Caroline Gurevich

THE IMAGE OF THE CUMANS IN MEDIEVAL CHRONICLES:
OLD RUSSIAN AND GEORGIAN SOURCES IN THE TWELFTH

AND THIRTEENTH CENTURIES

MA Thesis in Medieval Studies

Central European University
Budapest

May 2017



THE IMAGE OF THE CUMANS IN MEDIEVAL CHRONICLES: OLD RUSSIAN
AND GEORGIAN SOURCES IN THE TWELFTH AND THIRTEENTH CENTURIES

by
Caroline Gurevich

(Russia)

Thesis submitted to the Department of Medieval Studies,
Central European University, Budapest, in partial fulfillment of the requirements
of the Master of Arts degree in Medieval Studies.

Accepted in conformance with the standards of the CEU.

Chair, Examination Committee

Thesis Supervisor

Examiner

Examiner

Budapest
May 2017



THE IMAGE OF THE CUMANS IN MEDIEVAL CHRONICLES: OLD RUSSIAN
AND GEORGIAN SOURCES IN THE TWELFTH AND THIRTEENTH CENTURIES

by
Caroline Gurevich

(Russia)

Thesis submitted to the Department of Medieval Studies,
Central European University, Budapest, in partial fulfillment of the requirements
of the Master of Arts degree in Medieval Studies.

Accepted in conformance with the standards of the CEU.

External Reader

Budapest
May 2017



THE IMAGE OF THE CUMANS IN MEDIEVAL CHRONICLES: OLD RUSSIAN
AND GEORGIAN SOURCES IN THE TWELFTH AND THIRTEENTH CENTURIES

by
Caroline Gurevich

(Russia)

Thesis submitted to the Department of Medieval Studies,
Central European University, Budapest, in partial fulfillment of the requirements
of the Master of Arts degree in Medieval Studies.

Accepted in conformance with the standards of the CEU.

External Supervisor

Budapest
May 2017



CEU eTD Collection

I, the undersigned, Caroline Gurevich, candidate for the MA degree in Medieval Studies,
declare herewith that the present thesis is exclusively my own work, based on my research and
only such external information as properly credited in notes and bibliography. I declare that no
unidentified and illegitimate use was made of the work of others, and no part of the thesis
infringes on any person’s or institution’s copyright. I also declare that no part of the thesis has
been submitted in this form to any other institution of higher education for an academic degree.

Budapest, 17 May 2017

Signature



CEU eTD Collection

Abstract

Being the most numerous and military active people of the Eurasian steppe, the Cumans closely
interacted with various medieval societies. In my MA thesis | move away from the historical
accounts of the numerous sedentary-nomadic interactions to the consideration of the ways of
their representation. Using contextual and comparative analysis of Old Russian and Georgian
sources, | examine the perspective of medieval Christian authors who tend to ascribe certain
features and behavior to the Cumans thereby creating an image of the Cumans. In my work |
make an attempt to understand the main elements of this image and its stability in different

periods and different sources.
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Introduction

The Cumans who inhabited the Eurasian steppe from the mid-eleventh to thirteenth
century and led a nomadic way of life were a Turkic nomadic people, representing the
western branch of the Cumans-Qipchak confederation. Their original homeland must have
been the territories of south-western Siberia near the basins of the Tobol and Ishim rivers, but
already in the second quarter of the eleventh century the Cuman population occupied the
nearby southern lands. In the middle of the eleventh century the frontiers of the nomadic
world changed considerably due to the wide-ranging migration of the peoples in the Eurasian
steppe zone. During this migration period the Cuman tribes came to the Pontic steppe region.
Being the most numerous and military active people of the steppe, the Cumans exerted an
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Figure 1 Cuman migration in the Eurasian steppe, 10th -11th centuries.

In Szilvia Kovacs, A kunok torténete a mongol hoditasig, Magyar Ostorténeti konyvtar 29 (Budapest: Balassi
Kiado, 2014), 265.

essential impact on the history of many medieval states (e.g. Byzantium, the Kievan Rus’, the

Kingdom of Georgia etc.).
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Thus, in the southern part of Kievan Rus’ the Cumans entered into a variety of
military conflicts with the Russian principalities of Pereyaslavl’, of Chernigov, of Novgorod-
Seversk and others. Naturally, the interaction with the Russian principalities was not limited
to these confrontations: by the middle of the twelfth century the extensive network of
dynastic marriages united the Cuman and the Russian elite guaranteeing mutual military

obligations.

Nevertheless, in the policy of alliances and military actions each Cuman leader
expressed his own interests. Though the Cuman-Qipchak confederation occupied a vast swath
of the Eurasian steppe from the Danube to present-day Kazakhstan (the territory known in
written sources as Cumania, Desht-i-Qipchaq, or Pole Poloveckoe), the separate Cuman

tribes were disintegrated and did not form a state or a large-scale political unit.*

It was not only the Russian elite which entered into alliances with the Cumans. The
Byzantine and the Hungarian rulers also resorted to collaboration with these nomads. In
Georgian history the period of 1118-1124 was characterized by the closest ally interactions

with the Cuman tribe followed by the partial sedentarization of the Cumans in Georgia.

! Peter B. Golden, “The Peoples of the South Russian Steppes,” in The Cambridge History of Early Inner Asia,
ed. Denis Sinor (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 280.

2
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Figure 2 The Mongols and 'i?”ussia, T 1203-1304.
Map Ne5.1 in Walter G. Moss, A History of Russia. Vol. 1, To 1917, 2nd ed., reprinted (London:

The historical fate of the Cumans could have been rather different if the Eurasian

steppe had not faced the menacing power of the Mongols in the 1220s. Expanding their

influence in the eastern part of the Eurasian steppe, the Mongols pressed the Cuman tribes

and forced them to leave their camps and their pastures. It became clear that the Cumans

could not resist the Mongols, even with the help of their frequent allies, the Russian princes,

and also that they could not stay in the territories occupied by a stronger and more numerous

enemy. After a series of fights in 1238-1239 between the Cumans and the Mongols, the

Cumans finally lost their impact in the Pontic Steppe, and the Cuman-Qipchak confederation

disintegrated into many tribes of small account, which partly mixed with the Mongols or

migrated to the west.
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This brief summary of the Cuman history demonstrates that throughout the whole
period of their activity the Cumans interacted with a variety of medieval societies and these
interactions had quite diverse forms. The historiographical traditions of the societies
interrelating with the Cumans did not only preserve the factual information about the

common past, but also presented a unique image of the Cumans.

Previous scholarship

The research on the image of the Cumans requires consideration of the scholarship
in two main fields: first, the works on the interactions between the representatives of the
Cuman-Qipchak confederation and the sedentary societies and secondly, the discourses on
the attitudinal models which may be connected to the Cumans, primarily, discourses on

nomadism, barbarism and otherness.

The scholarship on the interactions between the Cumans and Rus’ is quite rich. The
full account of the works examining these interactions is presented in Ruslana Mavrodina’s
historiographical essay.? Mavrodina gives a detailed analysis of the existing Russian and
Soviet historical writings from the early eighteenth century to the 1960s. After Mavrodina’s
review a number of significant works appeared, including the monographs of the
archeologists and historians Petr Tolochko and Svetlana Pletneva and also the
anthropological and ethnological study of lurii Evstigneev.® Different aspects of chroniclers’

perception of the Cumans were considered by Alexei Laushkin, Elena Koniavskaia and

% [Ruslana Mavrodina] Pycnana Masponuna, Kuesckaa Pycv u koueenuku: neuenezu, mopxu, NONOBYBL:
ucmopuoepaguyeckuti ouepx [Kievan Russian and the Nomads: the Pechenegs, the Torks, and the Cumans: a
historiographical essay] (Leningrad: Nauka, 1983).

® [Petr Tolochko] ITerp Tomouko, Kouessie napoos cmeneti u Kuesckas Pyco [The nomadic steppe people and
the Kievan Rus’], CnaBsHckas Gubnnoreka (Saint Petersburg: Aleteiia, 2003); [Svetlana Pletneva] Cernana
[InerneBa, [lonosywt [Polovtsy] (Moscow: Lomonosov, 2010); [lurii Evstigneev] FOpuit EBcturuees, Keinuaxu
/ nonosyvl / Kymamwel u ux NOMOMKU. K npobreme smuuveckou npeemcmeennocmu [The Qipchaks/ the
Polovcians / the Cumans and their descendants: on the problem of ethnic succession] (Saint Petersburg:
Asterion, 2010).
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Dmitrii Dobrovolskii.* Among the recent studies Szilvia Kovacs’s work has offered a new
perspective on the origin and eschatological connotations of the image of the Cumans in the

Russian Primary Chronicle.”

The short period of interactions between the Cumans and the Kingdom of Georgia is
mostly regarded in the context of medieval Georgia statehood formation by the fundamental
works of noted Caucasiologist Cyril Toumanoff and his follower Stephen H. Rapp.® Among
the works dealing particularly with the Cuman presence in Georgia, Zurab Anchabadze’s

paper and Melita Murguliia’s monograph might be noted.’

It is impossible to consider the scholarly literature on the Cumans without
mentioning the works of the American turkologist Peter B. Golden, who manages to analyze
a wide picture of the large-scale Cuman movements and migrations without neglecting
particular social and economic details. In his analysis of the role of the Cumans in the
economic development of Rus’, Golden goes beyond assessments, generally accepted in the
Russian and Soviet scholarship, which considered the Cumans the main destructive power

impeding the economic growth of the Russian principalities.®

4 [Elena Koniavskaia] Enena Koussckast, “IlonoBIbI B paHHHX JIETONHCSAX: OLEHKH W HHTEPIPETALUH
neronucueB [The Cumans in the early chronicles: Assessment and interpretations by the chroniclers],” Slovéne:
International Journal of Slavic Studies 4, no. 1 (2015): 181-8; [Dmitriy Dobrovolskiy] dmurpwuit
JHo6posonbckuii, “Bocnpusitne monosies B neromucannu XI-XII BB. [The perception of the Cumans in the
chronicles of the eleventh to the thirteenth century],” Juanoe co Bpemenem 39 (2012): 290-91.

® Szilvia Kovacs, “The Origin of the Cumans in the Russian Primary Chronicle,” Chronica. Annual of the
Institute of History, University of Szeged 11 (2011): 125-34.

® Cyril Toumanoff, Studies in Christian Caucasian History (Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press,
1963); “Armenia and Georgia,” in The Cambridge Medieval History: The Byzantine Empire Part 1: Byzantium
and Its Neighbours., ed. Joan Mervyn Hussey, vol. 4 (London: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1966).

" [Zurab Anchabadze] 3ypa6 AnuaGanze, “Kumuaku Cepeproro KaBkasa [0 JaHHBIM TpPY3HHCKHX JIETOMHCEit
XI-XIV BexoB [The Qipchaks of the North Caucasus by the Data of the Georgian Chronicles 11th-14th
Centuries],” in O npoucxoxcoenuu dbarxapyes u kapauaesyes [On the Origin of the Balkars and the Karachays]
(Nalchik: Kabardino-Balkarskoe knizhnoe izdatel’stvo, 1960); [Melita Murguliia] Menuta Myprymus and
[Vladimir Shusharin] Bnagumup Wlymapun, [lorosysi, I pysusa, Pyce u Benepus 6 XII-XII sexax [The Cumans,
Georgia, Rus’ and Hungary in 12th-13th centuries] (Moscow: Inst. Slavjanovedenija i Balkanistiki RAN,
1998).

® For the collection of Peter B. Golden’s works see: Peter B. Golden, Nomads and Their Neighbours in the
Russian Steppe: Turks, Khazars and Qipchags, Variorum Collected Studies Series CS752 (Aldershot,
Hampshire: Ashgate, 2003).
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The interactions between the Cumans and the other sedentary societies also have a
long research history. Thus, the presence of the Cumans in Hungary was examined from the
point of view of the social incorporation and inclusion (Nora Berend’s monography); from
the historical and archaeological perspectives, for example, in the works of Andras Péaloczi
Horvath, or more recently in Kyra Lyublyanovics’s doctoral dissertation.’The Hungarian
scholarship has a long research tradition dealing with the visual sources related to the
Cumans. Visual representations of the Cumans with their undeniable cultural heritage value
were discussed in the various contexts, such as hagiography and the legend of Saint Ladislas,
reconstruction of the material culture of the Cumans, medieval manuscripts and art historical
studies on church decorations ( for instance, in the works of Erné Marosi, more recently in
Annaméria Kovacs’s doctoral dissertation etc.).’® The studies on the Cuman presence in
Bulgaria and the Balkans produced another discourse summarized in Istvan Vasary’s

monography.*

The second part of the scholarship considered, concentrating more on the
perceptional aspects, presents a complicated system of approaches which could be fully or
partly useful for the analysis of Old Russian and Georgian sources. Thus, the image of the
Cumans which emerged in the sedentary society could not be explored outside the discourse

on sedentary-nomadic interactions, presented, for example, by Anatoly Khazanov’s works."

°Nora Berend, At the Gate of Christendom: Jews, Muslims, And “pagans” in Medieval Hungary, C. 1000 - C.
1300, Cambridge Studies in Medieval Life and Thought, Ser. 4, 50 (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 2006);
Kyra Lyublyanovics, "The Socio-Economic Integration of Cumans in Medieval Hungary: An
Archaeozoological Approach,” PhD diss., CEU Medieval Studies Department (Budapest: Central European
University, 2015).

" Ernd Marosi, “Magyarok kézépkori dbrazolasai és az orientalizmus a kozépkori miivészetben,” [“Medieval
depictions of Hungarians and orientalism in medieval art,”] in Magyarok Kelet és Nyugat kozt (Budapest:
Balassi, 1996), 77-97; Andras Paloczi Horvath, “Le costume coman au Moyen Age,” Acta Archaeologica
Academiae Scientiarum Hungaricae 32 (1980): 403-27; Annamaria Kovacs, "Court, Fashion and
Representation: The Hungarian Illuminated Chronicle Revisited,” PhD diss., CEU Medieval Studies
Department, (Budapest: Central European University, 1999);

" Istvan Vasary, Cumans and Tatars: Oriental Military in the Pre-Ottoman Balkans, 1185-1365 (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2005)

12 Anatoly Khazanov, Nomads and the Outside World (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press,
1984); “Nomads of the Eurasian Steppes in Historical Retrospective,” in Nomadic Pathways in Social

6
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The use of discourse on barbarism is only partly relevant: though both the Kingdom of
Georgia and Rus’ inherited the Byzantine historiographical models, the Georgian chroniclers
were influenced by the Byzantine tradition to a greater degree (for instance, King David’s
historian calls David’s enemies “barbarians™). In contrast, for the medieval Russian authors,
representing a newly Christianized society, the “barbarism-civilization” dichotomy is hardy
pertinent. Nevertheless, some observations on the development of the “barbarism” discourse
in the Middle Ages, suggested, for example, in the work “The Image of the Barbarian in

Medieval Europe” by W. R. Jones, are useful for my thesis.

The most complicated type of discourse in case of the Georgian and the Old Russian
sources is the discourse on otherness. The policies of exclusion, detection of the “other”,
which is necessary for the identity-building processes, creation of “a collective memory, a
sense of solidarity and of collective allegiance to and for the particular group” have been
widely discussed in recent years.'® However, the majority of works focuses172 on the
European civilization and European identity associated with “a degree of civilization, goods
and values that had to be defended against enemies”.** Religious homogeneity played a
dominant role in the European identity construction. Nora Berend, tracing the fate of non-
Christian minorities (including the Cumans) in medieval Hungary, states that the processes of
integration and exclusion were based on the perception of Christendom as a unified space.
Berend emphasizes that it was the concept of Latin Christendom, “a cultural, social, political

and religious unit under papal leadership” which was the result of “controversies and an

Evolution, ed. Nikolay N. Kradin, The Civilization Dimension Series 5 (Moscow: Russian Academy of Science,
2003), 25-49; “Myths and Paradoxes of Nomadism,” European Journal of Sociology 22, no. 1 (2009): 141-53.
3 Henriette-Rika Benveniste and Costas Gaganakis, “Heterodoxies: Construction of Identities and Otherness in
Medieval and Early Modern Europe,” Historein 2 (2001): 8, doi:10.12681/historein.108; Anja Eisenbeiss and
Lieselotte E. Saurma-Jeltsch, eds., Images of Otherness in Medieval and Early Modern Times: Exclusion,
Inclusion and Assimilation (Berlin: Deutscher Kunstverlag, 2012); Laurent Mayali and Maria Mart, Of
Strangers and Foreigners: (Late Antiquity - Middle Ages) (Berkeley, Calif.: University of California Press,
1993); Stuart Woolf, “Knowledge of Others and Self-Perceptions of European Identity,” Historein 2 (2000): 55—
64.

 Karl J. Leyser, “Concepts of Europe in the Early and High Middle Ages,” Past & Present, no. 137 (1992): 41.

7
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increasing separation between Latin and Byzantine Christianity”.™ The identity-making
processes in the Kingdom of Georgia and the Kievan Rus’, the societies which succeeded the
Byzantine development paths and at the same time had their own political experience, may be

compared to, but cannot be overlaid on the European templates.

My work will combine various approaches and rich scholarly traditions in order to
find new aspects in the description, contextualization and interpretation of the image of the

Cumans in the chosen medieval narrative sources.

Research Questions

In my thesis | would like to shift the research focus from the historical accounts of
the interactions between the Cumans and their sedentary neighbors to the analysis of the
representative aspect of these interactions, i.e. the image formed by the particular features
ascribed to the Cumans. The sources which are traditionally used for the interpretation of
historical events present a multilayer structure where factual account is only one element of
the narrative system. In my work | intend to consider the evaluative code connected to the

Cumans and to trace its development in different medieval written and visual sources.

My main research questions are: What are the main traits which are ascribed to the
Cumans by medieval chroniclers? To what extent are these traits unique/ characteristic to the
local elite or other social groups interacting with the Cumans? How are the Cumans
perceived by different medieval authors? Is the image of the Cumans created in a positive or

negative tone? To what degree is this image static or dynamic?

Primary Sources

Russian Sources

15 Berend, At the Gate of Christendom, 43.
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For more than a century and a half the Cumans, who became “masters of the
Eurasian steppes by the mid-eleventh century,” played a significant role in the social and
political history of Rus’.'® Accordingly, the medieval Russian historiographical tradition

could not avoid presenting a rich experience of relationship with these nomads.

The main source about the early interactions between Rus’ and the Cumans is the
text of the Russian Primary Chronicle describing events from 852 (traditionally perceived as
the origin of the history of Rus”) to the early twelfth century. The remarkable works of Alexei
Shakhmatov (1864-1920) demonstrated the credibility of these records presented by the late

manuscript copies from the thirteenth and fifteenth centuries.’

Shakhmatov and his followers showed that medieval Russian chronicle writing,
from the very first stages, should be considered as a complicated dynamic process
characterized by reproductive, compiling and editorial practices. Modern historiographers
assume that the chronicle tradition began with one hypothetically reconstructed integral text,
usually called the Russian Primary Chronicle, which underwent different editions (see Fig.3).
Three codices present the text of the Russian Primary Chronicle most completely: the
Laurentian Codex (MS of the fourteenth century), the Radziwitt Codex and the Hypatian
Codex (the fifteenth century); other known codices present a combination of the Russian
Primary Chronicle with texts taken from the Novgorod chronicle tradition: the First

Novgorod Chronicle (its Synod Scroll goes back to the thirteenth century), First Sofia

18 Peter Golden, “Aspects of the Nomadic Factor in the Economic Development of Kievan Rus',” in Peter B.
Golden, Nomads and Their Neighbours in the Russian Steppe: Turks, Khazars and Qipchags, Variorum
Collected Studies Series, CS752 (Aldershot, Hampshire: Ashgate, 2003), 78.

" [Alexei Shakhmatov] Amexceii Illaxmaros, Paseickanus o Opesnetiwux pycckux aemonucsx , Vol. 1,
HUcmopus pycckoeo nemonucanus: Ilogecmv epemennvix iem u Opesneliuiue pyccKue 1emonucHvle C800bl.
[Studies on the Oldest Russian Chronicles, vol. 1, The History of the Russian chronicle writing: The Russian
Primary Chronicle and the Oldest Russian Chronicles], pt. 1 (Saint Petersburg: Nauka, 2003); [Alexei
Shakhmatov] Anekceii [llaxmaros, Pawnnee pycckoe nemonucanue XI-XII es., vol. 1, Hcmopus pycckozo
nemonucanus: Tlosecmv épemennvix nem u Opesneliuiue pycckue gemonuchvie ceoovl [The Early Russian
Chronicle Writing in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, vol. 1, The History of Russian chronicle writing: The
Russian Primary Chronicle and the Oldest Russian Chronicles], pt. 2 (Saint Petersburg: Nauka, 2003).
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Chronicle and Fourth Novgorod Chronicle (fifteenth century). According to Shakhmatov’s
generally accepted hypothesis, there were three significant editions of the text of the Russian
Primary Chronicle: originally, the text was composed in 1113, then in 1116 considerably
edited by Sylvester, the hegumen of Vydubychi Monastery near Kiev, and in two years, in
1118, was edited again. Analyzing the texts of the known codices, Shakhmatov came to the
conclusion that the Laurentian Codex mostly reflects Sylvester’s edition and the Hypatian

Codex is much closer to the edition of 1118.

The later observations on the Russian Primary Chronicle showed that it contains
certain insertions which are absent, for example, from the First Novgorod Chronicle. This
demonstrates that the Russian Primary Chronicle is a copy of the earlier chronicle which is

referred to as the Initial Compilation. The estimated date of this compilation is 1096-1099.

More recent studies indicated that the inadequacies and certain illogical details
found in the First Novgorod Chronicle presume the existence of the Oldest Chronicle, created
at the beginning of the eleventh century. That chronicle was a monothematic coherent
narrative, not divided into annalistic entries. Scholars noticed that exact dates with the days of
the events appear in the known codices after the descriptions of the 1060s. Accordingly, the
division of the original coherent narrative was introduced later, about the 1070s.™® It was most
probably connected to the activity of Nikon, the hegumen of the Kievan Cave Monastery.
This means that the events connected to the early interactions with the Cumans, undergoing

certain modifications, reached us in various forms.

18 [Savva Mikheev] CasBa Muxees, Kmo nucan “ITosecms épemennvix nem”? [Who was writing “The Russian
Primary Chronicle”?], Slavjano-germanskie issledovanija 6 (Moscow: Izdat. Indrik, 2011), 124-27.
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The Oldest Tale
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Fig. 1 The simplified chart of the history of the early Russian chronicle writing (based on
Shakhmatov’s and Mikheev’s conceptions)

Considering the events up to the early twelfth century, I will primarily use the
Laurentian text of the Russsian Primary Chronicle. As for the further records about the
Cumans, | will refer to the Kievan Chronicle, a text compiled around 1200 in the Vydubychi
monastery which describes the events of 1118-1200, and to the Galician-Volhynian
chronicle, initially a coherent narrative about the period 1201-1291, written in the 1280s and

later divided into annalistic entries. Both chronicles are preserved in the Hypatian Codex.

Georgian Sources

Most of the Georgian historical sources are known within the medieval corpus of

writings called Kartlis Tskhovreba (The life of Kartli