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THE CAMPAIGNS OF THE RUS’ IN THE BALKANS IN 
THE MIDDLE OF THE 9TH AND THE END OF THE 10TH

CENTURIES IN UKRAINIAN HISTORIOGRAPHY OF 
THE TURN OF THE XX – XXI CENTURIES

Evgeniy Shinakov, Andrey Fedosov

Abstract: The report includes preliminary results of the research on this topic within the framework of 
the grant of the Russian Science Foundation “Ukrainian Historiography of Medieval Rus’ at the End of XX – 
Beginning of XXI Centuries: Concepts, Origins, Trends”. It draws attention mainly to the internal aspect and 
consequences of the campaigns of the Rus’ against the “Greeks” and Bulgarians: changes in the composition 
of participants in connection with the dynamics of the structures of Rus’ from the middle of the ninth to the 
end of the tenth century, creating favorable conditions for Christianization. From the external aspects the em-
phasis is made only on the desire of Svyatoslav to move the capital of Rus’ to the territory of Bulgaria and the 
beginning of the Pecheneg aggression as a reaction of Byzantium to the campaigns of Svyatoslav. Original, 
though contradictory to the sources, is the point of view that in 987 the “Tauro-Scythian” help to the basileus 
was rendered not against the rebellion of Bardas Phokas, but against the Bulgarians. A lot of attention is paid 
to Vladimir’s “forced” campaign to Korsun in 988, its religious and political consequences. In addition, an 
interesting idea of Pritsak is presented, who calls the Rus’ “the nomads of the sea”, comparing their model of 
interaction with sedentary societies with that of the steppe nomads.

Keywords: campaigns against Byzantium, the Rus’ people, politics, economy, religion, Ukrainian histori-
ography of Ancient Rus’.

СТУДИИ И СТАТИИ  
STUDIES AND ARTICLES

Modern Russian historiography is interested 
in the Rus’ campaigns of the middle 9th – the end 
of 10th centuries on Byzantium, its enclaves and 
Bulgaria in terms of reliability of data, and also 
in aspect of their contamination with socio-polit-
ical processes in Russia. This is due to the pre-
vailing political-anthropological approach or, in 
other terms, the methodology and methods of 
sociocultural anthropology. These campaigns are 
regarded as one of the main ways of exoexploita-

tion, i.e. obtaining an “added” (surplus) product 
for the ruling upper class of the union of “Rosia” 
with “Slavinias” at the stage of transition from 
chiefdoms to the early state. Other issues (mili-
tary aspect, Christianization, ethnic composition 
of the participants of the campaigns), if men-
tioned, play a minor role.

It is all the more interesting to compare other, 
modern Ukrainian, concepts of medieval Russian 
studies on this aspect, which also go back to a 

1 The research was supported by the Russian Scientifi c Foundation grant № 23-28-00281 “Ukrainian historiography of 
medieval Rus’ in the late XX – early XXI century: concepts, origins, trends”.

DOI 10.69085/pif20241005



Evgeniy Shinakov, Andrey Fedosov

6 Пловдивски исторически форум/Plovdivski istoricheski forum, VIII (2024), 1

common source – historiography mainly Soviet, 
to a lesser extent emigrant. It should be noted that 
the fi ndings of this report are preliminary, as the 
research under the grant under which it was car-
ried out has only just begun. However, selective-
ly it was possible to study a kind of “reference” 
Ukrainian works of diff erent types and purpos-
es: purely scientifi c, scientifi c with ideological 
overtones, popular science, aimed at diff erent 
audiences, educational for higher and elementary 
school, and up to recent years, and not only in 
Ukrainian, but also in Russian and English.

Undoubtedly, the most outstanding repre-
sentative of the scientifi c thought of Ukraine in 
the study of ancient Rus’ was and still remains 
Petr Tolochko. His conceptual works are dated 
1987, 1996, 2016, 2020, which allows us to trace 
the dynamics of his views.

In a 1987 work, the early Kievan princes – 
Kiy, Askold and Dir, and even the embassy of 
“chacanus Rhos” to Byzantium in 838 are used 
to counter the “Norman theory”. It is proved that 
all these princes were Slavs, and even ambassa-
dors of 838 – “ex gentis Sueonum” – although 
Swedes, but on service of the East Slavic state. 
Oleg’s campaign of 907 was caused by “Bul-
garia’s request to help her in her struggle with 
Byzantium” (Толочко 1987: 26), and the main 
result was the trade treaties of 907 and 911. Ig-
or’s campaigns were a response to the perfi dy of 
Byzantine diplomacy, which, taking advantage 
of Russian help in the fi ght against the Muslims, 
set the Pechenegs against Russia, fearing its 
strengthening (Толочко 1987: 39). The treaty of 
944 was not a defeat for Igor, but was mutually 
benefi cial. The campaigns of Svyatoslav to the 
Balkans were caused by desire of the Byzantium 
diplomacy to push Russia with Bulgaria, thus 
weakening both powers. As a positive result of 
the campaigns of “Rus to Tsargrad” P. Toloch-
ko repeatedly notes the process of its gradual 
Christianization, beginning with Askold and Dir 
(860/867). 

The same ideas are traced in the scientifi c 
part of the 1996 book, devoted to Svyatoslav, 
Vladimir and Yaroslav the Wise. About reasons 
of Vladimir’s campaign to Korsun it is not told 
anything, except that this city was a place of his 
christening. Indirectly – an argument for that to 
receive the permission to marry Princess Anna.

In a 2016 work “Where The Russian Land 
Comes from”, published in Russian, but in Kiev, 
the author again emphasizes the Christianization 
signifi cance of the 860’s campaign of Askold 
and Dir. As for Oleg’s campaign of 907, its main 
goal was “to impose on Byzantium his partner-
ship based on clear legal regulation” (Толочко 
2018: 135). Summarizing a brief description of 
the campaigns of Oleg, Igor, Svyatoslav to the 
Balkans, and Vladimir to Crimea, P. Tolochko 
concludes their goal as “gaining an opportunity 
to trade freely in the Byzantine markets, which 
was impossible without a demonstration of mili-
tary power” (Толочко 2018: 139).

In general, the works of the unconditional 
leader of the Ukrainian Soviet, and post-Soviet 
as well, historiography feel Marxist basic train-
ing, in early works there is a “feudal” terminolo-
gy. He obviously follows the theory of Rybakov, 
implicitly – Grushevsky. 

Scientifi c and Ideological Literature. In the 
book of 2020 “From Rus’ to Ukraine” P. Toloch-
ko on the basis of scientifi c arguments and appa-
ratus proves clearly a point of view, “not fashion-
able” for modern Ukraine: she left the “Russian2

world” and only there she can take place as a 
nation and a state (Толочко 2020: 225). The ide-
ological implication of this scientifi c monograph 
is evidenced, for example, by the name of one 
of the sections – “Sovereign Ukraine? A future 
without a past”. However, on the subject of this 
report there is almost nothing in it, only that the 
2 P. Tolochko suggested in his 2005 book “The Ancient 
Rus’ people” to use the adjective “Rusian” with one “s”. 
Such spelling is nowadays popular among Anglo-Ameri-
can historians as well (e.g., works by C. Raff ensperger “Re-
imagining Europe”, “The Kingdom of Rus’” etc.).
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fi rst mention of “the Russian land” is connect-
ed with the raid to Byzantium at the beginning 
of the reign of Michael III (842 – 867), and that 
with “Byzantine history is connected the most 
important impulse of realization by the Russian 
people of itself and its place among other en-
lightened peoples of the world” – the baptism of 
Rus’ in 988 (Толочко 2020: 17).

The work of a religious philosopher, pro-
fessor of National University of Kyiv-Mohyla 
Academy Vladimir Gors’ky “The Saints of Ki-
evan Rus’” is distinguished by scientifi c-theo-
logical, explicitly ideological orientation. The 
purpose of his work was to establish the origins 
of the “soul of the Ukrainian people”, its “moral 
ideal of the national spirit”. But, at the same time, 
the work has a scientifi c apparatus and relies on 
sources. It, however, mentions only military re-
lations of Rus’ and Byzantium under Vladimir 
the Saint. They were of two types – Vladimir’s 
assistance to the basileuses in 987 and 988 in the 
suppression of the Bulgarian uprising and the 
rebellion of Bardas Skleros (according to Jacob 
the Monk) and the siege of Korsun to force the 
“Greeks” to fulfi ll the promise to give Princess 
Anna to Vladimir (Горьский 1994: 72, 73). All 
these events are described in great detail, with 
references to diff erent sources. 

The campaigns of “the Rus’ on Greeks” are 
indirectly, though originally and interestingly, 
concerned by the scientists of Chernigov school. 
Firstly, they consider, that Igor undertook cam-
paigns of 941 and 944 on Byzantium not on his 
own initiative, but by force. He was forced by 
the Khazars after the defeat of his voivode Oleg 
(according to the Novgorod Chronicle and the 
Schechter Letter) in 940 under Samkerts (Kerch) 
from the Khazarian tarkhan Pesakh (Новик, 
Шевченко 1995: 96 – 97). Secondly, Helgu of 
the Schechter Letter, at fi rst defeated by Pesakh, 
and then and Byzantines and died somewhere 
beyond the sea (in Barda?) – is no other than a 
representative of a separate Chernigov dynas-

ty not belonging to a kin of Kiev Rurikovichi 
(Уманец, Шевченко 1995: 66).

Popular Science Literature. Very detailed, 
in the artistic style, with the introduction of fi c-
tional dialogues and characters, but quite plausi-
ble in the popular scientifi c book by P. Toloch-
ko “Vladimir the Saint. Yaroslav the Wise” de-
scribes the march of Vladimir to Korsun in 988. 
The reason given for it is the desire to marry 
Princess Anne, as well as the root cause inherent 
in all previous campaigns “on the Greeks” – fa-
vorable trade agreements (Толочко 1996: 51).

To popular science genre with a very dubi-
ous scientifi c component (there is not even a list 
of literature and sources) can be attributed the 
“Short course of the history of Ukraine” by Al-
exander Paliy, 3rd edition of which was released 
in 2018. Starting the history of Ukrainians with 
the Tripolie culture and even the last ice age, the 
author briefl y touches on our topic. He clearly 
adheres to the Polans-Russian concept, and at-
tributes the campaigns to the Byzantium to the 
“Kievans”, without mentioning other tribes. An 
original passage is worth noting: that in 971 Svy-
atoslav left for Rus’ not as a result of defeat and 
agreement with John Tzimiskes, but “for rein-
forcement” (Палий 2018).

The ideological predecessor of A. Paliy can 
be considered M. Chubaty, whose report was 
heard and condemned even by some Ukrainian 
historians-emigrants and foreign scientists at 
the XI International Congress of Historians in 
Uppsala (Sweden). In it he builds the following 
genetic chain: the people of Tripolie culture – the 
Antes – the Ukrainians, creators of Kievan Rus. 
And only Ukrainians, partly Belarusians, are the 
heirs of the latter. The report was published in 
English only in 1964 in New York by the author 
himself as an appendix to the book (in Ukraini-
an) “Princely Russia-Ukraine and the emergence 
of three East Slavic nations”.

The conceptual, written in the popular scien-
tifi c style, but oriented to the scientifi c audience 
and recommended as a manual for teachers and 



Evgeniy Shinakov, Andrey Fedosov

8 Пловдивски исторически форум/Plovdivski istoricheski forum, VIII (2024), 1

students of humanities faculties, is the “Civiliza-
tional History of Ukraine” (Kiev, 2006). It was 
prepared with the funds of a joint grant from the 
National Academy of Sciences of Ukraine and 
the Russian Humanitarian Science Foundation, 
but almost exclusively by Ukrainian scientists. 
In particular, the section we are interested in was 
written by the archaeologist and historian, cor-
responding member of the National Academy of 
Sciences of Ukraine Alexandr Motsya3. With-
out analyzing the causes and course of Russian 
campaigns to Byzantium, the author uses their 
description in sources to prove the original Slav-
ic origin of the Rus’ as a people. In particular, 
A. Motsya denies that the “Sueoni” (Swedes) of 
the Annales Bertiniani were the ambassadors of 
the state of the Rus’-Slavs. The fact that they did 
not give their name (“Sueoni”), but introduced 
themselves as the messengers of “chacanus 
Rhos” seems to prove the Slavic background of 
the Rus’ as well as that they represented the latter 
and during negotiations with the Byzantines af-
ter the campaigns of Oleg and Igor (Гоелов и др. 
2006: 163 – 164). That is, the name “Rus’” was 
identical to the ethnonym “Slavs”. In 2010. A. 
Motsya confi rmed the idea that the main prince 
– “konung” Oleg the Prophetic headed the Rus’, 
only after having come to Kiev and becoming 
to manage the Polans which were the main par-
ticipants of his campaigns against Byzantium 
(Моця 2010: 290).

The infl uence of the Polans-Russian con-
cept of academician B. Rybakov is clearly felt 
here, which is frankly recognized by A. Motsya 
himself in his later works. However, in them, 
since 2012, he considers descendants of these 
Rus’-Slavs only Ukrainians, believing that in 
the north, in Novgorod, there already existed a 
separate “external Rosia” of Constantine Por-
phyrogenitus – the predecessor of Russia, and 
3  In the 1980s, A. Motsya was one of the leaders of the 
Novgorod-Seversk expedition, the joint Academy of 
Sciences of the USSR and Ukraine, Chernigov and Bry-
ansk pedagogical institutes.

its inhabitants were not Eastern Slavs (Motsya 
2012: 47, 50).

Educational Literature. Incomparably 
more place is given to the description of the Rus’ 
campaigns to Byzantium and Bulgaria in school 
textbooks, at least in 2007 ones. Thus, more than 
5 per cent of the text, that expands to the 16th

century, is devoted to this subject in the seventh 
grade textbook of Ukrainian-language primary 
schools, and slightly less in the textbook of other 
authors in Russian, due to the abundance of ap-
plications.

Both textbooks emphasize the importance 
of the campaign of Askold and Dir, which they, 
according to the Byzantine tradition, date 860. 
“Rus’ was for the fi rst time discussed in Europe, 
and the name of the state got into the Byzantine 
chronicles” (Свидерский и др. 2007: 35). And 
also failure of a campaign made Askold and the 
majority of his retinue to accept Christianity for 
the fi rst time “under a name Mykola” (Власов 
2007: 14 – 15). It is not very clear why Askold 
is separated from Dir in this episode, although 
in scientifi c historiography such a tendency has 
been observed for a long time4. Besides, 860 
is not the fi rst year, when the “Rhos” are men-
tioned. Before that, according to the Annales 
Bertiniani, their envoys visited Constantinople in 
838, seeking “friendship” (Шинаков, Федосов 
2022). And in the end of 842 or in the beginning 
of 843 (Шинаков 2014), having scouted the way 
before, they attacked Amastris. However, per-
haps this eliminates the need to fi nd an answer to 
the question: how the Bulgarian Empire, which 
at that time owned 600 kilometers of the Black 
Sea coast, missed a small embassy of the Rhos, 
obviously sailing along the coast along an as yet 
unknown route (Шинаков, Джамбов 2013). 
And the passage of their fl otillas in 842/843 and 
860 clearly suggests if not a military alliance of 
the Rus’ with the Bulgarians of anti-Byzantine 
orientation, then some kind of agreement, which 
4  For Ukrainian editions see, e.g.: Лебедев 1994.
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Ukrainian (and not only) historiography does not 
pay attention to. 

The textbook in Russian describes in particu-
lar the campaigns of Svyatoslav, the reason for 
which was the intervention in the war between 
Byzantium and Bulgaria, but it is not specifi ed 
on whose side. The impression of defeat of Svy-
atoslav is reduced, because his peace with John 
Tzimiskes is called “honorable”, and the peace 
of Igor conducted before (in 944) was “advan-
tageous” for Rus’ (Свидерский и др 2007: 35, 
43). Only the textbook in Russian language 
mentions, very briefl y though, the reasons of 
the campaigns – the imposition on Byzantium 
advantageous trade for Rus’ with military meth-
ods (Свидерский и др. 2007: 35 – 36). Both 
textbooks emphasize that the 860 campaign was 
led only by Askold (without Dir). The textbook 
in Ukrainian says that one of the results of this 
campaign was the Christianization of the Rus’ 
(Власов 2007: 14 – 15). But the “Russian” text-
book says that the Byzantines called Askold 
“Hagan” (Свидерский и др. 2007: 30). The 
term “Ukraine” is not used in any textbooks in 
relation to these events. 

In this regard, Ukrainian school textbooks 
are radically diff erent from, for example, the 
textbooks for the “Native Schools”, originally 
prepared in an emigrant environment in Canada. 
In particular, in the “historical stories” of Anton 
Lototsky, written before 1949, but in Ukraine 
published only in 1991, in the collection “Prince-
ly Glory” (in Toronto in 1984 the collection was 
entitled “Glory of Past Ages”), Svyatoslav pro-
tected the “eastern borders of Ukraine” from 
the Khazars and Pechenegs. In general, children 
were suggestive that the reason of the campaigns 
of the Kiev princes (“knights”) to the Byzan-
tium was the yearn for glory and honor both for 
themselves and their retinues (Лотоцький 1984 
– 1991: 25 – 26). In general, the description of 
these campaigns resembles a heroic epos, defeats 
are either omitted, or, as in the case of Askold 
and Dir, act as a reason for positive changes – the 

fi rst appearance in Kiev of the “Light of Christ”. 
No wonder, that in modern textbooks of 2015 and 
2020 Rus’ is called Rus’-Ukraine (Дудар, Гук 
2020: 5,14 etc.; Гисем 2015: 10, 12 etc.; Гисем, 
Мартинюк 2015: 18, 26 etc.; Сорочинська, 
Гисем 2020: 8, 9 etc.).
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ПОХОДИТЕ НА РУСИТЕ НА БАЛКАНИТЕ 
В СРЕДАТА НА IX И КРАЯ НА Х ВЕК 

В УКРАИНСКАТА ИСТОРИОГРАФИЯ ОТ КРАЯ 
НА XX – НАЧАЛОТО НА XXI ВЕК

Евгений Шинаков, Андрей Федосов

Резюме: Работата включва предварителни резултати от изследването по тази тема в рамките 
на гранта на Руската научна фондация „Украинска историография на средновековната Рус в края на 
XX – началото на XXI век: концепции, произход, тенденции“. Обърнато е внимание главно на вътреш-
ния аспект и последиците от походите на русите срещу „гърците” и българите: промени в състава 
на участниците във връзка с динамиката на структурите на Рус от средата на IX до края на Х в., съз-
даващи благоприятни условия за Християнизацията. От външните аспекти се акцентира само върху 
желанието на Светослав да премести столицата на Рус на територията на България и началото на 
печенежката агресия като реакция на Византия на походите на Светослав. Оригинално, макар и про-
тиворечащо на изворите, е мнението, че през 987 г. „тавро-скитската“ помощ на василевса е оказана 
не срещу бунта на Вардас Фока, а срещу българите. Много внимание се отделя на „принудителния“ 
поход на Владимир към Корсун през 988 г., неговите религиозни и политически последици. Също така 
и върху една интересна идея на Прицак, който нарича русите „номадите на морето“, сравнявайки 
техния модел на взаимодействие с уседналите общества с този на степните номади.

Ключови думи: кампании срещу Византия, русите, политика, икономика, религия, украинска исто-
риография на Древна Рус.
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