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Byzantium and the Slavs*

IHOR SEVCENKO

To Cyril Mango
I

Throughout more than a thousand years of their history, the Byzan-
tines viewed their state as heir to the Roman Empire, which pre-
tended to encompass the whole civilized world. It followed that the
Byzantine state, too, was a universal empire, claiming rule over the
whole civilized world; that Byzantine emperors were by right world
rulers; that the Byzantines were Romans; and that they were the
most civilized people in the world. True, they had improved upon
their Roman ancestors in that they were Christians; also, by the
seventh century the Latin component had all but disappeared from
their highbrow culture, which from then on was essentially Greek;
but, like ancient Romans, the Byzantines felt entitled to pour scorn
on those who did not share in the fruits of civilization, that is, on
the barbarians. The best thing these barbarians could do was to
abandon their bestial existence, and to enter—in some subordinate
capacity of course—into the family of civilized peoples headed by
the Byzantine emperor. The way to civilization led through Chris-
tianity, the only true ideology, of which the empire held the mono-
poly. For Christianity—to be more precise, Byzantine Chris-
tianity—meant civilization.

Throughout a millennium of propaganda, these simple tenets
were driven home by means of court rhetoric—the journalism of
the Middle Ages—of court ceremonies, of imperial pronounce-
ments and documents, and of coinage. The Byzantine emperor
claimed certain exclusive rights. Until the thirteenth century at
least, he did not conclude equal treaties with foreign rulers; he only
granted them privileges, insignia, or dignities. In correspondence
with certain foreign states, he issued "orders," not letters. He
claimed the exclusive right to strike gold coinage (other peoples'

This essay is a reworking of a lecture written a number of years ago. Thus it has
a number of layers. While the earliest of these layers owe a debt to the standard
picture of Byzantium drawn by Franz Dölger and George Ostrogorski in their day,
the later ones reflect my present views on the topic.
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gold coins were at first imitations or counterfeits; only in the thir-
teenth century did the western ducate replace the bezant, for
almost one thousand years the dollar of the Mediterranean world).
As the Byzantines were not blind, they had to accommodate them-
selves to the existence of other states besides their own. To fit
them into their system, they elaborated the concept of Hierarchy of
Rulers and States that, taken all together, ideally encompassed the
whole world. The emperor headed this hierarchy; he was sur-
rounded by subordinates, who would stand in an ideal family rela-
tionship to him: the English ruler was only his friend; the Bul-
garian, his son; the Rus' one, his nephew; Charlemagne was grudg-
ingly granted the position of a brother. Or else these rulers would
be given titles of varying importance: ruler, ruler with power, king,
even emperor. But never—not until the fifteenth century, if at
all—Emperor of the Romans.

By the ninth century, the following truths were held to be self-
evident in the field of culture: the world was divided into Byzan-
tines and barbarians, the latter including not only the Slavs—who
occupied a low place on the list of barbaric nations—but also the
Latins; as a city, the New Rome, that is, Constantinople, was supe-
rior to all others in art, culture, and size, and that included the Old
Rome on the Tiber. God has chosen the Byzantine people to be a
new Israel: the Gospels were written in Greek for the Greeks; in
His foresight, God had even singled out the Ancient Greeks to cul-
tivate the Arts and Sciences; and in Letters and Arts, the Byzan-
tines were the Greeks' successors. "All the arts come from us,"
exclaimed a Byzantine diplomat during a polemical debate held at
the Arab court in the fifties of the ninth century. A curious detail:
this diplomat was none other than the future Apostle of the Slavs,
Constantine-Cyril. Cyril's exclamation implied that Latin learning,
too, was derived from the Greeks. The Greek language, the
language of the Scriptures, of the church fathers, also of Plato and
Demosthenes, was rich, broad, and subtle; the other tongues, not-
ably the Slavic, had a barbaric ring to them; even the Latin
language was poor and "narrow."

The Byzantines maintained these claims for almost as long as
their state endured. Even towards the very end of the fourteenth
century, when the empire was little more than the city of Constan-
tinople in size, the Byzantine patriarch lectured the recalcitrant
prince of Muscovy on the international order. The prince should
remember—so the patriarch explained—that he was only a local
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ruler, while the Byzantine emperor was the Emperor of the
Romans, that is, of all Christians. The fact that the emperor's
dominions were hard-pressed by the pagans was beside the point.
The emperor enjoyed special prerogatives in the world and in the
Church Universal. It therefore ill behooved the prince to have dis-
continued mentioning the name of the emperor during the liturgy.

By the end of the fourteenth century, such a claim was unrealis-
tic, and, as is to be deduced from the Byzantine patriarch's closing
complaint, it had been challenged by the Muscovite barbarian. But
throughout more than half of Byzantine history, such claims
worked. Why?

The first reason why they worked was that for a long time the
claims were objectively true. In terms of the sixth century, Jus-
tinian, under whose early rule the large-scale Slavic invasions
occurred in the Balkans, was a world emperor, that is, a ruler hold-
ing sway over the civilized world. In the east, his dominions
extended beyond the upper Tigris River; they skirted the western
slopes of the Caucasus. In the north, Byzantium's frontier ran
across the Crimea, and along the Danube and the Alps. The
empire had a foothold in Spain, it controlled the coast of North
Africa and much of Egypt, it dominated today's Israel, Lebanon,
and a great deal of Syria. Now let us skip half a millennium. In
the time of Basil II (d. 1025), under whose reign the Rus' accepted
Christianity, the situation was not much worse: it was even better
in the east, where the frontier ran beyond Lake Van; for a stretch,
it hugged the Euphrates. Antioch and Latakia were still in Byzan-
tine hands; in the North, the Crimea was still crossed by the Byzan-
tine frontier, and the Danube and the Sava were the frontier
rivers—thus in this sector, too, Byzantium possessed as much as
Justinian did. In the West, parts of southern Italy with the city of
Bari were under Byzantine sway. In the ninth and tenth centuries,
which were decisive for the Byzantinization of the Slavs, the
empire's capital at Constantinople was, with the possible exception
of Baghdad and Cairo, the most brilliant cultural center of the
world as not only the Slavs, but also western Europe, knew it. Its
patriarchs were Greek scholars and politicians. Its prelates read and
commented upon Plato, Euclid, and even the objectionable Lucían;
its emperors supervised large encyclopaedic enterprises; its sophisti-
cated reading public clamored for, and obtained, rééditions of old
simple Lives of Saints, which were now couched in a more refined
and complicated style. The Great Palace of Constantinople,
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covering an area of ca. 100,000 square meters, was still largely
intact and functioning. The pomp of the court ceremonial and of
the services at St. Sophia, then still the largest functioning building
in the known world, was calculated to dazzle barbarian visitors,
including Slavic/ princes or their emissaries. Byzantine political con-
cepts influenced western mediaeval political thinking down to the
twelfth century; the western symbols of rule—scepter, crown, orb,
golden bull—owe a debt to Byzantium. The mosaics of Rome, of
St. Mark in Venice (thirteenth century) and of Torcello near Ven-
ice (twelfth century), of the Norman churches in or near Palermo
(twelfth century), are reflections of Byzantine art, and some of
them were executed by Byzantine craftsmen.

The renascence of theological speculation in the High Middle
Ages was stimulated by the imperial gift which arrived from Byzan-
tium at the court of Louis the Pious in 827. The gift was a volume
of Dionysius the Pseudo-Areopagite, in Greek, of course. This
work, translated twice into Latin, the second time by Johannes
Scotus Eriugena (d. 877), spurred subsequent western theological
speculation. It is difficult to imagine a western church without an
organ—yet, this instrument, too, arrived from Byzantium in 757
and 812. On the latter occasion, the Byzantines refused to leave
the organ with the Westerners, who attempted to copy it in secret,
but only later successfully reproduced it. The silk industry was
introduced to the West in the middle of the twelfth century, as a
result of a Norman raid on Central Greece—the Normans abducted
Byzantine skilled laborers from Thebes and settled them in their
dominions. Even the fork seems to be a rediscovery of Byzantine
origin—an eleventh-century Greek-born dogissa introduced forks to
Venice, to the great horror of a contemporary ecclesiastic. No
wonder that the Slavs experienced the influence of Byzantium: the
West, which could fall back upon refined Latin traditions, experi-
enced it, too, long after Byzantium's political domination over parts
of Italy had ceased. So much for the first reason—Byzantine claims
worked because they were objectively valid.

The second reason why the Byzantine claims of superiority
worked was that they were accepted as valid by the barbarians,
whether western or Slavic, even after they had ceased to be objec-
tively valid. The usurpation of Charlemagne occurred in 800. But
he, the ruler of Rome, did not call himself emperor of the
Romans—he knew that this title, and all that it implied, had been
preempted by the Byzantines. It was not until 982 that the
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titulature "Imperator Romanorum" appeared in the West. And it
was only with Frederick I Barbarossa (second half of the twelfth
century) that a logical consequence was drawn from this titulature
by a western ruler. Since there could be only one Emperor of the
Romans, the Byzantine emperor should not be called by this title—
he was to be called only what in fact he had been for a long time:
the rex Graecorum But did Frederick reflect that the very concept
that there should be only one emperor was a Byzantine heritage?
The Slavs were much slower to be weaned from Byzantium and
never drew a conclusion similar to that of Frederick. With them,
emulation of Byzantium was always but another form of
Byzantium's imitation. True, Symeon of Bulgaria in the early tenth
century and Stephen DuSan of Serbia in the mid-fourteenth
assumed the title of Emperor of the Bulgarians and Greeks or of
the Serbians and Greeks, respectively. But they did not think of
proclaiming a Slavic counterpart to the Western doctrine Rex est
Imperator in regno suo and thus downgrading the Byzantine
emperor. Rather, they dreamed of supplanting him by taking Con-
stantinople and seating themselves on his throne; and the same fan-
tasy occurs in one text produced in thirteenth-century Rus', Slovo о
pogibeli russkoj zemli.

Short of supplanting the Byzantine emperor, many a Balkan ruler
aimed at securing for himself the prerogatives of that emperor, or
attempted to imitate imperial pomp and usage. Ways of doing this
were varied. One instance was by having a patriarch of his own: in
the ninth century, the newly converted Boris of Bulgaria wanted to
have one; around 900, Symeon of Bulgaria succeeded in setting one
up; so did Stephen Duśan of Serbia in the mid-fourteenth century,
not without resistance on the part of Byzantium. Another instance
was by striking gold coins: the Bulgarian tsar Ivan Asen II (d.
1241) managed to do it, but he appeared on his coins in the garb of
a Byzantine emperor with Christ on the reverse; another, by having
the court hierarchy bear Byzantine aulic titles: Stephen DuSan
named sebastocrators and logothetes; yet another, by assuming the
epithet "second Justinian" on the occasion of the proclamation of
new laws; still another, by looking to Byzantium as a reservoir for
prestigious marriages—between the thirteenth century and the fall
of Bulgaria in 1393, we count eight Greek women among 21 Bul-
garian tsarinas; another, by patterning one's own capital after Con-
stantinople: Symeon of Bulgaria's Preslav copied the Imperial City,
as, by the way, did Prince Jaroslav's Kiev in the 1030s.
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In fifteenth- and sixteenth-century Muscovy, the attitude toward
Byzantium and its patriarchate was less than friendly; but when the
Muscovite bookmen began to formulate an indigenous state ideol-
ogy, they drew heavily upon Byzantine sources, in particular upon a
Mirror of Princes written in Greek for the emperor Justinian in the
sixth century; and they called Moscow "the reigning city," a for-
mula by which the Byzantines usually referred to Constantinople.
In sum, throughout their Middle Ages, the Balkan and to a consid-
erable extent the East Slavic ruling elites were beholden to the
Byzantine model in the matter of political concepts.

The Byzantine cultural impact did not presuppose the existence
of friendly relations between Byzantium and the Slavs. Sometimes
it looked as if the more anti-Byzantine the Balkan Slavs—like the
Normans of Sicily—were in their political aspirations, the more
Byzantinized they became; they fought the enemy with the enemy's
own weapons. What the Byzantine cultural impact did presuppose
was the acceptance—both by the producers and the receivers of cul-
tural values—of the Byzantine world view and civilization as supe-
rior to all others.

II

The Christianization and cultural Byzantinization of the Balkans was
a pivotal event. It affected both the medieval and the post-
medieval history of the Balkans and of eastern Europe; what is
more, its effects are with us today. Whether the consequences of
this event should be considered as beneficial or baneful is a matter
of judgment that depends on the historian's own background and
on the modern public's political views. It remains that the Chris-
tianization of the Balkans not only determined the cultural phy-
siognomy of Serbia and Bulgaria, but also prepared and facilitated
the subsequent Byzantinization of the East Slavs, an event which,
along with the Tartar invasion, contributed to the estrangement of
Rus' from the European West. In the light of the preceding
remarks, however, the Byzantinization of the South and East Slavs
should be viewed just as an especially successful and enduring case
of Byzantium's impact upon its neighbors, whether in Europe or in
the Near East.

It was an especially successful case on two counts. First, when
we speak of those Balkan Slavs who experienced the strongest
influence of the Byzantine culture, we mean Serbs and Bulgarians.
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But we forget that these peoples formed the rear guard, as it were,
of the Slavic populations that had penetrated into the territory of
the empire. In the late sixth century, the Slavs attacked the outer
defenses of Constantinople; around 600, they besieged Thessa-
lonica. About the same time, they reached Epirus, Attica, and the
Peloponnesus; by the middle of the eighth century, the whole of
Greece—or, at least, of the Peloponnesus—"became slavicized," to
use the expression of a text written under the auspices of a tenth-
century Byzantine emperor. Slavic raiders reached Crete and other
Greek islands. We do hear of Byzantine military campaigns aiming
at the reconquest of the lands settled by the Slavs, but judging by
the paucity of relevant references in our sources, it is wise to con-
clude that these campaigns were not too frequent. And what
remained of those Slavs? About 1,200 place-names, many of them
still existing; some Slavic pockets in the Peloponnesus, attested as
late as the fifteenth century; about 275 Slavic words in the Greek
language; perhaps a faint Slavic trace or two in Greek folklore.
Nothing more. In matters of cultural impact, the ultimate in suc-
cess is called complete assimilation. When it comes to mechanisms
that facilitated this spectacular assimilation, we must keep in mind
the role played by the upper strata of the Slavic society, for by the
end of the ninth century the Slavs were already socially
differentiated. In my opinion, it was this Slavic elite, as much as
the Byzantine missionaries, that served as a conduit in the
transmission of Byzantine culture to the Slavic population at large.

Second, Byzantium held more than its own in its competition
with Rome over the religious allegiance of the Balkan Slavs. For
historical reasons, which had some validity to them, the Church of
Rome laid jurisdictional claims to the territory of ancient Illyricum,
that is, roughly the area on which the Serbs, Croats, and some Bul-
garians (Slavic and Turkic) had established themselves. Croatia
and Dalmatia were the only Byzantine areas where western Chris-
tianity was victorious in the ninth century. The Serbs were first
Christianized by Rome about 640; but only the second Christianiza-
tion took permanent roots there. It occurred in the seventies of the
ninth century and it was due to Byzantine missionaries, later aided
by Bulgarians. For a while, the newly converted Bulgarian ruler
Boris-Michael flirted with Pope Nicholas I; but in 870, the Bulgari-
ans entered the Byzantine fold, and they have remained there ever
since.
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True, the Cyrillo-Methodian mission in Moravia and Pannonia,
which originally was staged from Byzantium, ended in failure
shortly after 885, when Methodius's pupils were expelled and sup-
planted by the German clergy of Latin rite. But if this was a
failure, it was a qualified one: the Moravian and Pannonian areas
had never belonged to Byzantium.

Before its collapse, the Cyrillo-Methodian mission did forge the
most powerful tool for indirect Byzantinization of all Orthodox
Slavs: it created—or perfected—the Old Church Slavonic literary
language. The Byzantinized Slavic liturgy did continue in
Bohemia—granted, in a limited way—until the very end of the
eleventh century; and the expelled pupils of Methodius found an
excellent reception in late ninth-century Bulgaria and Macedonia, in
centers like Preslav and Ohrid, from where they continued and
deepened the work of Christianizing and Byzantinizing the Bul-
garian and Macedonian Slavs. Occasional attempts on the part of
the thirteenth-century Serbian and Bulgarian rulers to play Rome
against Constantinople had no durable effects. True, both the Ser-
bian Stephen the First-Crowned and the Bulgarian Kalojan, tsar of
Bulgaria, obtained their royal crowns from the pope (1217 and
1204, respectively). But their churches, although autonomous,
remained in communion with the Byzantine patriarchate in exile
(1220 and 1235, respectively); they even remained under its suz-
erainty, in spite of the fact that at that time the Latin Crusaders
resided in conquered Constantinople and the Byzantine empire was
just a smallish principality of Asia Minor, fighting for its survival.

The loss of Moravia and Pannonia by the Byzantine mission was
amply compensated for by a gain in another area which (except for
the Crimea) had never been under the actual Byzantine govern-
ment: I mean the territories inhabited, among others, by the East
Slavs. There, too, the field was not uncontested, for Rome had
sent its missionaries to Kiev in the middle of the tenth century. In
addition, Byzantium had to struggle there with other religious
influences, Islamic and Jewish. It emerged victorious: the ruler of
Kiev adopted Christianity for himself and his people in 988/9, and
the act was sealed by the prince's marriage with the Byzantine
emperor's sister. In retrospect, the Christianization and concomi-
tant Byzantinization of the East Slavs was the greatest success of
the Byzantine cultural mission. Churches in Byzantine style still
stand in Alaska, and in Fort Ross in California; this marks the
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furthest eastward advance of Byzantine Christianity under the
auspices of a predominantly East Slavic state.

The cultural Byzantinization of the Orthodox Slavs was also an
especially enduring case of the Byzantine impact on Europe. Chro-
nologically speaking, this Byzantinization, as opposed to complete
assimilation, started with the ninth or tenth century, depending on
the area, and it lasted long after the fall of the empire in 1453,
down to the eighteenth and even the nineteenth century. Paradoxi-
cally enough, after 1453, new possibilities of expansion were
opened to Byzantine culture, the culture of an empire that was no
more.

Before 1453, the history of the relations between Byzantium and
the Slavic churches and states was that of intermittently successful
attempts to shake off the administrative tutelage of the Byzantines.
Now, both the Balkan Slavs and the Byzantines were subjects of the
Ottoman Empire; in the eyes of the Ottoman conquerors these peo-
ples, all of them Christian, formed one entity, Rum milleti, that is,
"Religious Community (or Nation) of the Romans"—a name
coined in good Byzantine tradition. To the Ottomans, the patriarch
of Constantinople was now the head (civilian and ecclesiastical) of
all the Christians in the Ottoman Empire.

Although their circumstances were reduced, the patriarchs were
in some areas of activity heirs to the Byzantine emperors, and the
Greek church was a depository and continuator of many aspects of
Byzantine culture. This culture had now the same, if not better,
chances for radiation among the Balkan Slavs as before, because
both the Greeks and the Slavs were now united within the same
Ottoman territory.

The churches in the Balkans were administered from Constan-
tinople, especially since the late seventeenth-century, when
Phanariote Greeks had obtained great influence at the Sublime
Porte. From that time on, native Greeks, rather than Hellenized
Slavs, began to be installed as bishops. The historical Slavic
Patriarchates of Peć and Ohrid were abolished in the second half of
the eighteenth century (1766 and 1767, respectively). Dates mark-
ing the official independence of the Bulgarian and Serbian churches
from Constantinople coincide roughly with the achievement of pol-
itical independence by those countries. This rule of the Patriar-
chate of Constantinople, often unwisely exercised, created much
bad blood between Greeks and Bulgarians in the nineteenth
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century. By that time, the élite of the Balkans was looking to
Vienna, Paris, and westernized St. Petersburg for inspiration. But
down to the eighteenth century, Greek—that is, post-Byzantine—
culture, largely represented by Greek or Hellenized churchmen,
was the highest culture in the area.

Eastern Europe, too, very slowly moved away from Byzantium.
The Tartar invasion of the 1240s first cut and then weakened con-
tacts with the West, and brought about a falling back upon those
forms of local cultural heritage that were in existence in the forties
of the thirteenth century. This heritage had been mostly Byzantine;
now, it was being preserved and elaborated upon, but not substan-
tially enriched. The Ukraine and Belorussia were reopened to
western influences somewhat earlier than other areas, as they gra-
dually fell under the domination of Catholic Poland-Lithuania,
especially from the fourteenth century on. But even there the
union of Churches did not occur until some two hundred and fifty
years later (I am referring to the Union of Brest in 1596), and it
was only a limited success, even from the Catholic point of view.

In Moscow, the jurisdictional dependence on the Patriarchate of
Constantinople continued until 1448. When the break came, it was
motivated by the accusation that Byzantium was not Byzantine
enough, that it had fallen away from the true faith by compromis-
ing with the Latins at the Council of Florence (1439), while the
true Byzantine Orthodoxy was from now on to be preserved in
Muscovy. The establishment of an independent patriarchate in
Moscow had to wait until 1589. Its confirmation necessitated the
assent of other patriarchs, but it was easily obtained from the
impecunious Greeks. Western influences penetrating through the
Ukraine were present in seventeenth-century Muscovy, but it was
only Peter the First, ascending the throne as Tsar and Autocrat,
Byzantine style, and leaving it in death as August Emperor, western
fashion, who put an end to the Byzantine period in the history of
the Russian cultural élite, but not in the history of the Russian
lower classes.

Ill

The two main—but not the only—channels through which Byzan-
tine influences entered the Orthodox Slavic world were church
hierarchy, secular and monastic (both for a long time largely
Greek, even in eastern Europe), and the respective princely courts.
Thus, Byzantium was imitated, above all, in those aspects of culture
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in which the church, the state, or the upper layers of the Slavic
society were interested: script, literary language, both sacred and
secular, literature, ecclesiastical and secular learning, art (both in its
ecclesiastical and aulic variety), ruler cult, state ideology, law, and
the sphere of gracious living. But the upper layers of medieval
Orthodox Slavic society were less refined than their Byzantine
counterparts. There was much in Byzantine culture which they did
not yet need; on the other hand, there were many elementary
things not exactly belonging to the exalted sphere that they had to
learn. Thus while the most sophisticated products of Byzantine
literature were never translated into medieval Slavic, the Bulgarian
words for onions ikromid) and cabbage {lahana) and the Serbian
expression for fried eggs (tiganisana jaja) have been taken over
from Greek. Art is an exception, for there Byzantium gave the
Slavs the best it had to offer. But art is not primarily an intellectual
pursuit, and it can be appreciated even by newcomers to civiliza-
tion; moreover, then as now, money could buy the best.

From the court and the episcopal residence, borrowed elements
of Byzantine culture seeped down to the people. Also, pilgrims
traveled to Constantinople and brought back with them both won-
drous tales of the capital's splendor and objects of devotional art;
monks moved to the Serbian, Bulgarian, and Rus' monasteries of
Mount Athos and had Greek-Slavic conversation manuals com-
posed for them (we know of one dating from the fifteenth century).
In areas geographically closest to Byzantium, like Bulgaria, Byzan-
tine direct domination, and later the post-Byzantine symbiosis
under the Ottomans, brought close contacts on a popular level.
Thus we have reflections of Byzantine influences in Slavic popular
language and folklore: we know of at least 107 (perhaps as much
as 245) proverbs that the Slavs borrowed directly from Greek.
Eighty percent of these borrowings were preserved by South Slavs,
twenty percent by East Slavs.

IV

The extent of Byzantine cultural impact upon the Orthodox Slavs
can best be demonstrated by discussing two cases: that of literary
language and that of literature. The Old Church Slavonic language
was formed by two generations of Byzantine and Slavic missionaries
in the second half of the ninth century and the very beginning of
the tenth, originally as a vehicle for spreading the word of God in
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Slavic. It was a tool with which to translate from the Greek. We
do know of some original Slavic writings by the immediate pupils of
Saints Cyril and Methodius, but the bulk of the literary activity of
the Slavic Apostles and of their direct successors consisted in trans-
lations from Greek: excerpts from both Testaments (soon followed
by the full translation of the Gospels), liturgical books, edifying
sayings of the monks, codes of ecclesiastical and secular law. In
late ninth- and early tenth-century Bulgaria, the situation was much
the same. The most bulky literary products of John, the exarch of
Bulgaria, were interpolated translations of St. Basil's Hexaemeron
and of John of Damascus's Fountain of Knowledge. The Mirror of
Princes by Agapetus (sixth century) was most probably translated
into Old Bulgarian at this same early period, and thus became the
very first secular work of Slavic literature. This meant that Old
Church Slavonic had to struggle with the world of theological, phi-
losophical and political concepts and other notions, as they were
expressed in Hellenistic, early Byzantine, and middle Byzantine
Greek. No wonder that Old Church Slavonic teems with simple,
semantic, and phraseological caiques, that is, word-formations and
expressions closely patterned on Byzantine Greek. To a linguist,
the results of that patterning often look un-Slavic, even if the
Orthodox Slavs of today no longer react to the Byzantine caiques in
Old Church Slavonic as un-Slavic—a thousand years of familiarity
took care of that. For instance, Slavic makes little use of composite
words: Greek, especially late antique and Byzantine Greek, loves
them; accordingly, Old Church Slavonic abounds in composites like
blagosloviti, bogonosbCb, bogorodica, ватоагьїьсь, to mention those
words which have survived in several modern Slavic languages,
including modern Russian. This slavish adherence to Byzantine
templates can be explained in part by the character of the originals
selected for translation: the words of these originals were sacred or
of high political importance, be they the words of God, of a church
father, of a saint's Life, or of an imperial charter. They had to be
rendered with the greatest exactitude, even at the price of doing
violence to the tendencies prevalent in early Slavic.

The caique character of Old Church Slavonic was not exclusively
a bad trait. Greek, the model of Old Church Slavonic, was a very
highly developed and supple language; and the more sophisticated
Byzantine writers intended to imitate Demosthenes and Plato, even
if in fact they often imitated the much later and more mannered
imitators of these authors. In wrestling with the complicated
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Greek, Old Church Slavonic acquired something of that language's
quality and versatility. The impressive stylistic possibilities of
modern literary Russian are due to the fact that much—some say
roughly one-half—of its vocabulary is made up of Church Slavonic
words, a feature that enables a Russian writer to play on two
linguistic registers at will. Old Church Slavonic, with admixtures of
respective vernaculars, remained the main literary vehicle for the
Orthodox Slavs down to the sixteenth, seventeenth, or eighteenth
century, depending on the geographical area and the literary genre.
This language was Slavic according to its sound, but largely Byzan-
tine according to its word formations and even its content.

The lexical borrowings from Greek in the languages of the
Orthodox Slavs are legion. There are about fourteen hundred of
them in Bulgarian, about a thousand each in Serbian and Russian.
Their distribution is most dense in the area of Christian terminol-
ogy, such as ecclesiastical dignities, ceremonies and activities,
buildings, names of liturgical texts and songs, and names of
months. The language of law, court, administration, education, and
the army also abounds in borrowings from Greek. In a less exalted
sphere, Greek provided the Slavs with many piscatorial and nautical
terms, as well as terms of commerce, coinage and measurement,
agriculture and horticulture, and, finally, with terms pertaining to
civilized living. Thus the words for basin (harkoma), floor
(patoma, patos), cushion (proskefal), breakfast (progim), desert
(glikizmo), pan (tigan), bench (skamija), fork (pirun), drug (voi-
tima) are Greek in medieval Serbian or Bulgarian. Even some
expressions for family relationships (anepsej, bratovied), some
prepositions {kata, as in kata godina), interjections (elate, originally
an imperative), and morphological elements (the verbal suffix -sati)
come from the Greek. Some other linguistic traits common to the
Balkan peoples (Slavic and non-Slavic alike) are attributed by some
to the impact of late (that is, in part Byzantine) Greek: I have in
mind such phenomena as the lack of an infinitive, or forming the
future with the Slavic equivalents of Өк\ш ïva.

When we speak of older Slavic literature, we think first of all of the
creative effort of Slavic writers. Still, literature is not only what
one creates, but also what one reads. When we are asked what was
read, say, in an important Muscovite cultural center like the
Kirillo-Belozerskij Monastery around the year 1500, we can give an
answer, for we possess a catalogue of this monastery's library dating
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from that time. The answer is revealing. Out of 212 books listed
in the catalogue, some 90 have a liturgical character; most of the
others are translations from Byzantine homiletic, hagiographie, and
ascetic texts. Not only fourth-to-ninth-century Greek fathers of the
church appear on the shelves of the library of Kirillo-Belozerskij
Monastery around 1500 (Gregory of Nazianzus, St. Basil, Ephrem
the Syrian, John Chrysostom, Cyril of Jerusalem, Pseudo-Dionysius
Areopagita, John of the Ladder, Theodore of Studios), but also
Byzantine writers of the tenth and eleventh centuries (Symeon the
Younger, the Theologian), the eleventh (Nikon of the Black Moun-
tain), and even the fourteenth (Gregory Palamas). A few of these
translations are explicitly described as coming from the Balkans.
Only two texts in the library are written by Kievan authors
(Hilarion's Slow and Cyril of Turov's Sermons). One more treats a
Rus' subject of interest to Muscovy (the Life of Metropolitan Peter
[d. 1328], by Metropolitan Cyprian). Only two of the texts,
Josephus Flavius's Jewish War and Barlaam and Joasaph, are secu-
lar, and even these were considered recommended reading in one's
pursuit of sacred learning. Needless to say, both of them are trans-
lations from the Greek.

What has been said about language and literature (and could have
been as convincingly said about art and music) should have sug-
gested to us that Byzantium thoroughly dominated the cultural hor-
izon of the Orthodox Slavic elite in the Middle Ages; and we
should remember that for some of these Slavs the Middle Ages
lasted down to the eighteenth century. Such is the truth, even if it
is not the whole truth. For in the matter of the transfer of cultural
goods from one society to another, telling about what was
transferred and through what channels it was transferred amounts
to showing only one side of the coin. The other side of the coin
would consist in telling what was selected for importation and what
happened to the imports once they reached the receiving society—
how they were understood (or misunderstood) and for what pur-
poses they were used. This, however, is subject matter for another
essay.

Whether the Byzantine impact on the Slavs was a good or a bad
thing is for a Slavicist, not a Byzantinist, to decide. True, when
Machiavelli was writing his Prince and composing his Discoursi on
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Livy, Muscovite bookmen were still piecing together their political
doctrines with some sixth-, ninth-, and twelfth-century Byzantine
material. But it was not Byzantium's fault that the Orthodox Slavs
took so long to break its spell.

Harvard University



The Slavonic Book of Esther: When,
Where, and from What Language was it Translated?

MOSHE ALTBAUER and MOSHE TAUBE

The Book of Esther found in Russian manuscripts early intrigued
Russian philologists because its language differed from the routine
Slavonic of the other biblical books found in the same
manuscripts.1 It did not fit the usual pattern of translations made by
South Slavs from the traditional Greek (or, perhaps, Latin) before
about A.D. 1000, allowing for minor subsequent adaptations to the
East Slavic linguistic milieu. From the outset this Esther has given
rise to conflicting opinions about not only the time and place of the
translation, but also the language from which it was made. Alek-
sandr Vostokov declared in 1842 that Esther was translated from
Hebrew in "Russia" at an early date ("v ves'ma davnee vremja").
Gorskij and Nevostruev held that it had been made somewhere
near Poland, and linked it to the heretical "Judaizers" in northwest
Russia (i.e., Belorussia) in the second half of the fifteenth century.
They believed that the spelling of the names, which differs from
both Greek and Latin usage in Esther, reflected Hebrew pronuncia-
tion. This thesis was espoused by Ivan Rozdestvenskij in his 1885
analysis; he, too, held that much of the vocabulary and phraseol-
ogy came from Russian regional dialects, not ordinary Church Sla-
vonic, and supported the fifteenth-century dating.2

1 This essay is based on the authors' separate contributions to the Ninth Interna-
tional Congress of Slavists, which were presented orally by Altbauer in Kiev on 9
September 1983 at the session entitled "Jazykovaja situacija ν Kievskoj Rusi i
vzaimootnoSenie drevnerusskogo pis'mennogo jazyka s drugimi jazykami." We
would like to thank Professor H. G. Lunt, who edited the text; he added, with our
permission, some bracketed footnotes signed HGL.
2 A. X. Vostokov, Opisanie ruskopisej Rurnjancevskogo muzeuma (St. Petersburg
1842), p. 35 (with reference to a sixteenth-century manuscript); A. V. Gorskij and
K. I. Nevostruev, Opisanie rukopisej Moskovskoj sinodal'noj biblioteki, vol. 1, pt. 1
(Moscow, 1855), pp. 53-57 (with reference to the 1499 Gennadij Bible and two
sixteenth-century copies); I. Rozdestvenskij, Kniga Esflr' ν tekstax evrejskom-
masoretskom, grećeskom, drevnem latinskom і slavjanskom (St. Petersburg, 1885), esp.
pp. 194-204.
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A. I. Sobolevskij in 1897 pointed out the existence of two
manuscripts from about 1400, thus invalidating the Gorskij-
Nevostruev dating. He asserted, on the basis of archaisms in mor-
phology, syntax, and vocabulary, that the translation was made in
pre-Mongol Rus'. Even more important, Sobolevskij adduced evi-
dence he thought proved that not the Hebrew text, but a Greek
translation of it was the basis for the extant Slavonic text. He boldly
hypothesized a now lost Greek translation made from the Hebrew
Masoretic text (MT). I. E. Evseev rejected out of hand the very
notion that such a Greek text could have been available to a
"Russo-Slavonic translator" in the fourteenth or fifteenth century,
and he reasserted that the translation must have been made directly
from the MT into Slavonic.3

For several decades the matter rested, and whenever Esther was
mentioned in textbooks and general surveys, scholars declared
themselves for or against Sobolevskij without adducing arguments.
It remained for N. A. MeSćerskij to examine the evidence anew for
his 1946 dissertation. He concluded that Sobolevskij's dating and
location were correct, but that he was wrong about the original
language.4 MesCerskij's thesis that Esther was translated in Kievan
Rus' by an East Slav working from the original Hebrew became the
cornerstone of his theory that a school of translators from the
Hebrew was active in eleventh-century Kiev, and that other texts
known to us exclusively, or at least primarily, from East Slavic

3 Evseev first dealt with Esther in a general article, "Zametki po drevne-
slavjanskomu perevodu sv. pisanija," Izvesti/a Imperatorskoi Akademii nauk 8 (1898),
pt. 2: "О knige Esfir'" (pp. 339-44). In 1902 he touched on Esther only obliquely
in an analysis of a "zapadno-russkij" translation of Daniel ("Kniga proroka Daniila
ν perevode zidovätvujuSCix, po rukopisi XVI ν.," Ctenija OlDR, 1902, bk. 3, pt. 2),
noting that the Esther translation goes back "into the depths of literary history" (p.
131), and he printed (161-64) the text of the first chapter from a sixteenth-century
copy, along with the "West Russian," i.e., Belorussian, version from Vilnius MS
262, which he correctly sees as a new translation ("xotja pri nesomnennom
znakomstve s preźnim perevodom," Ρ- 132; cf. fn. 14, below). He knew only a
two-paragraph summary of Sobolevskij's 1897 lecture (Arxeologiteskie izvestija і
zametki, 1897, no. 5/6, p. 204). Sobolevskij's essay, with a footnote rejoinder to
Evseev 1898, appeared as an appendix to his more general work on translated litera-
ture in Muscovy during the fourteenth to seventeenth centuries, Perevodnaja litera-
tura MoskovskojRusi (= Sbornik ORJaSTA [1903]), pp. 433-36.
4 MeSCerskij's major summation was published in 1956, "K voprosu ob izuCenii
perevodnoj pis'mennosti Kievskogo perioda," Uienye zapiski Karelo-finskogo pedago-
giieskogo instituía 2, no. 1 (1955, Serija obscestvennyx nauk): 198-219. He
includes a brief summary of earlier scholarship.
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manuscripts were also translated directly from Hebrew.5 His reli-
ance on the text of Esther puts his whole theory, in our opinion, on
too fragile a foundation. Is the Book of Esther so unambiguously
translated (1) from Hebrew and (2) by a native East Slav that it
provides a solid basis that permits us to hypothesize that some
Kievan bookmen knew Hebrew well? We submit that MeSCerskij's
analysis does not sustain either claim.

MeSCerskij (1956 204) lists eighteen manuscripts containing the
Book of Esther: two from the late fourteenth century, seven from
the fifteenth, seven from the sixteenth, and two from the seven-
teenth. He distinguishes three subgroups, the most important for
our purposes being the one comprising the two oldest copies
(Troice-Sergeevskij 2, Lenin Library, and Q I 2, Leningrad Public
Library) and three others, all found in codices containing other
"historical" biblical books. His very imperfect edition of Esther is
based on MS 2, with variant readings from Q I 2 and three other
manuscripts, two being from different subgroups.6 Since all eigh-
teen manuscripts, according to MeSCerskij, share certain peculiari-
ties, all must go back to a single copy, which can have been written
no later than the mid-fourteenth century. MeSCerskij, on the basis
of a colophon in MS 2, argued that this copy existed in Vladimir'-
Suzdal' in the 1190s, thus putting the date of translation at least a
decade or two earlier.

For purposes of discussion, we may distinguish several possibili-
ties. The usual pattern for books from the Hebrew Bible was
Hebrew to Greek (H-G), then Greek to (Old Church) Slavonic
(G-S) in the South Slavic region, then adaptation to Rusian usage.
For Esther, two proposals have been made, either direct translation
from Hebrew to Rusian or Russian (H-R: Vostokov et al.), or from

5 Mesterskij argues this position in a 1956 article ("Otryvok iz knigi Iosippon ν
Povesti vremennyx let," Palestinskij sbornik 2:58-68), the introduction to his 1958
book, Istorya yudeiskoj vojny Iosifa Flavija ν drevne-russkom perevode (Moscow), esp.
pp. 133-53 (compare Altbauer's review [in Hebrew], Kirjath Sepher 35 [I960]:
203-209), a 1964 article on the Slavonic Enoch ("Istorija teksta slavjanskoj knigi
Епоха," Vizantysky vremennik 24:91-108) and his 1979 book, Istołniki i sostav drev-
nej slavjano-russkojperevodnojpis'mennosti IX-XI vekov (Leningrad).
6 "Izdanie teksta drevnerusskogo perevoda Knigi Esflr'," Dissertationes slavicae,
vol. 13, pp. 131-64 (in Acta Universitatis Szegediensis de Attila Jozsef Nominatae
[Szeged, 1978]). We are fortunate in having access to a photocopy of MS 2, but
otherwise we must perforce depend on details provided by MeSCerskij and his prede-
cessors. We have also consulted a photocopy of Vilnius MS 52, which is not men-
tioned by MeSCerskij.
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Greek to Rusian (G-R: Sobolevskij). We will argue that the
Hebrew to Greek (H-G), and then Greek to Slavonic (G-S)—not
Rusian—sequence is correct for Esther as well.

MeSćerskij, like Evseev and their predecessors, puts fundamental
emphasis on the textological correspondence between the MT and
East Slavic Esthers as proof of the H-R thesis.7 Rozdestvenskij and
MeSćerskij, who provided the most detailed discussions, minimize
any disparities they find between the MT and Slavic texts, explain-
ing them away as reflections of difficulties East Slavic translators
had in dealing with the Hebrew original.

Take, for example, Rozdestvenskij's discussion of verse 1:3, sut-
vori pirîı velmozamu і rabomù svoimït silè farësëistëi i madéistëi
stranamü i boljaromîı zemnymîı 'he made a feast unto [all]8 his
princes and his servants; the power of Persia and Media, the nobles
and the princes of the provinces'. Rozdestvenskij first claims that
the translator omitted the "difficult" word ha-pirtemim, but on the
same page (198) he opines that since "it seemed to the translator"
that a substantive was lacking for the adjectives farësëistëi і madëistëi
he added stranamü "for a clearer expression of the sense (mysli) of
the Hebrew text." This seems to say that the translator first created
a faulty sentence because he failed to understand the Hebrew, but
then repaired the language by adding a word that did—somehow—
correspond to the original sense. In fact, of course, the two adjec-
tives go with silë 'power, army'; the problem is the inappropriate
"sides, countries" for "nobles." We submit that the Greek to Sla-
vonic (G-S) hypothesis solves this puzzle, while the H-R theory
does not. A suitable Greek term would be σατράπαπ. If we con-
jecture that the Slav merely took the Greek word over as satra-
pamu, a noun unattested elsewhere in early Slavic, it is easy to
assume further that an inattentive copyist substituted the familiar
(if unsuitable) stranamü.

7 [The Greek versions all contain six extensive additional passages not in the MT.
The usual Septuagint (LXX) text is a paraphrased retelling of the story, rather than
a translation. The so-called Lucían text is radically shortened in the parts
represented by MT, and has other significant deviations. Despite all this, reference
to these versions of the Esther story helps establish principles of translation tech-
niques. HGL]
8 The word for "all" is in the Hebrew; its omission in the Slavonic is not dis-
cussed.
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The translator's poor knowledge of Hebrew is blamed for the
equivalence in 4:3 of starëiSinamu with le-rabbim 'for many'. Roź-
destvenskij (200) and MeS6erskij (1956 210-211) believe that he
took rabbim as the plural of rab in the sense "great man" —
stareñina. Our explanation is a Greek version with the expected
πολλοίς, which was misread by the translator—or, more likely,
found by him in his model text as a result of a Greek copyist's
error—as πολιοί?; he chose to render it by starëiSinamu.

Verse 3:7, vuverze vrazdu і zrebii predù Атопотй 'they cast pur,
that is, the lot, before Haman'. Rozdestvenskij (201-202) holds
that this curious violation of the sense of the passage depended on
the will of the translator: faced with the unknown word pur, he
arbitrarily put in the known word "enmity." Why this particular
word, we are not told. Yet if we start from the sense of the verse,
which describes throwing dice or some other lot as a means of
divining the most propitious date for Haman's campaign against the
Jews, we are led to Russian voroza 'divination', attested as far back
as Kiril of Turov and the Hamartolos Chronicle. With the help of
Old Polish wróza and Slovene waza, both meaning 'die, lot',9 we
reconstruct OCS *vraza with the same meaning. This unfamiliar
South Slavic word was then distorted by an unthinking or careless
scribe for whom " ź " and "źd" were interchangeable in many
words; we may term it a hypercorrection. This fits the hypothesis
that the text is old, but not that it was Kievan. It has no probative
value for either the H-S or the G-S theory.

The treatment of the names of the Hebrew months has provided
material for considerable discussion. In 2:16 we find vu mfësjajà 10
glagoljuSíii sja tevefii po zidoviskomu a po grefisku dekjabrî 'in the
10th month, called Tebeth in Jewish and December in Greek'. In
six more cases, a month-name is glossed with the normal Graeco-
Slavic name, but without the specifications "in Jewish" and "in
Greek."1 0 Rozdestvenskij (198) saw these glosses as simple
clarifications of the Hebrew terms. Evseev (1898 342f.) attributed
them to the general influence of Byzantine tradition on the Slavic
literati. Sobolevskij (435) singled out the phrase po grefisku and
implies that the glosses had to have been inserted by a Greek

9 See Maks Fasmer, Étimologilesky slovar' russkogo jazyka, vol. 1 (Moscow, 1964),
s.v. voroiit'.
1 0 Thus 3:7 Nisanîı, glagofiuSlij ąja ApreV; 3:7, 13, 9:15 Adam, rekomyi Магій; 8:9
Sivanïi, rekomyi ljun'.
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translator and thus supported his G-R view. But MeśCerskij
declares these "additions" a "powerful proof against the Greek
theory, for "only a Russian could have made them, and they have
nothing in common with a Greek text" (1956 208). The names are
not Greek, he argues, but Roman. A Greek translator would not
have considered them to be Greek, whereas a Russian would natur-
ally know them as Greek since they arrived in Rus' from Byzan-
tium. Moreover, in one instance the gloss clearly, in MesCerskij's
view, was entered from the margin of an earlier Slavic copy; 9:17 ν
dem 13 mfèsjajca Adara govëxu rekomogo Marta a potña 14 'On the
13th day of the month of Adar they fasted called March and they
rested the 14th'. The fact that the gloss is separated from the
Hebrew term by the verb, Me§5erskij explains, proves that it was
added from the margin, but in the wrong place.

The arguments are ill founded. The Roman names had become
part of normal Byzantine Greek usage by the seventh century.11 For
our H-G hypothesis, it is immaterial whether they were added by
the Greek translator at the time Esther was first translated, or by
some subsequent copyist before the text reached our Slavic transla-
tor. Or else the glosses could have been added by a Slav either dur-
ing the process of translation from Greek or from Hebrew or by a
later copyist. The glosses are simply irrevelant for determining the
original language used by the Slavic translator. Far more important
is the light Mescerskij's discussion of 9:17 casts on his methodol-
ogy, for the problem is not the gloss, but the intrusive verb govëxu,
which has no equivalent in the Hebrew. We will not conjecture
why it was added. We can only wonder just how closely MeSćerskij
examined the details of the texts.

Great importance has been attached to the proper names as a
factor in determining the language from which Esther was translated
into Slavic. Rozdestvenskij (196), Evseev (1898 342), and MeSćer-
skij (1956 208-209) all felt that the proper names were transcribed
in a manner which not only faithfully rendered the MT but con-
served as precisely as possible the phonetic features of the Hebrew.
Thus, in MesCerskij's view, the name of King Ahasueros, Axasu-
verosù, is in full conformity with the MT AhaSweroS, as opposed to
the Greek tradition where the king is called Artaxerxes or Assueros.
Vasti, the name of the king's first wife follows, to his mind, the

11 Cf. A. J. Samuel, Greek and Roman Chronology (Munich, 1972), pp. 187-88.
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Hebrew VaSti, unlike Κστιν of the Septuagint.12 MeSćerskij found it
particularly interesting (209) that the Hebrew letter Sin was con-
sistently rendered by s in the early copies of our text, but replaced
by 5 in later copies.13 The fact that Hebrew taw was rendered by no
fewer than five Slavic variants— t, f, s, xv, xf—can be explained, he
says, by "peculiarities of living Hebrew pronunciation of that
time."

We cannot accept these opinions of Rozdestvenskij, Evseev, and
particularly MeSćerskij. Since no one disputes that this Esther
corresponds textually to the Masoretic Hebrew and is unaffected by
the LXX version, it is the Hebrew phonetic shape of the names
that should command our attention.14

A striking characteristic of biblical names in European languages
is the lack of the hushing S-sound, since both Greek and Latin had
only the hissing s, e.g., Susanna for SoSanna. In the Slavonic Esther
we find s for Hebrew Sin in the king's name Ahasuverosu, the city
Susan, and eight other names where S occurs in the MT.15 Greek
writes beta for Hebrew beth and consonantal waw, thus providing
1 2 MeśCerskij for some reason appends a "soft sign" to this name (Astin1). [He
does not mention the Greek variants Ουασ&η or Ουασθαν. HGL]
1 3 He gives only anecdotal examples, but his view that in the sixteenth century
knowledge of Hebrew was more current and led to some correction in the spelling
of names is probably correct. Indeed, we may venture that this type of correction
could have occurred in the late fourteenth century. On similar questions in Polish,
see Altbauer, "Dublety imion biblijnych ν polszczyżnie," Onomástica 10 (1965):
196-203; "O technice przekładowej Szymona Budnego," in Studia językoznawcze
poświęcone St. Rospondowi, ed. M. Adamus et al. (Wrocław, 1965), pp. 85-96.
1 4 A comparison with the Jewish translation from Hebrew into Belorussian,
preserved in the sixteenth-century Vilnius codex 262, brings out the differences
clearly, even if one uses only the first chapter which was made available in 1902 by
Evseev, cf. fn. 3, above. (The full text of the Scroll of Esther will soon appear in
the first volume of Altbauer's edition of 262, to be published by the Israel Academy
of Sciences and Humanities.) The very literalist translation of 262 offers a valuable
contrast to our version in many respects, and we will refer to it frequently.
1 5 The passage with the ninth case, concerning the two chamberlains Bigthan and
Teresh (2:11), is corrupt, and the spelling of the names is unreliable: Bèxvami і
Vafesîı, with TereSí added in some later copies (cf. Roidestvenskrj, p.295, fn. 1).

The same two appear in 6:2 as Vigitxvana Vaverosa in MS 2 (MeScersky 1978 adds
the conjunction i; he encloses these words between superscript numerals "83a" but
gives no corresponding footnote. In 1956 205 he declares that in "all texts without
exception" one finds "Na Vixmana i Avères" [!]). In principle, we expect that
unfamiliar names may be distorted as a result of repeated copying. In Esther, we can
establish the common older spelling in most cases, but full discussion must await an
edition which will give all the evidence from all the appropriate copies—we cannot
rely on the skimpy data provided by MeSCerskij. Manuscript 262 regularly has і
where it is appropriate.
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the Slavs with a model pronunciation ν that completely obliterates
the Hebrew differences. In Esther, we find ν as expected in five
names for Hebrew b (e.g., Avixailoyy 2:15 'Abihail's [poss. adj.
Gsgf]').16 Hebrew taw, as mentioned above, comes out as t, f, xv,
xf, and s. The heroine in manuscript 2 is Esfiri, but it seems that Q
I 2 and other copies use the letter fita in this name and a series of
others. Again, Greek transliteration with tau in some cases and
theta in others readily explains these spellings.17 The emphatic sibi-
lant s is spelled s as in LXX in Navuxonosoru 'Nebuchadnezzar'
2:6.18 Nothing in the spelling of names proves that the Slavic trans-
lator knew the Hebrew pronunciation. On the contrary, all details
speak eloquently in favor of a Greek intermediary in which names
were transcribed according to the rules followed in all early Greek
biblical translations except the Book of Esther.19

Sobolevskij pointed out (435 f.) that sometimes we find a stem-
final η added to a name we would expect to end in a, e.g., Vizîısanu
(Dat.) 1:10 for Biztha. He attributed this—correctly, in our view-
to a misinterpretation by the Slavic translator of a Greek accusative
in -av.20

1 6 For the sixth case, Bëxvanïi (var., Bixvamd 2:21, where we expect *Viguthanu,
see previous note. This name may represent an early confusion of Cyrillic ν with b,
or perhaps the beginnings of the process of correcting the text on the basis of the
Hebrew. 262 distinguishes b and ν in accordance with the MT, e.g., baveRsky 2:6
for H. bavei
1 7 [If we assume a Greek text where theta always stood for H. taw, as it does in
LXX, and suppose that the Slavonic translation fairly consistently wrote fita, then
the variations fit the patterns observed in dialect East Slavic treatment of foreign
names in other texts. (A series of parallels can be found in the eleventh-century
Rusian copy of the South Slavic translation of the Spiritual Meadow of Moschos; see
Sinajskij paterik XI v., ed. S. I. Kotkov [Moscow, 1967].) Since most of the problems
here occur in the otherwise unknown names of officials or of Haman's sons, wide
variation caused by scribal errors is to be expected. In any case, MeSCerskij's appeal
to the Hebrew pronunciation in Rus' makes little sense. 262 consistently uses t for
taw. In a sixteenth-century Jewish Greek glossary to Esther and other books, taw is
used as a phonetic symbol for theta, see M. Altbauer and Y. Shiby, "A Judeo-Greek
Glossary of the Hamesh Megillot" [in Hebrew], Sefunot 15 (= The Book of Greek
Jewry, 5 [Jerusalem, 1981]), pp. 367-421. HGL]
1 8 262 uses the Slavic affricate c, Nauxadnec(a)r'.
1 9 We must emphasize that it is precisely in the known Greek texts of the Book of
Esther that the names do not follow the expected transcription reflecting the tradi-
tional Hebrew spellings. The Slavonic Esther, however, does appear to reflect very
faithfully the transcription we expect for Greek.
2 0 Evseev (342) ridiculed this notion, apparently without looking closely enough at
the text to find out precisely what cases Sobolevskij was referring to.
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Let us turn to syntactic and phraseological evidence. MesCerskij
states that the translation accurately renders the syntax and
phraseology of the Hebrew, because, he argues, the translator fol-
lowed the Hebrew original verbatim. There are, to be sure, many
Hebraisms in the text, but this fact does not constitute absolute
proof of the H-R thesis. As MesCerskij himself admits, Hebraisms
are common in Greek religious literature and therefore in Slavic
translations from the Greek. Literal renderings can survive two
consecutive translations, especially in texts regarded as sacred. It is
of great significance that the literal correspondence between the
Hebrew and Slavonic wording of Esther is only partial and far from
consistent. We will discuss MeSCerskij's seven categories of this
sort of evidence in the order he presented them.

To illustrate "the literal rendering of Hebrew prepositional
government," Mesierskij cites 1:16, ne cíajrju edinomu sukrivila
Vasti aSSe ne na vşja bojaıy i na vsja jazyky 'Vashti hath not done
wrong to the king only, but also to all the princes and to all the
peoples'. He points out that the Hebrew preposition 'al 'against' is
rendered by na. His point is not clear. First, 'al occurs thrice in
this verse (the queen had sinned against the king, against the
princes, and finally against all the peoples in his kingdom), but only
two are rendered by na, the king being presented in the dative case
without preposition. The problem, then, is why the translator uses
two different constructions. Secondly, na regularly means 'against'
if used of persons, and it is one Slavonic equivalent of the Greek
km and κατά in this meaning.21 Even if one senses an inappropriate
use of the preposition (or perhaps the dative case), the infelicity
could just as well have been caused by a Greek intermediary text.
If MeSCerskij is implying that prepositions are mechanically
translated, he is wrong, for 'al is often rendered by prepositions
other than na, nearly always in those instances where the semantic
fields of the two prepositions do not coincide. For example, 4:5 /
zapovëda emu une Marduxaja 'and gave him a commandment to
Mordecai'; 4:8 ι umiloserditi sja pred піт о Ijudèxù svobdi 'and to
make request before him for her people'; 4:16 / govèite mene radi
'and fast ye for me'.

21 Cf. André Vaillant, Grammaire comparée des langues slaves, vol. 5: La syntaxe
(Paris, 1977), p. 140.
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The use of prepositions in our text, far from reflecting Hebrew
syntax, normally follows Slavic usage. A comparison with MS 262
makes this clear. In verse 2:3, for example, the Hebrew preposi-
tion 'el 'to' occurs three times. The old translation uses three
different prepositions appropriately, but 262 follows the literalistic
principle consistently:

Tr. 2 км Susanu gradu ν dom zeriískyi po rucè egaevë
Vil. 262 к SuSanu gorodu к domu lenskomu к rucè hekèevoi

'(that they may gather together all the fair young virgins) unto
Shushan the castle, to the house of the women, unto the custody of
Hegai'.

This verse, 2:3, is cited by MeS5erskij to illustrate his second
category, "literal rendering of Hebrew figurative expressions
formed with the words hand, eyes, soul, combined with a preposi-
tion," as he contrasts po rucè 'into the custody of with po rukam
'through the agency of in 1:1222 —both, he claims, representing
Hebrew be-yad In fact the prepositions are different, 'el in 2:3, b-
in 1:12. His second example is 3:11,23 stvoriti volju ofyu tvoeju 'to
do <with them> as it seemeth good to thee', where MT has 'as is
good in thine eyes'. This is indeed a peculiar rendering, but the
omission of 'with them' and the general oddity of the phrase sug-
gest later scribal corruption rather than an initial error in the trans-
lation. On the whole, the idiomatic use of 'eye' in Esther has been
appropriately translated, e.g., 1:21 prédît clairena (cf. 262 vu oSyu
cíajrevyxu).

His third and last example in this category again shows his inat-
tention to detail. The text of 7:7 (not 8:7, as he cites) reads /
Amonu sta na dfuJSi svoei o Esfiri cíaJricL Anyone comparing it to
the MT will immediately perceive that a word is missing (as Roź-
destvenskij noted, 197), "and Haman stood up to plead for his life
with Queen Esther." Yet MeSćerskij would have it (210) that sta
na duíi svoei renders exactly 'amad 'al ηαβο24 'defend self, fight for

2 2 It is not clear when MeäCerskü is translating into modern Russian and when he
is quoting the old text. In any case, MS 2 has priti po rëië (for rëci) c[a]revè tie po
піках starostu ' to come at the king's c o m m a n d m e n t by his chamberlains' .
2 3 Meäcerskij erroneously cites 3:1; irritating minor errors of this sort are far too
common in his work.
24 W e are tacitly correcting Meäcerslqj's erratic transcription of Hebrew and his
inexact grammatical forms.
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life (lit. stand on one's soul)'. This verse tells us nothing definite
about the original language.

MeScerskij's third category is "literal rendering of Hebrew
idiomatic expressions." He cites again 1:3, a verse of importance
to Rozdestvenskij, as we saw above, silë Farèsëistëi і Madëistëi 'for
the power of Persia and Media'. He believes that a word meaning
"army" should have been used. First, however, the Hebrew hayil
means "strength, power, army"; any translator is free to decide
what is appropriate in this context. The King James version has
"power." Second, any writer can use "power" as a figurative
equivalent for "army." This is in no way a Hebrew-specific ques-
tion and it is no support for either the H-R or the H-G thesis.

Another of MeScerskij's examples is (judii zemnyx in 8:17, i mno-
zùstvo ljudii zemnyx zidovjaxu sja 'and many of the peoples of the
land became Jews'. MeSćerskij is wrong to translate this Hebrew
phrase as sel'skie ziteli, for here it clearly means "local inhabitants
[of each region]." The translation is literal, but could easily have
come through a Greek intermediary.25

The fourth category is "tautological expressions consisting of two
words derived from the same root, serving to intensify the mean-
ing." MeSCerskij adduces two examples: 4:1 / vîızopi voplemi veli-
komi i gorekomî [sic!] 'and cried with a loud and bitter cry'; 4:14
asle тоїШі molíaíi 'if thou boldest thy peace'. These both
represent Hebrew cognate accusatives, with a very important
difference. The first has a noun object and is easily translatable into
either Greek or Slavic.26 The second has an infinitive absolute as
object and ordinarily must be rendered by means of paraphrase; a
common device in Greek is a present active participle. However,
both constructions are common in biblical Greek and consequently
in Slavonic translation; therefore they offer no support for the H-R
theory.27 MeScerskij's definition of "tautological expression"

25 [MeScerskij's two other examples are equally valueless. Peace in the sense of
"hea l th , wel l -being" (2:11; M. fails to cite the verse) is a Hebra i sm in biblical Greek
(cf. Liddell-Scott-Jones-McKenzie, Glc-Eng. Lexicon, s.v. άρήνη). Yom tob ' good
day' is r e n d e r e d literally in 9:22 in the LXX, t h o u g h J e r o m e translates it as " fes ta l
d a y " ; scholars disagree o n w h e n the m e a n i n g " h o l i d a y " b e c a m e normal . ( J e r o m e
and LXX agree o n " g o o d d a y " in I S a m 25:8.) Mim Ефгіпй ' E s t h e r ' s hea l th ' and
aim dobru in Esther prove nothing. H G L ]
2 6 Cf. 8:3 /myśli ego juźe bjale pomysł ilk
2 7 [Both construct ions occur in I S a m (I Kingdoms) 1:11: ηνξατο ΐύχήν ' s h e vowed
a vow'. . .kàv επίβλεψης 'if t h o u wilt indeed look ' b e c o m e s in t h e Slavonic Bible
obèica obëtu. . .aile prizirąja prträf. H G L ] F o r similar translations in t h e Polish
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includes 6:6 i pomyśli Amonu ν mysi/ svoei, where, to his surprise,
the Hebrew has "and Haman said in his heart"—a free translation
of a typically Hebrew idiom which a literalistic translator would
reproduce. In fact, Hebrew leb 'heart' usually becomes διάνοια in
LXX.28 This, then, is evidence for a Greek intermediary for the
Slavonic Esther, affirming the G-S hypothesis.

Parenthetically, we may point out, infinitive construct phrases
usually appear as finite clauses, e.g., ke-Hebet 1:2, literally 'when sit-
ting' becomes egda sëde 'when he sat' (262 osëdSu carju), 1:4 be-
har'oto 'in his causing to see' becomes egda ze pokaza 'when he
showed' (262 pokazujuii). Idiomatic use of the infinitive absolute
is also rendered appropriately, e.g., 9:18 і poiivaxu . . . i tvorjaxu
for we-noah . . . we-'asoh. If the translation were as literally
Hebraic as Meśćerskij wishes to believe, surely we would find many
more types of Hebraisms.

Next, MeSCerskij mentions "twice repeating the same noun,
sometimes with a copulative conjunction between the two, to
denote 'each, every': dem і dem 'every day', zem\ja i zemlja 'each
province'. This somewhat less common Hebraism is also found in
LXX and cannot prove the H-R thesis.29

MeScerskij's sixth category is "word order in compound
numbers": 1:1 sedmiju i dvëma desjañma і 100-ті vlasti '(who
reigned) over a hundred and twenty-seven provinces'; 1:4 80 і
100-mi dnii 'a hundred and eighty days'. Such order, though less
usual in Greek, does occur in LXX.30

Finally, MeSćerskij cites "the peculiar rendering of the Hebrew
causative" in 6:1 i sîıtvori pojazditi emu po ulicjam grada 'and led him
mounted [lit. caused him to ride] through the city square'. This is

Bible, see M. Altbauer, "O pewnej funkcji nieodmiennego imiesłowu czasu
teraźniejszego w polszczyźnie," Studia lingüistica in honorem Thaddaei Lehr-Sptawiński,
ed. T. Milewski et al. (Warsaw, 1963), pp. 3 3 3 - 3 7 .
2 8 See Susan Daniel, "Express ions with head, mouth, heart in the Septuagint trans-
lation of the Bible" [in Hebrew], in Hebrew Language Studies Presented to Professor
Zeev Bar-Hayyim [in Hebrew], éd. M. Bar-Asher et al. (Jerusalem, 1983), pp.
161-72.
29 Indeed, we find ljudemu і ljudemü. . .narodu i narodu in the sixteenth-century
Belorussian Bible translated by Francisk Skaryna, Est. 8:9; cf. "every province
. . .every people" in the King James version. This Hebraism comes from the Vul-
gate as translated into Czech. Surely, no one wishes to claim that this and similar
Semitisms in Skaryna demonstrate direct translation from the Hebrew!
30 [Indeed, it is found in precisely these two examples in one Greek recension of
Esther. Though M. adds " i t. d . , " there are no further examples; all other numbers
(including Ί 2 7 ' 8:9) have normal Slavic (and Greek) order. H G L ]
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indeed peculiar for Russian, but it is not unusual in OCS, where it
is a caique of Greek phrases using ττοιέω plus infinitive.31 It is thus,
in our view, positive evidence that Esther was translated from
Greek. Note that precisely the same Hebrew phrase in 6:9 is ren-
dered by provesti.32

Thus, of MeScerskij's seven categories, six are compatible with
both H-R and H-G-S theory, while one definitely supports the G-S
hypothesis. Moreover, in analyzing his examples we have
uncovered further evidence for that thesis and against his theory.
Let us now look at some other constructions which, in our view,
point to an intermediary Greek version.

The Slavonic aSie is used in two ways which, we maintain, show
caiques from Greek. First, aSte ne surely stands for et μή in the
sense of "except, but": 1:16 ne cfajrju edinomu. . .aSle ne na vsja
bojary 'not to the king alone. . . but also to all the princes'; 5:12
ne privede. . .napiru. . . àSte ne mene1 (she) did not invite. . .to
the banquet. . . (anyone) but myself .33 Second, aSte is a general-
izing particle with relatives: 2:13 vsjaku eze aSte rétaie 'and what-
ever she said'; 4:11 vsjakyi muz i lena jako àSte prideu 'whosoever,
whether man or woman, shall come'.34

The combination of a relative plus ixu imitates the Greek
partitive:35 1:3 ЬоЦаготй zemnymu i ñe іхй о пет 'unto the princes
of the provinces (who were) before him'; 8:11 ijudéomti eîe іхй
bjaíe po vsëm gradomu '(to) the Jews which were in every city'; / na
vsja eliko ix pristupaie к піти 'and upon all who should join them'.3 6

Further, ñe is used as a quasi-definite article in 1:14, a ñe blñnii
emu 'and those closest to him'.

The substitution of a periphrastic past tense for the Hebrew
imperfect surely is a Hellenism:37 2:14 na veten ta bë prixodjaSCi /
zautra bë vuzvraS6ajuS6i sja 'in the evening she went, and on the

31 Cf. Vaillant, Gram, сотр., 5:183.
3 2 [M. not only fails to m e n t i o n the counterexample of 6:9, but he adds " i mnogie
drugie . " 6:1 is in fact the only instance of t h e "svoeobraznaja peredaCa" of a hiph'il
form, although such causatives abound in the M T . H G L ]
3 3 MS 262 has ino in 1:16, and nWim 5:12.
3 4 For eîe aSle and jako aSie 262 has only fifZ
35 See Vaillant, Gram, сотр., 5:52. Sobolevskij m a d e this point, citing the first
example.
3 6 262 has no equivalent at all in 1:3, simply 2 / i n 8:11, and vyakoho xto in 9:27.
3 7 Cf. Vaillant, Gram, сотр., vol. 3: Le verbe (Paris, 1966), p. 132.



THE SLAVONIC BOOK OF ESTHER 317

morrow she returned'; 6:11 / bë кііба prédît піти 'and proclaimed
before him'.3 8

The possessive dative is either a Hellenism (cf. Vaillant 5,
88-89) or imported from South Slavic: 2:5 irrya emu Mardoxai
'whose name was Mordecai'; 2 Л da egda umre otfíjd ei i mfajti ei
'and when her father and mother were dead'; pristroju ei i dary ei
dajati ei 'to give her ointments and her portions'.39

Finally, let us mention the use of the reflexive possessive svoi in
the nominative case, rather than the usual Slavic genitive of the
appropriate personal pronoun, surely copying the Greek eavr-: 5:14
/ rete emu Zeresu zena svoja 'then his wife Zeresh said to him'; 6:13
/ rëSa emu mudrici svoi 'then said his wise men to him'.40

The features we have just discussed cannot be dismissed as mere
Slavonicisms (cf. MeSCerskij 1966 214-215), for in every case
alternatives were available that also were normal OCS. The selec-
tion in these cases was, we submit, strongly influenced by the
underlying Greek text.

From the beginning, scholars have paid particular attention to the
vocabulary of Esther. It was Vostokov who first pointed out East
Slavic elements; Gorskij and Nevostruev, Rozdestvenskij, and
Evseev were so impressed by what they perceived as vernacular ele-
ments that they concluded the translation was made as recently as
the fifteenth century. Sobolevskij, on the contrary, cited many
archaisms and rare words as evidence that the translation had been
done before 1300. All agreed, however, that the translating was
done by East Slavs.

Sobolevskij singled out first a group of words Esther shared with
other Rusian texts, then words of west Russian origin he believed
came from an intermediate copy of the text, and, finally, words
unknown in other early Rusian manuscripts. MeSCerskij (1956 215)
states that all investigators have considered the vocabulary to be
Russian: he declares it includes words borrowed directly from
Greek, Scandinavian, and Turkic into Russian; and lists forty-six
words, all of which, he asserts, "give an indubitably Russian char-
acter to the lexicon of the translation and leave no doubt whatever
that the translation was made in Rus'." He offers no analysis at all,

38 MS 262 has prixodila, voroialasu, and klikal.
39 262 has the expected eho in 2:5 and её in the four other cases.
4 0 262 has the normal Slavic eho in both instances.
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and fails to explain how words which are unique to this text, or
have a unique meaning, constitute proof. He believed these items
to be exclusive to East Slavic texts or dialects or else exclusive to
Esther. In fact, his list is of dubious value for his Rusian thesis:
several of the words are normal OCS, others are known in various
languages, one (ottjati, which would mean "chop off") is a scribal
error (for otjati%:2 'take [his ring] away from'), and two (govëino
'Lent' [!], and udobiti sja [not defined]) are not to be found in the
text.

We will note only the unique or rare words, dividing them into
three groups: (1) those not in Sreznevskij's Materiały d]ja slovarja
drevne-russkogo jazyka; (2) those listed by Sreznevskij as attested
only in Esther; and (3) those he found elsewhere also, but with a
meaning in Esther that differs from that in his other citations.

Two of the words not in Sreznevskij differ from well attested
verbs only in their prefixes: navësiti 'weigh' and preprodati 'sell'.
Thus 3:9 / 5000 kapii srebra navëtyu 'and I will weigh five [! Heb.
ten] thousand talents of silver'; and 7:4 йе preprodana byx 'for I [!
Heb. we] have been sold, I and my people'.

A third, ulobèti 'be pleasing', occurs three times: 1:19 áSte
dairevi ulobëe 'if it please the king'; 2:4 і ulobë гШ cfajrevi 'and the
words pleased the king'. We posit it also for 2:9, where the text is
garbled, by reconstructing / *ulobë devica oiima svoima 'and the
maiden pleased him'—i.e., Hegai, not the king.41 Otherwise unat-
tested, this unfamiliar verb is altered by copyists into more com-
mon forms; in 2:4 and 2:9 a later hand has written "ju" over the
original " o " in MS 2, while Sreznevskij cites uljubie and u(jubë in
verse 1:19 from later copies. In Tr. 2, we may suppose that uljub-
has been substituted for ulob- twice: 8:8 jako ze ufjubëet ótima vaju
'as it liketh you'; 9:13 áSte cíajrju tobe ud'ubëet 'if it please the
king'. Perhaps the transitive uljubiti was originally *ulobi- in 2:4 і
d[ë]vujuïe uljubjaSe c/a/w'and the maiden which pleaseth the king'.
We prefer the assumption that all these examples represent ulob-,
the lectio dijficilior.

41 The actual text, (' ulobi dfeMÜcju claiñ dtima svoima, appears to contain a transi-
tive verb and might have meant "And he (Hegai) caused the maiden to be pleasing
in the sight of the king." Yet the king should not be in this passage, which clearly
deals only with Hegai and Esther.
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Eleven words are listed by Sreznevskij with citations only from
Esther: blisku 1:6 'pavement'; volfifaiku 10:3 'accepted, popular';
dobrotvormyi 2:7 'fair, beautiful'; zidoviti sja 8:17 'become Jewish,
convert to Judaism'; leptugti 1:6, 8:15 'purple'; obnesti 2:15, 2:17,
5:2 bè obnesena milosti 'she won favor'; prikljaknuti 5:9 'bow';
prepoi 5:6 'banquet'; pèstovati 2:7 'foster, care for'; raspraMeniku
9:19 'villager'; utrinu 1:6, 8:15 'white cloth'.

Finally, there are nine words which are cited from other texts by
Sreznevskij, but the meaning in Esther is different: d[u]neíínyi 4:11
'inner'; lozfflnica 2:14 'concubine'; opraviti sja 8:4 'stand up'; osto-
jati 9:2 'withstand'; pogoriid 3:15 'post, courier'; rastvoriti 3:13
'exterminate'; sirota 9:22 'pauper'; starosta 1:10 'chamberlain';
tverdi 9:29 'authority'.

We submit that, contrary to the assertions of MeSCerskij and his
predecessors, the lexical composition of this text raises serious
doubts about the alleged East Slavic nature of the translation. The
final redaction is undoubtedly Rusian, but we believe that certain of
the words point to an older, South Slavic layer that may well
represent the original translation. Thus volínikíi 'accepted, popular',
rastvoriti 'exterminate', godina 'year', and vraza 'die, lot' appear to
be South Slavic.

It is curious to find here the first person singular present form
obrjaku Ί find' (8:5 in MS Q I 2; к corrected by a later hand in MS
2 to the expected Slavonic Si; 7:3 in both manuscripts); this
implies the mutation of *(j to a palatal stop, a trait foreign to OCS
and to East Slavic alike, but typical of Serbo-Croatian.42

Our analysis leads us to conclude that the history of the Slavonic
text of Esther is more complicated than MeSCerskij believed. Apart
from certain western or Belorussian traits found only in specific
copies, there is an undeniable early East Slavic (Rusian) layer. The
South Slavic characteristics, however, seem to us to be ancient, and
not just a matter of general Russian literary usage, whether of the
twelfth or fourteenth century. We agree with Sobolevskij and Meś-
ćerskij that the translation is ancient, but not that it was made in
Rus'. MeSCerskij has not proved his thesis. Esther was translated

4 2 [Sreznevskü, in his Materiały dlja slovarja drevne-russkogo jazyka, s.v. obrësti, sug-
gests that obrjaku is somehow parallel to teku and mogu, an analogy that makes no
sense and fails to justify the form as genuine East Slavic. His sole example is from
Esther. HGL]
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into Slavonic from Greek, not from Hebrew. The various copies of

Esther in East Slavic manuscripts afford no evidence at all that the

Hebrew language was known to early Slavic bookmen.

Hebrew University

EDITOR 'S POSTSCRIPT

A student of MeScerskij's, Anatolij Alekseevic Alekseev, has recently
argued that the Slavic Song of Songs preserved in a unique sixteenth-
century "West Russian" manuscript was also translated from the Hebrew
in the eleventh century in Kievan Rus': " 'Pesn' pesnej' po russkomu
spisku XVI ν. ν perevode s drevneevrejskogo origínala," Palestinsky sbor-
nikll (1981):63-79; cf. also his "'Pesn' pesnej' ν Ceäskoj biblii i vostoC-
noslavjanskie perevody XV-XVI v.," Slavia 52 (1983): 283-89. He
believes that this text strengthens MeSCerskü's already proven thesis,
whose cornerstone is Esther.

On the basis of the text Alekseev published, Taube presents a more
thorough analysis, cogently demonstrating that there is no evidence either
for the antiquity of this translation or for a Kievan origin, although he
affirms that it was made from Hebrew: "On Two Related Slavic Transla-
tions of the Song of Songs," in Festschrift Moshe Altbauer, Slavica Hiero-
solymitana (Jerusalem), vol. 7, pp. 203-210. Neither Esther nor the Song
of Songs proves that early Slavic bookmen knew Hebrew. Moreover,
Esther still stands outside the usual pattern of translation for biblical
books, whereas the Song of Songs fits in neatly, as is manifest from the
texts provided by Alekseev in his 'Pesn' pesnej' ν drevnej slavjano-russkoj
pis'mennosti, = Predvaritel'nye publikacii, 133-34, Problemnaja gruppa po
èksperimental'noj і prikladnoj lingvistike, Institut russkogo jazyka AN
SSSR (Moscow, 1980). The surviving copies, unfortunately late and cor-
rupt, clearly reflect early translation from the Greek (by Methodius?),
transmitted both through the older western ("Ohrid") Old Church Sla-
vonic tradition and the tenth-century eastern ("Preslav") redaction. Alek-
seev attributes the latter to twelfth-century Kiev, but his sketchy argu-
ments seem to rest largely on the dubious assumption that Rusian book-
men were enormously active and learned translators; his methodology is
erratic and his reasoning is based on a series of inconsistent and some-
times quite erroneous interpretations. See my article "The OCS Song of
Songs: One Translation or Two?," Die Welt der Slaven 30 (NF 9) 1985. —
Horace G. Lunt



Encounter with the East:
The Orientalist Poetry of Ahatanhel Kryms'kyj

JAROSLAV STETKEVYCH

Бо серед мовчущої тиші нічної
Кується пригода.

For in the sealed-lipped silence of night
Is forged adventure.

(Ahatanhel Kryms'kyj, Pal'move hillja, p. 245)

Ahatanhel Kryms'kyj's life seems to have been ruled by one
supreme dictate—that of the inquisitive, creative, cultivated word.
He was a natural, passioned philologist who was blessed with all the
talent needed to further, feed, and justify his indomitable philologi-
cal zeal. He was a man of prodigious memory, which he retained to
the end of his life. Even more prodigious was his talent for
languages: all sorts of languages, in difficult-to-imagine numbers
and variety—certainly sixty of them, if not more, according to his
own admission about one year before his death,1 when his autobio-
graphical musings issued not from hubris, but from a pristine reser-
voir of humility. The staggering thing about Ahatanhel
Kryms'kyj's linguistic prowess was, however, his high level of
fluency in all those languages that required fluency and the superb
degree of his structural, lexical, and stylistic insight into those
languages that did not permit mere fluency. The philological
passion was ever present in Ahatanhel Kryms'kyj's life—even in
those moments, spells, or entire periods when other interests, and
indeed other passions, crowded his heart and mind. Furthermore,
in his philology there is a certain universality of meaning of that
term, which brings to mind its definition by Vico as "all that
depends on the human will," an allusion to the creative power of
the logos when it is manifested as will. It is in this all-
encompassing logos, too, that Ahatanhel Kryms'kyj found room for
almost thirty years of literary creativity—particularly poetic
creativity.

1 A. Ju. Kryms'kyj-Ukrąjinist і orientalist (Kiev, 1974), pp. 20-21.




