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Resumo: Este artigo examina o papel 

ideológico e político de Andrei 

Bogoliúbski na Rússia medieval. Ele 

explora sua profunda veneração pela 

Mãe de Deus e o uso estratégico de 

ícones como instrumentos de 

autoridade espiritual e política. Com 

base em crônicas e fontes históricas, o 

estudo mostra como a promoção, por 

parte de Bogoliúbski, do ícone de Nossa 

Senhora de Vladímir moldou seu 

governo e influenciou o panorama 

ideológico mais amplo da Rússia. O 

artigo destaca como sua integração do 

cristianismo estabeleceu novas normas 

religiosas e políticas, com os ícones 

desempenhando um papel central na 

legitimação do poder. Também aborda 

as narrativas concorrentes entre os 

principados russos, como Vladímir e 

Novogárdia, cada um invocando a 

proteção da Theotókos. Por fim, o texto 

revela o forte vínculo entre ideologia, 

autoridade religiosa e poder político 

nas crônicas da Rússia medieval. 

Palavras-chaves: Rússia medieval, 

Ideologia, Andrei Bogoliúbski  

Abstract: This article examines the 

ideological and political role of Andrey Bogolyubsky in medieval Rus’. It 
explores his deep veneration of the 

Mother of God and his strategic use of 

icons as instruments of spiritual and 

political authority. Drawing on 

chronicles and historical sources, it shows how Bogolyubsky’s promotion of 
the icon of Our Lady of Vladimir shaped 

his rule and influenced the wider ideological landscape of Rus’. The 
article highlights how his integration of 

Christianity established new religious 

and political norms, with icons playing 

a key role in legitimising power. It also 

addresses competing narratives across Rus’ principalities, such as Vladimir and 
Novgorod, each invoking the Theotokos’ protection. Ultimately, it 
reveals the strong link between 

ideology, religious authority, and 

political power in the chronicles of medieval Rus’.  
Keywords: Medieval Rus’, Iideology, 
Andrei Bogoliúbski. 

 

 The discussions regarding the ideological controversies within the chronicles of medieval Rus’ underwent significant changes during the 1160s and 1170s, 
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coinciding with the rule of Suzdalian Prince Andrey Bogolyubsky. This period saw 

the emergence of numerous ideological narratives in chronicles and literature 

across various Russian principalities, all aiming to justify their territories' status 

under the protection of the Mother of God. It is essential to exercise caution when using the term “ideology” in a medieval context, as it carries modern connotations 
of propaganda and manipulation1. When examining ideologies in medieval Eastern 

European chronicles, it is imperative to interpret them as “concepts and norms of 

Christianity”2 and “Orthodox traditions”3 to avoid an anachronistic understanding of 

the medieval ideosphere. 

 The subsequent penetration of these ideologies from Byzantium into Eastern Europe was only possible following Prince Vladimir Svyatoslavich’s formal conversion to Christianity and the subsequent banishment of the region’s pre-

existing pagan customs and practices. The process of Christianisation did not result 

in the mere absorption of Byzantine ideologies into the existing Russian socio-

political framework. Instead, it entailed a significant degree of adaptation and 

reconfiguration. As observed by Andrzej Poppe, the acceptance of the Christian 

religion was contingent upon the willingness of the leading strata of Russian society 

to reconcile their inquiries within the Christian framework of values. The 

conversion of Russia was thus a calculated effort by upper echelons of society and 

not merely a byproduct of the influence of Byzantine civilisation4. Moreover, the 

bulk of the Greek material was acquired through Bulgarian mediation, wherein it 

underwent adaptation to mirror the influence of the Slavic languages. Accepting Christianity as the main ideological network, resulted in Rus’ becoming a society 
under the dominance of the Church like any other medieval European principality. 

The clergy assumed the primary role in nurturing and propagating ideological 

 

1 For the definition of medieval ideology and the consequent misuse of ideologies see KERNER, Max. 

Ideologie und Herrschaft im Mittelalter. Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1982. p. 2-

30. 
2 BUDOVNITS, Isaak U. Obshchestvenno-politicheskaya mysl’ Drevney Rusi, XI–XIV vv. Moskva: Izdatel’stvo Akademii Nauk SSSR, 1960. p. 15. 
3 CHICHUROV, Igor S. Politicheskaya ideologiya srednevekov'ya (Vizantiya i Rus'). Moskva: Nauka, 

1990. p. 5.  
4 POPPE, Andrzej. The Political Background to the Baptism of Rus’: Byzantine-Russian Relations 

between 986–89. Dumbarton Oaks Papers, n. 30, p. 195-244, 1976. p. 244. 
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concepts, as “the baptism of Rus” called into being a new group with a special social 
role, endowed with the exclusive right to represent the new religious ideology and 

possessing a consequential unifying potential, the whole Christian clergy was quite 

closely linked to the apparatus of political authority5. According to Nina Gagova, the contemporary authorities possessed “an existing [likely extensive and 
conceptualized – E. P., D. V.] collection of books that symbolized the legitimate Christian authority’ of the Kyivan prince”6. Nevertheless, an investigation of the medieval ideologies presents a considerable challenge “due to the scarcity of written sources and works of art”7.  

In the study of pre-Mongol Rus’, it is widely acknowledged that the authors of 
these texts were politically involved and exhibited bias8. The concept of 

“ideologisation of the Russian manuscripts” was first proposed by Aleksey 
Shakhmatov9, who asserted that “the chronicler’s actions were not solely guided by 

abstract notions of truth, but also by human passions and political interests”10. Shakhmatov’s authority in the field of textology contributed to the establishment of 
a historiographical dogma, that the works of chroniclers are the result of battles 

between political and ideological centres11 and that they should be seen as political 

treatise12. Subsequently, the pre-Mongol manuscripts were regarded as analogous 

to medieval newspapers, which, as Lenin demonstrated, played a pivotal role in 

disseminating political perspectives, often serving as the primary medium for 

communication and influence. Their impact extended beyond the mere 

 

5 POPPE, Andrzej. The Christianization and Ecclesiastical Structure of Kyivan Rus’ to 1300. Harvard 

Ukrainian Studies, n. 21, p. 311-392, 1997. p. 347. 
6 GAGOVA, Nina. Vladeteli i knigi: uchastieto na yuzhnoslavanskiya vladetel v proizvodstvoto i 

upotrebata na knigi prez Srednovekovieto (IX–XV v.): retseptsiyata na vizantiyskiya model. Sofia: 

PAM Publishing Company OOD, 2010. p. 87.  
7 POPPE, Andrzej. Christianity and Ideological Change in Kievan Rus’. The first hundred years. 
Canadian-American Slavic Studies, n. 25, p. 3-26, 1991. p. 3. 
8 GUIMON, Timofey V. Historical Writing of Early Rus’ (c. 1000–c. 1400) in a Comparative Perspective. 

Leiden–Boston: Brill, 2021. p. 280-290.  
9 NIKITIN, Andrey L. Osnovaniya russkoy istorii: Mitologemy i fakty. Moskva: Agraf, 2001. p. 24.  
10 SHAKHMATOV, Aleskey A. Povest’ vremennykh let. v. 1. Petrograd: Imp. arkheogr. komissiya, 1916. 

p. 16. 
11 NIKITIN, op. cit., p. 24.  
12 SHAKHMATOV, Mstislav V. Istoriya drevnerusskikh politicheskikh idey. Nachalo sobornosti i nachalo 

edinolichnoy vlasti. Moskva: FIB, 2023. p. 15. 
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dissemination of ideas and political education13. 

As early demonstrated by Timofey Guimon14, numerous researchers in post-

war Soviet and contemporary Russian studies concur with the quotations mentioned above from the two Shakhmatovs. Per Yurii Lotman’s theory of the 
omnipotent God and the divine influence on all15, it is worth noting that the 

chronicler, frequently a member of the Church, demonstrated a corresponding 

commitment to a pious and principled life, and did not aim to revise history in a 

manner that would appease the Russian princes16. The chronicler’s dedication to his 
work was not motivated by “human passions”, as proposed by Aleksey Shakhmatov, 

but rather by a commitment to the continuation of service to the Lord. In his poetic 

work, the medieval Bulgarian scholar Constantine of Kostenets elucidates the gravity of the scribe’s responsibility before God, as exemplified in his A History on 

the Letters: “Every word and every sign that is not in its place does not belong to the 

house of the Lord”17. Furthermore, while this primarily concerns spelling, it is also 

crucial to guarantee the suitability of the content. For instance, an unidentified 

scribe of the St Pantaleon Gospel18, dating from the turn of the 12th–13th centuries, 

and the renowned St Kirill of Turov19 both acknowledged responsibility for their 

writings before the Savior. During the 12th century, Rus’ underwent significant changes in its identity, a 
process that had commenced during the reign of Yaroslav the Wise in the 11th 

century. The state began to significantly diverge from Byzantium and its 

worldviews, seeking to liberate itself from the constraints imposed by the 

 

13 LENIN, Vladimir I. Sochineniya. v. 4. Moskva: Gosizdat, 1937. p. 111-112.  
14 GUIMON, op. cit., p. 280-290. 
15 LOTMAN, Yurii M. Ob iskusstve. Sankt-Peterburg: Iskusstvo-SPB, 1998. p. 232. 
16 DANILEVSKY, Igor N. «Dobru i zlu vnimaya ravnodushno...»? (Nravstvennye imperativy 

drevnerusskogo letopistsa). Al’fa i Omega, n. 3, p. 145-159, 1995. 
17 KOSTENECHKI, Konstantin. Sychineniya. Skazanie za bukvite. Zhitie na Stefan Lazarevich. Sofia: 

Slavika, 1993. p. 7. 
18 VOSKRESENSKY, Grigorii A. Kharakteristicheskie cherty chetyrekh redaktsiy slavanskogo perevoda 

Evangelia ot Marka po sto dvadtsati rukopisyam Evangelia XI–XVI vv. Moskva: Universitetskaya tip., 

1896. p. 46. 
19 EREMIN, Igor P. Literaturnoe nasledie Kirilla Turovskogo. Trudy Otdela drevnerusskoy literatury, n. 

15, p. 336; 334, 1958.  
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Byzantines20. The local Russian ideology, encompassing symbols and theories, 

began to supersede the Byzantine ideology21. Subsequently, the political disintegration of Rus’ in the following century led to the emergence of localized 
historiographical schools in Kyiv, Novgorod, and Vladimir. These schools 

propagated ideologies tailored to their respective territories, elites, and rulers. This 

shift was particularly pronounced during the reign of Prince Andrey Bogolyubsky, 

whose life was intricately linked to the veneration of icons of the Theotokos. 

The profound connection that Andrey Bogolyubsky had with the icon of Our 

Lady of Vyshgorod, which was later recognised as Our Lady of Vladimir, serves as a 

testament to his deep spiritual devotion. The icon accompanied him when he set out 

for the principality of Rostov-Suzdal in 1155, symbolising his unwavering faith and 

divine protection. These remarkable accounts are meticulously chronicled in two 

literary works crafted during his reign: the Tale of the Victory over the Volga Bulgars 

in 1164 and the Celebration of 1 August and the Tale of the Miracles of the Theotokos 

of Vladimir. According to a number of historians, the Suzdalian prince himself might 

have been the author of both narratives22, thereby further underscoring the 

profound significance of this sacred bond. The texts were composed at different 

points in time. In the Tale of the Victory over the Volga Bulgars, a prominent theme 

is the assertion of parity in title between the Suzdalian prince and the Byzantine 

Emperor Manuel I Komnenos. This was connected with the concept of the eldership 

 

20 HANAK, Walter K. The Nature and the Image of Princely Power in Kievan Rus’, 980–1054: A Study of 

Sources. Leiden-Boston: Brill, 2014. p. 93.  
21 HALPERIN, Charles J. Russia and the Golden Horde. The Mongol Impact on Medieval Russian 

History. Bloomington: Indiana University, 1987. p. 97. 
22 One key assumption is that the author was directly Andrey Yuryevich Bogolyubsky, as proposed by Ivan Zabelin and Isaak Budovnits. For their views, see ZABELIN, Ivan Е. Sledy literaturnogo truda 
Andreya Bogolyubskogo. Arheologicheskie izvestiya i zametki, n. 2-3, p. 37-49, 1895.; and 

BUDOVNITS, op. cit., p. 15. An alternative hypothesis suggests that the Skazanie was compiled using 

records of the clergy of Uspensky Cathedral, where priests Mikula, Nestor, and Lazar are frequently 

mentioned. It is therefore proposed these men might be the authors. See Skazanie o chudesakh 

Vladimirskoj ikony Bogoroditsy. In: LIKHACHEV, Dmitrii S. et al. (ed.). Biblioteka literatury Drevney 

Rusi, v. 4, Sankt-Peterburg: Nauka, 1997. p. 618-619.; and KUCHKIN, Vladimir A.; SUMNIKOVA, 

Tatiana A. Drevneyshaya redaktsiya Skazaniya ob ikone Vladimirskoj Bogomateri. In: LIDOV, Aleksey 

M. (ed.). Chudotvornaya ikona v Vizantii i Drevney Rusi, Moskva: Martis, 1996. p. 486-487. However, 

frequent mention of these names does not constitute a strong argument for authorship, as argued by 

GORSKIY, Anton A. Yan’ Vyshatich ‘protiv’ Petra Borislavicha: upominali li sebya avtory drevnerusskikh literaturnykh proizvedeniy v tret’em litse? Drevnyaya Rus’. Voprosy medievistiki, v. 1, 

p. 7-15, 2022. 



Revista Signum, v. 26, n. 2, 2025. 

79 

 

of Andrey Bogolyubsky, which was subsequently used to validate his claims to 

Kyiv23. It seems unlikely that such ideas were conceived during the rule of Rostislav 

of Smolensk, the highly regarded and respected elder statesman among the 

Ryurikovichi, who died in 1167. It seems more likely that these claims were made 

during the rule of Mstislav Izyaslavich, who became Prince of Kyiv by bypassing 

Andrey Bogolyubsky after the death of Rostislav of Smolensk. In the opening 

passages of the text, the author makes reference to a number of authoritative 

figures, including the Emperor of Byzantium, the Rostov bishop Nestor, 

Metropolitan Constantine II and Patriarch Luke Chrysoberges. It seems reasonable 

to suggest that these ecclesiastical leaders of Greek origin would not have been 

inclined to oppose the policies of Andrey Bogolyubsky. The references to these 

authorities allow for the precise dating of the Tale to be determined within a range 

of a few years. The period in question is therefore likely to have been 1167–1169. This indicates that following Rostislav of Smolensk’s demise and prior to 1169, 

when Luke Chrysoberges died, Metropolitan Constantine II was no longer 

referenced in the texts and subsequently, Kyiv was captured by Bogolyubsky. This 

dating also elucidates the concurrent campaigns of Bogolyubsky and Manuel I 

Komnenos, which could not have transpired in 116424.  

The dating of the Tale of the Miracles of the Theotokos of Vladimir is a 

challenging issue that cannot be resolved by a straightforward analysis of the text 

itself. Despite the complexity of the issue, the majority of historians concur that the 

text originated during the lifetime of Andrey Bogolyubsky. Nonetheless, there 

remains some uncertainty regarding whether the work was composed before the 

1164 campaign against the Volga Bulgars or at a later date25.  

In the mid-1160s, Andrey Bogolyubsky played a crucial role in publishing two 

 
23 See also VORONIN, Nikolai N. Skazanie o pobede nad bolgarami 1164 g. i prazdnike Spasa. In: 

SHUNKOV, Viktor I. (ed.) Problemy obshchestvenno-politicheskoy istorii Rossii i slavjanskih stran. 

Sbornik statey k 70-letiyu akademika M. N. Tikhomirova. Moskva: Vostochnaya literatura, 1963. p. 

88-92. p. 90.  
24 LOSEVA, Olga V. Zhitiya russkikh svyatykh v sostave drevnerusskikh Prologov XII – 1-i treti XV v. 

Moskva: Rukopisnye pamyatniki Drevney Rusi, 2009. p. 242.  
25 VORONIN, Nikolai N. Iz istorii russko-vizantiyskoy bor’by XII v. Vizantiyskiy vremennik, n. 26, p. 

198, 1965.; ANISIMOV, Aleksandr I. O drevnerusskom iskusstve. Sbornik statey. Moskva: Sovetskiy 

khudozhnik, 1983. p. 190-218. p. 206.  
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memorable literary works. These narrations aimed to emphasize the Mother of God’s patronage of the Suzdalian sovereign and his land. One of the works, Tale of 

the Victory over the Volga Bulgars, described a successful military campaign, while a 

shorter mention in one of the letopisi was also prepared26. Similar narratives 

emerged in other principalities around the turn of the 1160s and 1170s, aiming to 

showcase the patronage of the Mother of God over them. From a formal perspective, 

it is evident that Andrey Bogolyubsky was the driving force behind this “ideological race”. An intriguing historical circumstance unfolded in Novgorod when the 
Suzdalian sovereign unintentionally contributed to the establishment of the Theotokos’ patronage in Novgorod during his siege of the city in 1170. This event is 
chronicled in the earliest surviving scroll of the Novgorod First Chronicle, the Synod 

Scroll27, penned by a contemporary witness of this encounter, the scribe German 

Voyata. Voyata was engaged in the compilation of the Novgorod Bishop’s Chronicle 

between 1144 and 118828. Additionally, a notable literary composition, titled The 

Tale of the Battle of the Novgorodians with the Suzdalians was composed to 

commemorate the miraculous salvation of Novgorod29. The Novgorod intellectuals 

seemed to be influenced by the existing texts of Andrey Bogolyubsky, which inadvertently led to a situation of “extramural polemics” between Novgorod and 
Vladimir, as we assume. It is important to note that although the earliest source, the 

Sophian Scroll of the Tale of the Battle of the Novgorodians with the Suzdalians, dates 

to the middle of the 14th century, the work is based on either an oral narrative that 

emerged shortly after the battle or on a previous text, or even an entire work that 

has not survived30.  

 
26 Suzdalskaya letopis’ po Lavrent’evskomu spisku. In: Polnoe sobranie russkikh letopisei, v. 1. Leningrad: Izdatel’stvo Akademii Nauk SSSR, 1927. p. 352-353. 
27 NASONOV, Arsenii N. Novgorodskaya pervaya letopis’ starshego i mladshego izvodov. Moskva – Leningrad: Izdatel’stvo Akademii Nauk SSSR, 1950. p. 33. 
28 GIPPIUS, Aleksey A. K istorii slozheniya teksta Novgorodskoy pervoy letopisi. Novgorodskiy 

istoricheskiy sbornik, v. 6, p. 27-29, 1997.  
29 Our analysis is based on the earliest scroll, the Sophian Scroll (located in the National Library of 

Russia), published as Skazanie o bitve novgorodtsev s suzdal’tsami. In: LIKHACHEV, Dmitrii S. et al. 

(ed.). Biblioteka literatury Drevney Rusi, v. 6. Sankt-Peterburg: Nauka, 1999. p. 444-449. The two 

other existing scrolls were published in LOSEVA, op. cit., p. 328-334.  
30 PODVALNOV, Evgeny D. Ustnaya legenda o chude ikony Bogomater’ Znameniye pri osade 
Novgoroda 1170 g.: problemy genezisa i soderzhaniya. In: SABLIN, Vasilii A. (ed.) Vorotynskie 
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A comprehensive understanding of the themes in the Tale of the Battle of the 

Novgorodians with the Suzdalians and the Tale of the Miracles of the Theotokos of 

Vladimir, can be achieved through a detailed examination of the original texts, which 

comprise a number of analogous recurring motifs. In the Tale of the Miracles, the text 

begins by comparing the Mother of God to the Sun. The icon is likened to the celestial 

body and is described as moving in a similar manner31. When Prince Andrey 

ascended to the throne of Rostov land as prince of Vyshgorod, he investigated the 

local icons. He was told that one of the icons, the future Our Lady of Vladimir, had 

moved three times within the Vyshgorod monastery without human intervention. 

Initially, the icon was found standing alone in the church. Later, it was relocated to 

a different position. After the icon was discovered facing the altar, the monks 

interpreted this as a sign of its desire to be placed there. It was subsequently moved 

to the area behind the refectory. Upon its third relocation, when it was positioned 

separately from the other items in the temple, it was understood as an indication 

that the icon did not wish to remain in Vyshgorod. Taking this as a divine sign, 

Andrey Bogolyubsky proposed to the Mother of God that she become the protector 

of the principality of Rostov-Suzdal, where the newly converted people would 

venerate her. Subsequently, he took the icon with him on his departure to Rostov-

Suzdal32.  

The veneration of the Theotokos of Vladimir was closely connected with the 

figure of Andrey Bogolyubsky, while the cult of the Novgorod icon of Our Lady of the 

Sign [=Znamenie] is associated with the Novgorodian Archbishop Ilya. In the Tale of 

the Battle, during the second night of the siege of the city, Archbishop Ilya heard a 

voice while praying, instructing him to remove the icon of the Mother of God from 

the Church of the Transfiguration of the Saviour on Ilyina Street and place it on the 

fortifications opposite the Suzdalians to save Novgorod from the siege33. The 

 

chteniya. Srednevekovaya Rossiya: voennyy i dukhovnyy podvig predkov. Materialy II Vserossiyskoy 

nauchno-prakticheskoy konferentsii. Vologda: Vologodskiy gosudarstvennyy universitet, 2022. p. 

20-124.  
31 KUCHKIN, Vladimir A.; SUMNIKOVA, Tatiana A. Skazanie o chudesakh Vladimirskoj ikony Bozhiyey 

Materi. Istoriya filosofii, v. 16, p. 22, 2011. 
32 KUCHKIN, V. A.; SUMNIKOVA, T. A. Skazanie o chudesakh Vladimirskoj ikony… op. cit., p. 22.  
33 Skazanie o bitve novgorodtsev s suzdal’tsami… op. cit., p. 444-446. 
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archbishop initially sent a deacon to retrieve the icon from its location and transport 

it to the stockade. However, the icon displayed signs of resistance, indicating its 

refusal to be handled by the cleric. The deacon reported the incident to the 

archbishop, who, accompanied by the people of Novgorod, went to the church. 

There, he took hold of the sacred icon and entrusted it to two deacons, instructing 

them to carry it before him. He then led the entire assembly of the clergy to transport 

the icon to the stockade34. In the Tale of the Victory over the Volga Bulgarians, Andrey Bogolyubsky is depicted taking two clerics with him: “The icon of the Theotokos, the 
Virgin Mary, and the Holy Cross were carried by two members of the clergy in sacred vestments”35. This use of icons in the military campaign draws parallels between Bogolyubsky’s actions and the Crusades of the same time period. This suggests that Bogolyubsky’s intentions may have been broader than solely addressing the 
concerns of the Suzdalian principality, indicating a commitment to safeguarding the 

broader interests of the Russian land and the wider Christian world36.  

The image of Our Lady of the Sign showed mercy towards the inhabitants of 

the city of St Sophia during their darkest hour and save Novgorod from imminent 

ruin by the Suzdalians. According to the chronicles,  

 

By the Providence of God, the icon turned its face towards the city 

and the archbishop saw the tears flowing from the icon and caught them into his phelonion. A remarkable phenomenon occurred! […] 
The tears were not mere tears, but a symbol of divine compassion. 

In this image, the sacred Mother of God implored her son and Our 

Creator to spare the city from the clutches of its oppressors. The 

Lord, in His infinite mercy, listened to the prayers of the Holy 

Mother of God and turned away His wrath from the city and 

destroyed the enemy37. 

 

To honour the beliefs associated with the two divine images, special holidays 

and religious texts were created, continuing the similarities of both occasions. The 

Tale of the Victory over the Volga Bulgarians concludes with the declaration that the 

 
34 Skazanie o bitve novgorodtsev s suzdal’tsami… op. cit., p. 446. 
35 KUCHKIN, V. A.; SUMNIKOVA, T. A. Skazanie o chudesakh Vladimirskoj ikony… op. cit., p. 20. 
36 KARPOV, Aleksey Yu. Andrey Bogolyubsky. Moskva: Molodaya gvardiya, 2014. p. 187.; HURWITZ, 

Ellen Stiskin. Prince Andrej Bogoljubskij: The Man and the Myth. Florence: Licosa Editrice, 1980. p. 46.  
37 Skazanie o bitve novgorodtsev s suzdal’tsami… op. cit., p. 446–448.  
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text was “written by the command of Caesar Manuel and the entire clergy, that we all celebrate the first day of August to the glory of the Holy Trinity”38. The Tale of the 

Battle ends with Archbishop Ilya establishing a feast in remembrance of the miraculous deliverance of Novgorod: “The Holy Archbishop Ioann [=Ilya] created a 
joyous feast, and all the people of Novgorod, men, women and children, began to 

celebrate the honourable Sign of the Holy Mother of God”39.  

The conflict of 1170 between two principalities, each claiming divine 

protection, encouraged the use of sophisticated rhetorical strategies in various 

narratives to establish which side was justified. In a cluster of texts (Laurentian 

Codex, Hypatian Codex, Chronicler of Pereyaslavl-Suzdal), referred to as “anti-Novgorodian”40 in historiography, several efforts were made to depict the siege. 

These three texts devote a remarkable portion to explaining the reasons behind Andrey Bogolyubsky’s failure.41 The narrative begins with the emergence of a ‘sign’: 
three years before the siege, three icons started weeping in three Novgorod 

churches. According to the scribes, this indicated that Novgorod and the 

surrounding region were now protected by the Mother of God. The Theotokos 

beseeched the Lord that Novgorod should not suffer the fate of Sodom and 

Gomorrah but rather that of the forgiven Nineveh. The chroniclers also claimed that 

Novgorod was pardoned through her prayers. These comparisons are crucial for 

two reasons. Firstly, the “anti-Novgorod” texts are compelled to acknowledge the 
Mother of God as the protector of Novgorod. Secondly, the parallels with Nineveh, 

Sodom and Gomorrah do not provide many negative characteristics of the attackers, 

 
38 KUCHKIN; SUMNIKOVA, op. cit., p. 21.  
39 Skazanie o bitve novgorodtsev s suzdal’tsami… op. cit., p. 448. 
40 Such categorization was first proposed by Lev Dmitriev, see DMITRIEV, Lev A. Zhitiynye povesti 

russkogo severa kak pamiatniki drevnerusskoy literatury XII–XVII vv. Leningrad: Nauka, 1973. p. 108. 

followed by “ideological groups of anti-Novgorodian and pro-Suzdalian letopisi”. In: BARRICK, 

Christina Louisa. Andrey Yur’evich Bogolyubsky: A Study of Sources. Oxford: University of Oxford, 

1984. p. 121. However, a more precise description would be “non-Novgorodian” or “of non-Novgorodian origin”, since the text in question is generally favourable toward Novgorod and does 
not question the righteousness or miraculous salvation of the Novgorodians. 
41 Here and afterwards see Letopisets Pereslavlya Suzdalskogo (Letopisets russkikh tsarey). In: Polnoe 

sobranie russkikh letopisei, v. 41. Moskva: Arkheograficheskiy tsentr, 1995. p. 96 for the Chronicler of 

Pereyaslavl-Suzdal; Suzdalskaya letopis’ po Lavrent’evskomu spisku… op. cit., p. 360–362 for the 

Laurentian Codex and Ipatievskaya letopis’. In: Polnoe sobranie russkikh letopisei, v. 2. Saint 

Petersburg: Tipografiya M. A. Aleksandrova, 1908. p. 560–561 for the Hypatian Codex.  
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particularly the Suzdalians. In the Bible, all three cities were destroyed or destined 

for destruction by God Himself (John 3:9-10; Genesis 18:20, 19:24). In contrast to 

the Chaldeans, who ravaged Jerusalem, God did not send other nations to punish 

them (Genesis 19:24). The chroniclers demonstrated adeptness in employing 

comparisons to avoid portraying Andrey Bogolyubsky and his subordinates 

negatively. By drawing comparisons to Nineveh, the scribes sought to establish, that 

the Suzdalian prince acted by divine will, effectively reintegrating Novgorod into the realm of faith through his actions. Furthermore, the portrayal of the “anti-Novgorodian” texts is deemed fantastical, especially when they are categorized as “anti-Novgorodian”. Not only is Novgorod depicted as the City of God, but it is also 

characterized as a stronghold of Christian virtue, saved by the mercy of Theotokos 

through tearful prayers to the Savior42. Additionally, Andrey Bogolyubsky is 

addressed as blessed. His troops facilitated an agreement with the Lord concerning 

the city of St Sophia. While the text does detail atrocities, such as the devastation of the Novgorod district by Andrey Bogolyubsky’s forces, it paradoxically refrains from 
identifying any perpetrators. Both Novgorod and Vladimir are, at least formally, 

defended by the Mother of God. 

In the cases of Andrey Bogolyubsky and the Novgorodian Archbishop Ilya, the 

Theotokos manifested her benevolence and protection over the two Old Russian 

lands, which were engaged in a state of constant confrontation. It can be argued that the Novgorod ‘Znamensky’ ideologeme is a direct reaction to the events of the siege 
of 1170 by the troops of Andrey Bogolyubsky. This can be regarded as an indirect response to the affirmation of the Mother of God’s patronage over the Vladimir-

Suzdal Principality. Moreover, it is possible to hypothesise which individual in 

Novgorod may have been involved in the inception and establishment of the concept of the city’s protection by the Virgin Mary. Maybe it was German Voyata, a 
contemporary of the siege, who composed a chronicle record of the battle in the 

Novgorod Bishop’s Chronicle. In this codex, Voyata wrote that the siege was broken “by the power of the cross and the Holy Virgin Mary and the prayers of the blessed 
 

42 Suzdalskaya letopis’ po Lavrent’evskomu spisku… op. cit., p. 361.  
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Archbishop Ilya”43. Secondly, it might have been Ilya who was the driving force behind the development of the “Znamensky” narrative, as he played a pivotal role in 
the miracle of Our Lady of the Sign. Similarly, this would explain the striking 

similarity between the Novgorod and Vladimir ideologemes, which exhibit a high 

degree of repetition of motifs. It seems reasonable to posit that Archbishop Ilya may 

have become acquainted with the various narratives of Andrey Bogolyubsky 

concerning the patronage of Vladimir during his visit to the Suzdalian prince, as 

documented in the older redaction of the Novgorod First Chronicle:  

 

In the same year [=1172], during the winter months, Archbishop 

Ilya of Novgorod undertook a visit to Vladimir to confer with 

Andrey Bogolyubsky and ascertain the complete truth.44  

 

It is crucial to recognise that during the latter half of the 1160s and the early 

1170s, the concept of the Virgin as a patron was not exclusive to Vladimir and Novgorod. Kyiv, the “Mother of Russian cities”, also articulated a comparable vision 
of the Pokrov. This is likely to have been influenced by the concept already 

established in Vladimir, as evidenced in the account of the confrontation between 

Prince Gleb of Pereyaslavl45 and the Polovtsy. It is relevant to highlight that the foundations for this ideological concept were established prior to the city’s capture 
by the Suzdalian sovereign. Although there are indications in the major anti-

Polovstian campaign of Mstislav Izyaslavich in 116846, the development of this 

ideological concept was still underway. A more sophisticated iteration can be 

observed in the texts of Laurentian and Hypatian Codicec47 concerning the 1169 

 
43 NASONOV, op. cit., p. 33.  
44 NASONOV, op. cit., p. 34. 
45 Protege of Andrey Bogolyubsky after the capture of Kyiv in 1169. 
46 The Hypatian Codex provides a detailed and comprehensive account of the campaign, emphasising 

the divine approval associated with the military operations. Additionally, the narrative presents a distinctive perspective, as the vigilantes implore for the demise of Rus’: “We [the troops of Mstislav 

Izyaslavich] were blessed by God to be Christians and we are ready to give our heads [= to die] for the land of Rus’ and become martyrs.” Quoted from Ipatievskaya letopis’… op. cit., p. 538–540. Based 

on these circumstances, the campaign was compared to the Crusades. For one example of these 

comparations see MUSIN, Aleksey Ye. Milites Christi Drevney Rusi. Voinskaya kultura russkogo srednevekov’ya v kontekste religioznogo mentaliteta. Sankt-Peterburg: Peterburgskoe 

Vostokovedenie, 2005. p. 277. 
47 Here and afterwards see Suzdalskaya letopis’ po Lavrent’evskomu spisku… op. cit., p. 357–361 and 

Ipatievskaya letopis’… op. cit., p. 554–559. 
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campaign led by Mikhalko Yurievich and Gleb of Pereyaslavl against the Polovtsy, 

which was associated with the same icon of the Virgin Mary in the Church of the 

Tithes48 as in 1168. It is recorded that a notable miracle was attributed to the Mother 

of God of the Tithes in summer 1169, when a considerable number of Polovtsy 

attacked Kyiv during the tenure of Prince Gleb Yurievich. The victory of Mikhalko 

Yurievich over the Polovtsy and his miraculous deliverance are also attributed to the icon of the Mother of God of the Church of the Tithes. Mikhalko’s timely arrival 
in Kyiv from Pereyaslavl, following the vanquishing of the Polovtsy, had the effect of 

liberating the Christian populace from further toil, securing the release of captives, 

and prompting the remaining inhabitants to extol God and the Holy Theotokos. In 

particular, she was eulogised as a prompt source of succour for the populace at large. 

The hypothesis that Kyiv and Novgorod engaged in conventional counter-

propaganda in response to the Vladimir-Suzdal Principality and its Pince lacks 

support from the available evidence. Such an occurrence is improbable during that 

historical period. However, the rapid spread of a singular idea, specifically, the 

invocation of the Mother of God through her icons, across diverse political centres of Rus’ is a noteworthy event that cannot be simply disregarded as a coincidence. 
This phenomenon is a result of and contributes to the political disintegration of the 

formerly unified Russian space, in which each newly established polity develops its own locally revered mythology and value system, broadly termed as “ideology”. The discussions held “in absentia” regarding the patronage of the Virgin Mary by a 

specific principality did not yield a conclusive determination for contemporaries. 

Additionally, the ideology was not fully developed in Kyiv, and the established 

narratives in Novgorod and Suzdal remained unchallenged by either the 

Novgorodians or the Suzdalians. 
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48 The construction of the Church of the Tithes was commissioned by Vladimir Svyatoslavich, who 

initiated the baptism of his realm and allocated a tithe to this church for the entire Rus’. 


