruly destiny’ when she could have gone either way – down the path of reform that might have made her a liberal democracy, or down the continuing path of autocracy, at times totalitarian, repressive and dictatorial.

I have not sought to make value judgements. I did not automatically assume that one path was better or more suited to the Russian condition. But I wanted to know why one path was taken and the other not, to weigh up what would have been needed to send this mighty nation down a totally different route, and to judge how close she came to doing so. Instead of today’s renascent authoritarianism, could Russia have become a Western market democracy like ours?
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Part One



KIEV AND PROTO-DEMOCRACY

[image: Map of Kievan Rus showing the core territory, areas of expansion, and neighboring regions using solid and hatched shading. Major rivers, including the Dnieper, Don, and Volga, and cities such as Kiev and Novgorod are labeled. A legend identifies the territorial categories.]



CHAPTER ONE

I arrived in Novgorod before sunrise. I had slept for the first five hours of the overnight sleeper as it travelled north on the high-speed tracks of the Moscow–Petersburg mainline. But as soon as it turned off onto the Novgorod spur, the vibrations from the under-maintained branch line had shaken me awake. I was dressed long before the dezhurnaya arrived with my cup of black Russian tea. At 6 a.m. I walked out of Novgorod station into the crisp morning air.

The town was sleeping, so I asked the driver to take me to the far side of the Volkhov River. The city’s ancient trading district, the Yaroslavovo Dvorische, where generations of merchants had bartered then gathered to pray in the white-walled, blue-domed church, was silent and cold. My breath rose in the darkness. Across the water, the full moon floated above the walls of the Novgorod kremlin in one of Europe’s most perfect, unspoiled vistas – red medieval battlements planted on green riverbanks and, rising above them, the high golden dome of St Sophia’s Cathedral.

In the middle of the ninth century, before the name Russia had ever been spoken, Novgorod was a staging post on the trade route from the Baltic Sea in the north to the Byzantine Empire in the south. The area was populated by Slavic tribes, who vied for supremacy. But, just as fratricidal war seemed inevitable, the tribal leaders sought a negotiated settlement. In an era dominated by military aggression, it was a remarkable event.

‘There was no law among them1,’ the Russian Primary Chronicle tells us, ‘and tribe rose against tribe. Discord ensued and they began to make war, one against the other. But they said unto themselves, “Let us seek a prince who may rule over us, and judge us according to the law.”’ The chronicler’s record of events in ninth-century Novgorod gives an early hint of the conciliatory, law-based character the city would display in the centuries to come. Instead of civil war, the population chose to unite under the leadership of a neutral ruler summoned from outside:


So they went overseas2 to the Vikings who were known as the Rus, just as others were called Swedes and Normans and Angles, for thus were they named. The tribes of the Slavs and others said unto the Rus, ‘Our land is great and rich, but there is no order in it. Come reign as princes. Rule over us.’ Three brothers were selected and the oldest, Rurik of Rus, located himself in Novgorod. From him, the Russian land – Rus – received its name.



It is a great story. Russians were brought up on it. But as so often in Russian history, there’s disagreement over the details. The Primary Chronicle is the only source for the arrival of Prince Rurik and, indeed, for the whole period. It is part of a series of chronicles that were written considerably later by a succession of monks and, while they are evocative and poetic, their reliability is questionable. Rurik may have been real, or he may have been a mythical figure, possibly a composite of the Viking princes who went on to rule the Russian lands.

But Russian history is never just about the facts. Real history intertwines with romanticised history to form the myths that have shaped national identity. Like the rest of us, Russians have a pretty sketchy knowledge of their own past; even highly educated friends of mine struggle to name many key dates. But one they do all know is 862, the date Rurik allegedly arrived here to found the Rus-ian nation.fn1

Seven a.m. struck on the Novgorod clocks.

I could see the kremlin was stirring into life, so I took the footbridge over the river and strolled up the path to its tall wooden gates. Inside the walls, an immaculate ensemble of historic structures encircles the splendid eleventh-century cathedral, and in the centre of a grassy lawn is Novgorod’s Millennium Monument. Erected in 1862, another time of great change for Russia (see pp. 144–6), it is dominated by the bronze statue of a knight in armour with a Nordic-style helmet and the date 862. For centuries, schoolchildren have learned that this was what Rurik the Viking looked like. My unscientific poll of passers-by revealed that all those willing to talk believed that his arrival in Novgorod was the moment their nation was born.

‘I think that Rurik3 is a very important person in our history. He is the founder of the first Russian dynasty, the first monarchy of the tsars,’ said Svetlana, a languages student. ‘Yes, of course he was a very important figure, because he was the one who united the country, who was the founder of our country,’ agreed Alexei. ‘There were just some tribes before him, but after him there was a country!’ Masha went further: ‘Rurik created our state, our Russia. He laid the foundations of our whole system … He was the first of the dynasty that ruled in Rus for a long time. So he’s not just a ruler, he’s a symbol for us.’

Such claims are a perfect example of romantic history getting ahead of the facts. By no stretch of the imagination could the lands ruled by Rurik (if he existed) and his heirs be said to resemble a nation or a state. They remained little more than one grouping of clans among many, and they would stay that way for several centuries to come. But, fact or fiction, the invitation to Rurik to rule over the warring tribes with a silnaya ruka hints at a craving for strong centralised power to bring order and unity to a turbulent land. It’s a mindset that over the centuries would become ingrained in the Russian psyche. The very word for ‘state’, gosudarstvo, has different connotations from its English equivalent: it suggests not an impartial, representative government run by consent, with guaranteed rights and the rule of law, but something closer to a kingdom – literally, a ‘lord-dom’, dependent solely on the whim of its autocratic ruler. And it can be argued that it was this mindset that did, many years later, result in the birth of Russia.

As early as 862, we can already discern in embryo two tendencies that would compete for dominance over the next 11 centuries: on the one hand, the yearning for order through autocracy; on the other, the consultation and voluntary submission to a selected ruler and an impulse towards participatory compromise, a whiff of the democratic ethos that was to find expression in a quite astounding form in the Novgorod (but not Moscow) of later years.

As the only record of the times is contained in the ancient Chronicles, I travelled to the Russian National Library in St Petersburg, where the earliest surviving copies are now kept. I found the place had changed little from when I first went there as a student 30 years earlier, but this was the first time I had been given access to these precious documents normally kept under lock and key. The Chronicles are the life’s work of usually anonymous monks, one after another down the centuries, toiling in their silent candlelit cells to inscribe the history of their land. A librarian in white gloves showed me pages of illuminated manuscript from the Novgorod Chronicle, another of the prized sources of information that, together with the Primary Chronicle, make up our knowledge of the early years.

I read how the Viking incomers, Varangians as the chronicler calls them, stayed and ruled and intermarried with the Slavs. Rurik’s descendants adopted Russian names – I found Olegs, Igors, Sviatoslavs – but they evidently didn’t lose the Viking penchant for military conquest. On Rus’s southern border lay the Byzantine Empire, Greek-speaking and Christian, with its capital in Constantinople, today’s Istanbul. The chronicler says two of Rurik’s men, Askold and Dir, led an expedition to lay siege to the city and ‘upon arriving in the Bosporus strait4, the Rus killed many Christians’.

In a later section of the manuscript, I saw exactly why the Rus acquired such a reputation for great ferocity. ‘Of the prisoners they captured5,’ it reads, ‘some they beheaded, some they tortured, some they shot and still others they drowned in the sea.’ In a throwaway remark, it concludes that, ‘The Rus inflicted many woes upon the Greeks in the usual manner of their soldiers.’

But, according to the chronicler, the pagan Rus failed to reckon with the one force that could deprive them of victory:


For lo, the Byzantine Emperor prayed6 all night at the Church of the Holy Virgin, sang hymns and carried the sacred vestment of the Virgin and dipped its hem into the sea. The weather had been still and the sea calm, but suddenly a windstorm arose and great waves scattered the boats of the pagan Rus. The storm dashed them upon the shore and broke them in pieces. Very few of them escaped the destruction.



By the late ninth century, two leitmotifs of Russian history were beginning to emerge – the tendency towards autocracy, and the urge for aggressive military expansionism. But the divinely aided defeat at Constantinople introduced a third. From initially trying to pillage Constantinople, the Rus-ians were exposed to its religion, and they were intrigued by it, an event that would ultimately have far-reaching implications.

A final consequence of Askold and Dir’s expedition from Novgorod to Byzantium was that it led them to discover en route the city that would soon become the capital of the Rus-ian lands:

They sailed along the Dnieper river7, and in the course of their journey they saw a small burg on a hill. They asked, ‘Whose town is this?’ The inhabitants answered, ‘There were three brothers, Kii, Shchek and Khoriv, who built this city, but they have since died. We who are their descendants dwell here and pay tribute to the tribe of the Khazars.’ Askold and Dir remained in this city, and after gathering together many Varangians, they established their dominion over the area …


That ‘small burg’ was Kiev, possibly taking its name from the above-mentioned Kii. And while the story of its foundation may have been as mythical as the legend of England’s King Alfred burning his cakes just a few years later, its strategic location on the Dnieper at the heart of the north–south trade routes persuaded the Rus-ians to make it their headquarters. In 882, Grand Prince Oleg, the heir of Rurik, seized the city and declared it would henceforth be his capital, an event that has inspired composers and writers down the centuries. Russian schoolchildren learn their classics by heart – their ability to recite screeds of great poetry puts us to shame – and Pushkin’s ‘Song of Oleg the Wise’ is one of the works they can recite with unnerving assurance:fn2

So then did Oleg the Wise ride out8,

At the head of his troops, on his charger true.

Oh warrior bold, honour and happiness wait on you!

… Forth Oleg rode with his Court and his friends,

High on the hill, where the river bank bends,

Where the rains on them beat, where the dust rises high,

Where ripples the sand when the storm passes by.

And recalling shared dangers of days long gone

They spoke of the battles they’d fought and won …


I have climbed ‘the hill where the river bank bends’ and it’s easy to see why Oleg the Wise chose Kiev. The Berestov Mount is now crowned with a towering Soviet memorial to the soldiers of the Second World War, but it’s not hard to imagine Oleg’s thoughts as he rode up it. Looking down on the wooded banks of the stately Dnieper, the site’s geographical advantages are clear: an easily defended location with good visibility on all sides, endless acres of fertile soil, forests to provide timber for houses and boats, and, most importantly, direct access to the Dnieper and its tributaries, which spread like a network of highways across the land.

For its first four centuries it was Kiev, now in Ukraine, and not Moscow that stood at the centre of the lands of Rus, and in many respects it was a golden age. Prince Oleg moved his court and retinue down from Novgorod. He fortified Kiev and sent military expeditions to neutralise the potentially dangerous nomadic tribes that surrounded it.

Then, in 911, Oleg set off9 with, according to later accounts, 80,000 men in 2,000 boats, to sail down the Dnieper and besiege Constantinople once again. This time the result was more successful. Terrified by the arrival of the Rus-ian hordes, the Greeks offered to negotiate. Oleg demanded the payment of tribute, not only to himself but to all the princes who had accompanied him, and to all their followers. When the Greeks meekly agreed, Oleg sealed his victory by nailing his shield to the wooden walls of the city. The impertinent Rus-ians agreed to leave only in return for an extremely favourable trade treaty, including a provision for Kievan merchants to reside in Constantinople for six months of every year.

Trade rather than conquest was almost certainly Oleg’s aim all along, and the treaty laid the foundations of Kiev’s future prosperity. From then on, a vast flotilla of Kievan boats sailed south every June, bearing furs and wax, honey and slaves, as a later Byzantine emperor recorded with a mixture of awe and bemusement:

In the month of June10 the Russians gather in their dugout boats, each hewn from a mighty tree trunk, to descend the river from Kiev. They must cross the seething cataracts where great rocks bar their way and the water wells up and dashes down with a mighty din. But the Russians disembark and carry their boats around the falls, taking up the goods they have brought with them and leading the slaves in chains for six miles until the rapids are passed. This is where the Pecheneg tribesmen come to attack them. So their voyage is fraught with travail and terror, difficulty and danger. At the island called St Gregory, the Russians perform their pagan ceremonies around a giant oak which they call sacred, sacrificing live cockerels and casting lots to see how best to appease their gods.


On the return journey, the Rus-ians would bring back manufactured goods, such as wine, silks, jewellery and glassware. It is a seemingly idyllic picture of an entrepreneurial nation trading peacefully with its neighbours. But there are hints of more disturbing aspects in their life: the attacks by the Pechenegs and other nomadic tribes were a constant danger for a state surrounded by the wild steppes, with no natural defences against hostile incursions; the slaves the Rus-ians brought to sell in Constantinople would most likely be prisoners captured in these skirmishes, and it’s safe to assume that equal numbers of Rus-ians were also captured or killed. Their exotic paganism, too, implies the threat of natural disaster and reliance on the bounty of nature, prompting the worship of sacred trees, and a compulsive need to placate the mysterious Dazhbog and Stribog, gods of sun and wind, and Perun, god of thunder. Rus-ian society existed in unsettled, potentially dangerous times but, remarkably, it survived and thrived.

With its merchants travelling the world and its warriors seeking out new territory to conquer, Kiev was at the origin of what would centuries later become the greatest contiguous empire on Earth, stretching from the Baltic Sea in the west, to the Pacific in the east, to oases of Central Asia in the south and the Arctic Ocean in the north. Today, even after the collapse of the Soviet Union, Russia still spans nine time zones and is home to a hundred nationalities speaking 150 languages.

But for most of its history, Russia has been an unwieldy giant threatened by invasion from abroad and divisions at home. From the very early days of Kievan Rus, the struggle for the unity of the Rus-ian lands and the forging of competing fiefdoms into a new single authority would be the most essential task if the state were to survive.




CHAPTER TWO

Russian history has long been the plaything of the propagandists. The tradition of rewriting the past to bolster current political priorities did not begin with Josef Stalin, but dates back to the very earliest times. The problem when sources are a millennium old is that checking their integrity isn’t easy.

The only source available for the earliest years of Russian history is the Primary Chronicle and it was produced centuries after some of the events it describes. ‘This is the tale of bygone years1 (the Povest’ Vremmenykh Let),’ it says, ‘the tale of the origins of the Russian land, of who first ruled in Kiev and from which origins the Russian land had its beginning.’ But if I was going to trust the Primary Chronicle, I wanted to find out a bit more about its shadowy author. The identity of most of the ancient chroniclers has been lost in the mists of time. For even the chief among them, our knowledge is limited to a title, some approximate dates and a place of work …

I arrived at the Monastery of the Caves in Kiev with little more than a name, Nestor the Chronicler, but the old lady at the gate was unfazed. ‘Nestor,’ she said. ‘Yes, he’s in the Near Caves, the Blizhnie Pechery. Go past the cathedral, take the road down the side of the hill and you’ll see a white building. Ask again when you get there.’ Considering that Nestor died in 1114, people around here seemed remarkably familiar with him. I walked through the monastery grounds, past a collection of golden-domed churches dominated by an ornate eighteenth-century bell tower and down a steeply descending path. The Monastery of the Caves has been one of the holiest places of Eastern Orthodoxy since it was founded over a thousand years ago. Back then it really was just a cave – or a series of caves – that Greek Byzantine monks had colonised in the hope of bringing Christianity to their pagan neighbours. Over the centuries it has expanded into an architectural ensemble that has recently been named a UNESCO World Heritage Site.

At the designated white building I was ushered into a small doorway leading down some steps and into what looked like a narrow tunnel. Just before I entered, another old lady said, ‘Here. You’ll need this,’ and thrust a lighted wax candle into my hand. She was right. At the bottom of the steps I found myself in a rabbit warren of tunnels, just wide enough for my shoulders to scrape the wall on either side, and high enough for me to feel a constant urge to duck. There was no light of any sort and the tunnels were deathly silent. The realisation that the guttering wax taper in my hand was the only means of finding my way was worrying. I advanced with tentative steps. From time to time I came to lateral tunnels in which similar flickering candles, held by invisible hands, were advancing and retreating. I had noticed stone niches carved into the walls and bent down to glance inside one. Within a glass-topped coffin lay the body of a monk draped in a green satin cloth with a mummified hand protruding from it. Every few yards another niche revealed another glass-topped coffin, another dead monk. I was just getting used to the strangeness of it all when a flicker of light swept towards me, lighting up the cave walls. Somewhere behind the light a low voice mumbled over and over ‘Gospodi pomilui, gospodi pomilui! Gospodi I vladyko zhivota moego …’ (‘Lord have mercy! Lord God and master of my life …’) and I made out the figure of a diminutive old lady, bent nearly double yet constantly bowing lower. In her hand was a cloth with which she rushed from one niche to another, wiping the coffin tops, then reverentially kissing the glass that covered the holy relics. As fast as she had appeared, she disappeared off down the corridor. Just as suddenly, another light rushed up, another hectic mumbled prayer, another old woman bending, bowing, kissing. The spectacle of fervent Christian devotion was shockingly unfamiliar to my blasé Anglican eyes. There was something medieval about it, a sort of living relic of the time when these caves had first been occupied.

At an intersection of four tunnels I found an Orthodox priest and asked him where I could find Nestor the Chronicler. He nodded down one of the corridors: ‘Nestor is at the end, on the left.’

I found the man I had come here to see and peered into his coffin. His remains differed little from those of all the other monks – 123 of them – preserved in the eternal gloom of the Near Caves. But it was quite something to see at first hand the man to whom we owe our knowledge of the most mysterious periods of Russian history. Without his record, fragmentary and tendentious as it is, we would indeed be in the dark. We will never know the personal history of Nestor, his experiences, emotions and motivations. But I had the feeling that my visit had brought me closer to his spirit and to the spirit of the times he lived in. Most dramatically, it had put me in contact with the intense, anxious fanaticism that had marked the Christianity of those centuries, when offering the right prayers, atonements and bows were matters of life and death – when the wrong words or obeisances could bring eternal damnation.

Hurrying a little too quickly, I managed to extinguish my candle. With a slight feeling of panic, I latched on to one of the mumbling women and followed her closely in the hope that she was heading out. Thankfully, she was.

It was in such an atmosphere of Christian piety, apocalyptic fear and national claustrophobia that Nestor wrote, or at least compiled the text of the Chronicle. He was working 200 years after the arrival of Rurik at a time when Kievan Rus had expanded considerably. Through a mixture of trade and military aggression, its territories now stretched to the Black Sea in the south, the Volga in the east and the kingdoms of Poland and Lithuania in the west. But the Rus-ian lands were still an uneasy confederation of Slavic tribes, tenuously held together by the descendants of the first Viking overlords. Rus was divided, fearful and surrounded by enemies. Its survival was far from certain. To exist at all, it had to unite.

And this is where the element of propaganda creeps into the Primary Chronicle. Nestor and the other monks working on it knew their interests were inextricably linked with the interests of the princes of Rus. Christianity was still vying with the old pagan gods – with sacred oak trees and the spirits of earth, wind and thunder. So there is a real sense that the Chronicle’s version of history has been shaped to promote the supremacy of the state, to support the rule of the Grand Princes of Kiev and to present Christianity as a stabilising, unifying force.

Nestor’s account of the advent of Christianity in 988, just 70 years before his own birth, credits the then Grand Prince of Rus, Vladimir, with taking the first crucial steps towards the creation of a unified nation and a princely state. The adoption of Greek Orthodoxy as its official religion would set Kievan Rus on a course that has shaped Russia’s national identity right down to the present day. But according to the Primary Chronicle, things could have been very different.

Vladimir was something of a pragmatist who saw the political advantages of adopting a new state religion. He appears to have set up a sort of bidding war, sending envoys to canvass offers from the Islamic Ottoman Empire, the Jewish Khazars and the Western Christian Church in German, as well as that of the Eastern Greeks. The Chronicle explains Vladimir’s choice as a spiritual awakening:


When the envoys returned2 they made their report and said: ‘We saw men worship in a temple that is called a mosque, where they sit and bow and look like men possessed; but there is no happiness among them, only sorrow and a dreadful stench. And we went among the Germans and saw their ceremonies, but we beheld no glory there. But when we entered the edifices of the Greeks we knew not whether we were on Earth or in Heaven. For on Earth there is no such splendour or such beauty and we knew not how to describe it. God doth truly dwell among men and there we saw beauty that we can never forget.’


Nestor’s account is undoubtedly romanticised and partial. Quite apart from the beauty of their religion, it was almost certainly the Greeks’ offer of gifts and trade privileges that convinced Vladimir to opt for Christianity. Islam he rejected because of its ban on alcohol, declaring, some might say prophetically: ‘Drinking is the joy of the Russians3. We cannot live without that pleasure!’

So Rus became the easternmost bastion of Orthodoxy, on the front line with the forces of Islam, and it would have long-term consequences for her future. If Vladimir had chosen differently, Russia today could conceivably be part of the Islamic world. But Christianity was to prove a powerful binding element, and it brought with it something else that helped unite the nation.

In the centre of Kiev, outside St Michael’s Monastery, a white marble monument commemorates two Greek monks, later beatified as Saints Cyril and Methodius. They were two brothers, born in the Greek city of Thessaloniki in the early ninth century, and in mid life they came to Eastern Europe as missionaries for Christianity. But as well as religion, Cyril and Methodius brought with them an alphabet. If they wanted to introduce the Slavs to the Bible, they knew they had to create a standardised written language for the various dialects that had hitherto lacked a written tradition. Even today, if you look at Russian script – it’s known as Cyrillic, after the man who invented it – you can see striking similarities with the Greek letters Cyril and Methodius based it on. The new alphabet was initially used for Old Slavonic, the language of the Church and scholarship. Later it was adapted for vernacular Russian, the language of the people, and – from the time of Pushkin in the early nineteenth century – of Russia’s magnificent literature.

It is hard to overstate the importance of the Russian language in the development of a unified national identity. Over the centuries, Russians came to regard it, and the literature it produced, as the very essence of Russianness. When the Bolsheviks drove millions into exile after 1917, the consolation for many was that while they could be deprived of their native land, they could not be deprived of their native tongue. The poet Vladislav Khodasevich wrote on his departure from Russia in 1922 that he was taking with him the eight-volume set of Pushkin’s collected works. ‘All I possess are eight slim tomes4, but they contain my native land.’

With its new religion and new written language, Kievan Rus found a voice in the world, and a belief that it had joined the community of pious Christian kingdoms. In 988, Vladimir married a Byzantine princess to seal the sacred union, but he insisted on the Russian Church retaining a large measure of independence from the mother Church in Constantinople. It was a state of affairs that would endure for many centuries and imbue Russia with a sense of its individual Christian mission. A crusading zeal became an important element in the nation’s character. It would intensify after the fall of Byzantium in 1453 and take on many forms over the years. But all of its manifestations have their roots in the conviction that Russia is the spiritual inheritor of something unique – be it Christianity, peasant collectivism or Communism – that destiny has decreed it must teach to other nations.

In 988, turning towards the Christian world meant shuffling off, at least temporarily, the Asiatic influences that jostled on Rus’s eastern borders. As we’ll discover, Russia’s attempts to embrace the West would rarely run smoothly, but, for the moment, Vladimir succeeded in strengthening contacts with Europe and introducing new societal values. The Chronicle is positively gushing about his civilising influence:

So Vladimir did ordain5 that churches should be built where pagan idols once had stood … And there was rejoicing in Heaven to see the salvation of so many souls, while the Devil said, ‘Woe is me, for I am cast out of the land!’ Then the Prince invited every beggar and pauper to come to his palace to receive whatever he needed – food and drink and money – and to those who could not come, he sent out wagons with supplies of bread and meat, fish and mead, and kvas …


Even allowing for the chronicler’s hyperbole, it seems that Christian Kiev took on a more humane style of governance – if not democratic, then at least more open and even-handed. Trade with the West blossomed. Merchants travelled abroad and traders came in from Germany, Denmark, Armenia and Greece. Vladimir reduced military aggression against his neighbours, and at home there was a new emphasis on the rule of law:

For Vladimir now dwelled in the fear of God6 and did not execute bandits and robbers, for he feared the sin he might commit in doing so. But the bandits multiplied in number, and only when the bishops assured him that he was anointed by God to administer justice … did the Prince set out to punish the wrongdoers and execute them … But always did he insist on following the due process of the law.


The reference to the ‘due process of law’ is tantalising. It hints at a putative weakening in the absolute power of the monarch, a recognition of legal principles that even the greatest princes must respect.

The tenth century was a time of autocrats and despots, when rulers ruled by coercion and military might. Nowhere, not even in the most advanced nations, was anything approaching what we know as democracy remotely on the cards. But Kievan Rus offers an unexpected glimpse of embryonic princely rule based on the tenets of ‘due process of law’. Such episodes would be the exception rather than the rule in the subsequent history of Russian governance.

Revered in folk legend as the nation’s Krasnoe Solnyshko (Beautiful Sunshine), Vladimir was made a saint after his death in 1015. Rather unwisely, though, he had appointed his 12 sons to rule as equals in the city states that made up the Rus-ian lands, and arguments over precedence and rules of succession had led to violent conflicts. Two of Vladimir’s sons, Boris and Gleb, were the victims of this power struggle in 1019. They have long been the most venerated of the early Russian martyrs because they offered no resistance to their murderers. According to the account of Nestor the Chronicler, Boris and Gleb learned that their brother Svyatopolk had sent soldiers to kill them, but refused to respond with violence lest it lead to civil war:

Svyatopolk secretly summoned his men7 and commanded them to go and kill his brother Boris. The sainted Boris was singing vespers, for it was known to him that they intended to take his life. When he saw how men were come to kill him, he arose and began to chant, ‘Lord, help me to endure my passion. For I accept it from the hand of my own brother.’ … He lay down upon his couch and they fell upon him like wild beasts, piercing him with lances. Thus shall the blessed Boris join the choirs of martyrs and be numbered with the prophets and the saints. And Gleb too was offered up as a sacrifice to God, and he too received the crown of glory … Rejoice for our martyrs and intercessors! Now beseech the Lord God that our Princes may live in concord, free from internecine war among them!


The self-sacrifice of Boris and Gleb was an act of Christian humility and – even more important to Nestor – a symbol of the nobility of suffering in the cause of Rus-ian unity. ‘Now may our Princes live in concord,’ he says; ‘may they learn from Boris and Gleb’ to put the good of Rus before their own interests. The moral of the story was a useful piece of propaganda for Nestor, because he was writing nearly 70 years after Boris and Gleb’s demise, at a time when Rus was descending into internal strife. It established the idea that the good of the state justified the ultimate self-sacrifice, an outlook that would endure in one form or another throughout Russia’s history.

Nestor’s account of events was loaded with vested interest and political spin. He promoted, possibly even created, the Boris and Gleb legend to place their deaths in a very Russian tradition of redemption through suffering, with the aim of promoting the unity of Rus’s ruling dynasty as the paramount good. Their legend served a bigger purpose – to give this new state a history of its own and to establish it as one ordained by God.

In the short term, however, their sacrifice was in vain: the fratricidal war they’d sought to avert soon became a reality. It was to be divisive and destructive, and it would ultimately lead to the downfall of the Kievan state.




CHAPTER THREE

When the ‘high place’, or capital city, of the Rus-ian lands was transferred from Novgorod to Kiev in 882, it shifted power from the north to the south. The Kievan ruler assumed the title of Grand Prince to distinguish himself from the lesser princes in the realm’s component city states. He was entitled to receive tribute, as a formal acknowledgement of his supremacy, from the princes of Ryazan, Suzdal, Rostov, Yaroslavl, Murom, Chernigov, Pskov, Vladimir, Polotsk, Galich, Belgorod and Novgorod. It was a delicate arrangement because it took only one prince with a grudge, a sense of injustice or exaggerated ambition to trigger conflicts like the one that put paid to poor Boris and Gleb. In the end it would be the consequences of such recurrent crises and internal divisions that would weaken and ultimately destroy Rus in the thirteenth century. But the 200 years after the death of Vladimir the Bringer of Christianity, roughly the eleventh and twelfth centuries, saw the development of a remarkably cultured and, by the standards of the day, liberal society.

Despite the looming political fragmentation, the middle years of Kievan Rus were one of those remarkable periods in Russian history when autocracy was tempered with a measure of democratic participation. The city state of Novgorod, in particular, had developed procedures of governance so far in advance of the rest of Europe at that time that I set out to look for evidence of it.

In the Novgorod kremlin, I located the site next to St Sophia’s Cathedral where citizens were regularly summoned to public consultations to discuss the running of the city. And over the river, in the trading district of Yaroslavovo Dvorishche, I found the spot where the merchant classes held their own meetings next to St Nicholas’s Church. Both sets of meetings were known as veches, from the ancient Russian verb ‘to speak out’, and they were announced by the ringing of the city’s veche bell, with a distinctive note and ringing pattern used for that purpose alone.

I was eager to find the veche bell and was tremendously encouraged when a complex, decorative carillon struck up in the belfry of St Sophia’s. Looking up, I could see that the myriad bells, small and large, were being rung in ever more dazzling combinations by a bell-ringer who walked back and forth between the belfry’s high, open-sided arches, tugging ropes and flicking clappers with astounding dexterity. Bells were clearly an important part of Novgorodian culture, and I found a kremlin official who looked as though he could explain it to me. My guide took me to the side of the belfry where a row of ancient bells, each of them taller than a man, stood clapperless, waiting – he claimed – to be hoisted back skywards and rehung. I asked how long they had been waiting. ‘Since 1437,’ he smiled, and took me inside to see the ancient Plague Bell, now also decommissioned (luckily, the last plague warning was in the time of Ivan the Terrible).

But nowhere could I find the veche bell. My guide looked serious: ‘You know what happened? Moscow came and stole our veche bell. They didn’t like the democracy we had here. They wanted to rule with a silnaya ruka and they thought the bell was a symbol of freedom. They took it away. They’ve always been the same.’

I smiled, but he was deadly serious.

‘You know all the rights our citizens enjoyed back then [before the rule of Moscow]?’ he asked. ‘They could decide for themselves how Novgorod was run, and who ran it! The people had the power to elect city officials and they even had the power to elect and fire the prince!’

I tried to point out that the only people who could do all these things were male heads of households, so it was no good if you were a woman or you didn’t own property, but he was dismissive.

‘If you look at the records1,’ he said, ‘you’ll see that many of the veche meetings included representatives from all social classes. We have documents to show that the archbishop took part, the posadniki [magistrates], the tysiatskiis [representatives elected on the basis of one per thousand citizens], the boyars [noblemen], the zhitye liudi [middle-class citizens], the merchants and even the chernye liudi [literally the ‘black folk’, meaning lower-class, taxpaying citizens]. Don’t you think that’s a fantastic achievement? It’s so far ahead of anywhere else at that time. We were a model of democracy. The veche ratified treaties, declared war and peace, set taxes, conducted foreign relations and served as a court to settle public disputes. It also elected officials and invited the city prince [to govern]. Did you know that when our citizens got fed up with Prince Vsevolod Mstislavich in 1136, they got together and decided to give him the boot? What do you think about that? And afterwards they were equal partners in the way power was wielded. From then on, they elected the prince and they told him he couldn’t live inside the city walls. He had to live out at Rurikovo Gorodishche, south of here, as a sign that he was subservient to the will of the people!’

I nodded. My guide was undoubtedly exaggerating the extent of democracy in Novgorod, but the essence of what he said was true. Similar institutions existed in Kiev and Pskov.

‘And by the way,’ he offered as a parting shot, ‘you should go over to the State Museum have a look at our birch barks.’

In the early 1950s, when the foundations of a new housing estate were being dug on the outskirts of Novgorod, workmen made a fascinating discovery. A hoard of ancient documents written on strips of bark cut from silver birch trees dating back to the eleventh century had been immaculately preserved in the peaty subsoil of the East European Plain. Archaeologists took over the site and eventually dug up hundreds of birch barks spanning a period of 400 years.

In the State Museum’s collection I was shown a selection of them. They ranged from official notices to merchants’ bills to simple accounts of daily life in Novgorod between the eleventh and fifteenth centuries. And they provide startling evidence of widespread literacy and impressive cultural development. I read love letters exchanged between teenagers and crib sheets prepared for school exams. ‘I love you and you love me2,’ writes one woman. ‘So why don’t we get married?’ ‘You owe me money – please send it with your servant … ’ warns another. And my own favourite: a line drawing from the 1240s by a young boy showing a man raising his hands in the air – each of them has six fingers and the text surrounding the drawing is full of spelling mistakes. The seven-year-old author’s name is Onfim, and from what the experts can decipher, he appears to be asking his friend Dmitry for a loan.

Visitors to Novgorod in the eleventh century describe women being equal to men and prominent in the affairs of the city. The city had a sewage system and reinforced wooden pavements on the streets – 200 years earlier than the pavements in Paris, my guide proudly told me, and 500 years earlier than London.

The birch barks reveal that there was a well-developed judicial system with juries and mediation procedures. The courts relied on fines rather than corporal punishment, and fragments of Kievan legal practice that have come down to us do sound remarkably modern. If, for example, a merchant hired a worker and then changed his mind, the contract was regarded as binding and the employer was obliged to pay; if he hired him through an intermediary who failed to give the man his wages, the employer was held liable. Of course, it was a far cry from our idea of a modern democracy, but Novgorod offers a startling glimpse of the pravovoe gosudarstvo, the law-governed state that Russia might have become.

The period of Kievan Rus was a potential turning point, the first of several in Russian history, at which the country could have gone either way. If the Kievan model had been allowed to develop, if the forces of autocracy had not ultimately gained the upper hand, Russia today might be a very different place. But Kievan Rus was not given the chance to perpetuate its model of society. Even at the height of its success, Rus was divided at home and threatened from abroad.

Although the Grand Prince in Kiev was nominally the country’s supreme ruler, the city states – Novgorod among them – were led by individual princes with their own armies. Their power was not absolute and there was an absence of coordination, civil or military, between the various principalities. That lack of centralised government made Rus vulnerable. Her semi-independent fiefdoms had been locked in decades of feuds and dissension and potential enemies were well aware of her weakness.

In 1241, the Teutonic Knights – a highly militarised order of Prussian crusaders – launched a blitzkrieg attack on Rus’s northwest border. It was a shock of immense proportions that would mark the Russian psyche for centuries to come. The Teutonic Knights were universally feared for their ferocious determination to spread the Catholic faith, and the Orthodox Rus-ians feared both political and religious domination. Led by Prince Bishop Hermann of Dorpat, the Knights advanced swiftly and seized the city of Pskov. In early 1242, they defeated a Novgorodian force at the battle of Tartu and began to march on Novgorod itself. The city’s prince, the 20-year-old Alexander Nevsky, rode out to meet the invaders near the series of lakes that lie to the west of Novgorod. The fate of Novgorodian civilisation hung in the balance.

Centuries later, Sergei Eisenstein’s film Alexander Nevsky (1938) would capture the horror and dismay of the invasion: the serried ranks of Russian soldiers are shown suffering appalling casualties but standing firm against the overwhelmingly superior German forces. We see the young Nevsky rallying his troops and turning back the enemy hordes, then luring them onto the thin ice of the Chudskoe lake. Eisenstein depicts the success of Nevsky’s tactics as their horses and heavy armour sent the Knights plunging to their deaths in the chilly waters, a possibly legendary event that the director took directly from the account of the Russian Primary Chronicle:

And Prince Alexander’s men were filled3 with the lust for battle, for they had hearts like lions and said, ‘Oh mighty Prince, today shall we lay down our lives for you!’ And when the sun did rise, the armies clashed and the Germans fought their way into our ranks. Chudskoe lake was covered by their masses. In fierce battle came the crash of breaking lances and the ringing of sword on sword, until the ice turned red with the blood of men, and then the frozen lake did seem to give way … and in the sky appeared God’s hosts of heavenly troops, aiding our Prince to victory … I know this is true, for an eyewitness hath told me so …


The Chronicler’s delightful reassurance about God being on our side because ‘an eyewitness hath told me so’ shows how Russia has long used its history and associated myths to shape its present and its future, a practice that has continued well into our own times.fn1

Far from securing Russia’s survival, however, Nevsky’s exploits in 1242 were in reality a minor victory, the last glorious swansong of Kievan Rus before an even greater enemy overwhelmed it from the south.

By the twelfth century, the nomadic tribes in the steppes on Russia’s southern frontier had grown in strength and ambition. From sporadic border raids, they were now threatening the Rus-ian heartland. Vast swathes of the population lived in terror of the savage Pechenegs and Polovtsians, heathen tribes who would descend on frontier towns and settlements to pillage, murder and kidnap civilians to hold as hostages or trade as slaves. Ukraina, today’s Ukraine, means literally ‘the land on the edge’, and the Rus-ian state was cursed with open borders and no natural defences. The dikoe polye, the wild dangerous steppe and the forces lurking within it, became an enduring terror myth in the national psyche.

The Rus-ian princes knew they should end their divisions and join forces to fight a common enemy, but decades of rivalry ran deep. Fifty years before Nevsky’s Battle on the Ice, Prince Igor Sviatoslavich, whose territory of Novgorod-Severskfn2 on the southern frontier was pillaged by raiders from the steppe, had tried and failed to rally support for an expedition against the Polovtsians. Exasperated by the princes’ disunity, Igor set off on his own with a small band of men. His brave but doomed mission is lodged in the Russian consciousness just as the heroism of Scott of the Antarctic or the Charge of the Light Brigade are lodged in ours. It is captured indelibly in the lyric epic ‘The Song of Igor’s Campaign’:

Then Igor gazed upon the sun4 and said, ‘Brothers! Better it would be to be slain than to be a slave; so let us mount our swift horses that we may look upon the blue waters of the Don. I want to break a lance at the limit of the Polovtsian steppe; with you, O Russians, I will lay down my life, or else drink of the Don from my helmet.’


‘The Song of Igor’s Campaign’ is the first great masterpiece of Russian literature. Every schoolchild knows its strange, disturbing images and its rhythmic, muscular verse. It was a mainstay of the Russian oral tradition, intended to be memorised and recited as patriotic propaganda. But far from being a celebration of victory, ‘The Song of Igor’ is actually a dire warning of the perils of national disunity:

And, brethren, Kiev began to groan from grief5, for the princes had created dissension among themselves. The fortune of the land was destroyed and lives were shortened by the princes’ discord. The ravens cawed and grief like a maiden splashed her wings in the River Don. When the princes argued about trifles, calling them important matters, then brother said unto brother, ‘This is mine, and that also is mine.’ And the infidels from the steppe came to conquer the Russian land.


There’s disagreement about when ‘The Song of Igor’s Campaign’ was written, and even about its authenticity – the manuscript was discovered in 1795 and there’ve been claims that it’s an eighteenth-century fake. Given the vividness of the first-hand descriptions, though, and the detail of the historical references, it seems to me that the poem is the testimony of an eye witness, possibly a combatant. The power of the poetry instils a message that has been assimilated into the collective memory: that the motherland is vulnerable and surrounded by merciless enemies; that Russia’s borders are open and porous, constantly in need of vigilant defence. The lesson promoted by ‘The Song of Igor’ is that all must unite in the service of a strong centralised state or the same lamentable fate will befall her again. It helps explain behaviour that can seem strange to us in the West – the readiness to sacrifice the individual (as we saw in the story of Boris and Gleb), the subjugation of personal interests to the good of the whole, and the collectivist ethos that enshrines the state as the supreme national priority. It’s seen in the unflinching expenditure of Russian lives in battle, the aggressiveness of a military stance that flows from the certainty of national weakness, and the widespread acceptance that the state has the absolute right to murder its supposed political enemies such as Leon Trotsky or Alexander Litvinenko (see pp. 316 and 523).

Literature, music, art and film have long served as a means of national validation in Russia, a common meeting place, a repository of shared values. In times of censorship and repression, the arts have provided her sole forum of public discourse. And they’ll play an important role in our attempts to explain her history too – for the central theme of Russian culture is Russia herself, reflecting her national identity and also helping to shape it.

Tragically for Kievan Rus, the poetic brilliance of ‘The Song of Igor’s Campaign’ was a gleam of fire in the darkness, after which the lights would go out for many years. The downfall of the divided state, and the foreign domination that Igor’s narrator feared, soon became a reality. For the next two centuries, native culture lay low, and the spirit of Russia embalmed in Igor’s Song could be preserved only in underground memories. The Mongol hordes were massing on the horizon.




CHAPTER FOUR

Modest Mussorgsky’s piano suite Pictures at an Exhibition reaches its musical climax in a movement titled ‘The Heroes’ Gates in Kiev’ (usually translated as ‘The Great Gate of Kiev’ and given various orchestral makeovers by artists ranging from Maurice Ravel to the 1970s progressive rock band Emerson, Lake and Palmer). In reality, Mussorgsky’s Gates were never actually built – they were merely an architectural study in a painting by his recently deceased friend Viktor Hartmann – but that doesn’t stop Kiev tour guides taking visitors to see them. What the tourists actually see are Kiev’s Zoloti Vorota (Golden Gates), a towering brick and wood structure built in the eleventh century as part of the city’s defensive wall.

The walls have gone now and the gates are little more than a decorative adornment in a grassy park behind the Opera House. But in 1240 the citizens of Kiev were desperately relying on their protection from a very real enemy. Khan Batu was a grandson of Genghis Khan and commander of the Mongol troops – called ‘Tartars’ by the Russians – who conquered nearly all of Kievan Rus between 1237 and 1240. According to the chronicler who recorded Batu’s seizure of the city of Ryazan, his methods were, to say the least, uncompromising:

The accursed Batu1 … stormed the city with firebrands, battering rams and scaling ladders. In the Cathedral of the Assumption, the Tartars seized Princess Agrippina and hacked her into pieces together with the other princesses. The bishops and the priests they burned alive and set fire to the churches, killing men, women and children with their swords, drowning others in the river. The Tartars burned our holy city with all its beauty and its wealth and spilled our blood on its holy altars. Not one person remained alive. Parents could not mourn their children, nor children their parents, for all alike were dead. All had drunk to the dregs from the same bitter cup.


After Ryazan, Batu marched on the principalities of Suzdal and Vladimir, Kolomna, Chernigov and the still minor city of Moscow. By 1240, the Mongols were approaching the capital of the Russian lands, the great city of Kiev. At the top of the Golden Gates, from the ancient lookout post (recently reconstructed by the city authorities), you can see where the Mongols pitched their camp, surrounding the city on all sides. For the thousand or so defenders of Kiev it must have been a heart-stopping sight because the attackers had many thousands of troops and their tents stretched as far as the eye could see. Unusually, the Mongol commander dispatched envoys offering the chance to surrender, but the Kievans refused. After a week-long bombardment that breached the city walls, the Mongols poured in, wreaking death and destruction.

The terrified civilians sought shelter in the Desyatinna Tserkva (Church of the Tithes), in the Old Town area of the city. The church was a stone structure that housed the remains of Grand Prince Vladimir the Bringer of Christianity, his wife and family, but it was not built to withstand the weight of so many people and its upper floor collapsed. Hundreds died in the crush and the rest were burned to death by the besieging Mongols.fn1 By nightfall, the Mongols had set Kiev ablaze. Some 48,000 of its 50,000 inhabitants were dead and the civilisation that was Kievan Rus, the culture and beauty, the embryonic democracy, the respect for legality and civic values – all had been destroyed for ever. A papal envoy travelling through the Kievan lands in 1245 has left us a vivid snapshot of the Mongols’ destructive ruthlessness:

When we passed through this region2, we found lying in the fields countless heads and bones of dead people … The pagans had enacted a great massacre in the Russian lands and destroyed towns and fortresses. Kiev had been large and populous, but now it was reduced to nothing – barely 200 dwellings remain and those inhabitants are held in the cruellest slavery.


It was a ruthlessness that had helped the Mongols conquer vast swathes of Asia and would soon bring much of Eastern Europe under their control. Their method was to wage total war, with blitzkrieg tactics of speed and surprise. All the resources of the Mongol state were devoted permanently and exclusively to military campaigning. This was not so much a society as a perpetual war machine.

But what the Mongols didn’t have was the manpower to administer the territory they had seized. In Russia they selected puppet rulers from among the princes
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