THE EAST SLAVIC RESPONSE TO THE MONGOL CONQUEST'

CHARLES J. HALPERIN

Any analysis of East Slavic attitudes toward the Mongol conquest during the thir-
teenth to fifteenth centuries must confront serious obstacles. Although there are
dozens of major narrative texts of various types — tales within the corpus of the
chronicles. vitae, epics, epistles, travelogues, independent narratives — as well as
documentary sources such as wills and treaties,® compared to the sources in Chi-
nese,’ Arabo-Persian® or Latin,’ the aggregate source base is not huge. However, it
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is the qualitative rather than the quantitative limitations of the sources which most
inhibit scholarly study. The Rus’ sources are almost all anonymous: the exceptions
are bishop Serapion of Viadimir’s sermons and bishop Vassian of Rostov’s “Epistle
to the Ugra River.” No text was preserved in a manuscript contemporary with the
events described; often manuscripts date a century later. Thus, nearly all sources are
of uncertain provenance. Texts are commonly assigned dates and locations of
composition entirely on the basis of content analysis and cui bono argumentation.
The social identity of the authors cannot be established definitively. Assuming that
all authors were clerics works better for vitae than the Zadonshchina and is
particularly controversial for chronicles,’® but raises more problems than it solves. A
credible history of Church-state relations during the thirteenth to fifteenth centuries
has not been written. Controversy continues to surround the attitude of the Church
towards the Horde and towards the political unification of northeastern Russia
under Muscovite aegis. The metropolitanates of Alexei and Kiprian still arouse
heated scholarly disagreement. Some historians continue to take a very cynical view
of Church policy toward the Tatars and Moscow as based exclusively upon
ecclesiastical material interests.” But, the conflict of interests between the Church
and secular political powers inevitably resulted in tensions and disagreements.
Moreover, the institutional divisions within “the Church™ must also be taken into
account: the “Church” too often reduces itself to the metropolitan of Kiev-
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