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Swearing with Scandinavian Names on a Slavic God: The Nature of Perun and the Political Motive Attached to Him in 10th-Century Rus’

I wholly believe that there was a Scandinavian presence in early medieval Russia.  Therefore, I agree with Boba’s analysis of Povest’ Vremennÿkh Let (the Russian Primary Chronicle) that the Rus’ were originally a “confraternity” of Scandinavian mercenary-merchants, also known as Varangians, operating in northern Russia and along the Volga in the 9th century (1967, 108).  This makes sense as it is widely held that the name ‘Rus’’ derived from the Finnish word Ruosti (Estonian Rootsi), having originally come from ON. róðsmenn (‘rowers’), to describe the Scandinavians who established themselves in the north among Finnic peoples (Jones 1968, n. 3: 246-7).  However, by the late 9th and early 10th centuries the term found association with a fraternity of warriors, whose members could be of any background, as seen in the society of the Jómsvíkingar or Jomsvikings (Boba 1967, 123).  Thus, ‘Rus’’ came to mean multi-ethnic (Scandinavian, East Slavic, Finnic) confederations of warriors, who attached themselves to Rus’ princes (ibid. 125).  Many of these Rus’ princes also had (or so they claimed) Scandinavian origins (i.e. the Riurikids of Kiev), and their power came from the establishment of towns along key river-routes in Russia (Noonan 1997, 149).


However, from this Viking association, one can easily overstate the role and influence that Scandinavians had in Russia.  It must be duly noted that evidence of Scandinavian contribution to Russian language (especially in terms of place-names), law, and other cultural spheres is not visible (Jones 1968, 264; Dolukhanov 1996, 190).  (The only material we have that could somewhat be considered evidence of Scandinavian place-names is in De Administrando Imperio by Emperor Constantine Porphyrogenitus (911-959) (Dmytryshyn 2000, 19).  Here he gives the names of the rapids that Rus’ ships must cross on the Dnieper River in order to reach Constantinople (DAI, 19-20).  The names interestingly come in pairs, each rapid having a ‘Russian’ and Slavic name, and Gwyn Jones identifies the ‘Russian’ forms as Old Norse words (1968, 257).  (See Tables 1 and 2 at the end.)  These Norse names, however, do not stick and, therefore, do not become proper place-names.)  

Nonetheless, some scholars continue to see Scandinavian influences in areas where there are none.  The following passage from the Russian Primary Chronicle, which mentions pagan Rus’ gods, has been a focus for such scholarship:

6486-6488 (978-980) . . . Vladimir then began to reign alone in Kiev, and he set up idols on the hills outside the castle with the hall: one of Perun, made of wood with a head of silver and a mustache of gold, and others of Khors, Daz’bog, Stribog, Simar’gl, and Mokosh’. (RPC, 93)

Kaiser and Marker see in the list of gods a Scandinavian influence, though in which god they do not specify (1994, 63).  Martin, on the other hand, certainly does.  On the given passage she states that Vladimir wished to better unify Kievan Rus’ through the establishment of a cult based on a select pantheon of six gods, each representing a different people in his domain (1995, 6).  I largely agree with her, except for what she says about the first god listed, Perun:

Perun, the god of thunder and war, was a Norse god favored by members of the prince’s druzhina (military retinue). (ibid.)

To Martin this deity is obviously Þórr.  And she would probably place a similar view on the 10th-century Greek-Rus’ treaties placed earlier in the Chronicle.  Here both Perun and Scandinavian retinues are mentioned: 

6412-6415 (904-907) . . . Thus the Emperors Leo and Alexander made peace with Oleg, and after agreeing upon the tribute and mutually binding themselves by oath, they kissed the cross, and invited Oleg and his men to swear an oath likewise. According to the religion of the Russes, the latter swore by their weapons and by their god Perun, as well as by Volos, the god of cattle, and thus formed the treaty. . . . 

6420 (912) Oleg despatched his vassals to make peace and to draw up a treaty between the Greeks and the Russes. His envoys thus made declaration:

“This is the copy of the treaty concluded under Emperors Leo and Alexander. We of the Rus’ nation: Karl, Ingjald, Farulf, Vermund, Hrollaf, Gunnar, Harold, Karni, Frithleif, Hroarr, Angantyr, Throand, Leithulf, Fast, and Steinvith, are sent by Oleg, Great Prince of Rus’, and by all the serene and great princes and the great boyars under his sway, . . . (RPC, 65-6)

In the entry for the year 945 the Chronicle states that Byzantines renewed the previous treaty with Oleg’s successor, Prince Igor of Kiev (ibid. 73).  Here too men of the Kievan prince and others are listed in the treaty, whose binding is made again through pledging oaths to Perun (ibid. 73-4, 77). 


Despite Scandinavian association, it is my opinion that this so-called thunder god of Martin’s is not Þórr; he is a Slavic god.  In this paper I will use various sources to see if Perun truly is a thunder-god.  Then I shall take a pan-European approach to mythology, followed by a focus on etymology to demonstrate the inaccuracy in concluding a god’s origin on certain mythic archetypes (mainly elemental ones) alone.  I will also supply historical accounts on the pagan worship of Slavs, which – combined with the above material – will show Perun to be a Slavic god.  Finally, focus will be given to why retinues and princes (with or claiming Scandinavian descent) were revering such a non-Norse god.  Overall, my work will illustrate the nature of Perun, and the ways in which he was used to achieve certain political ends in 10th-century Russia.

A Thunder-god

What of Perun makes Martin compare him to the thunder-god, Þórr in the first place?  In the Chronicle we cannot see characteristics of thunder or lightning in Perun, but they are seen elsewhere.  For instance, the modern Russian adjective perúnny, perúnovy means ‘of thunder’, ‘of thunder-bolt’, or ‘of lightning’ (Segal 1958, 542), and in Polish the noun for ‘thunder-bolt’ is piorun (Anthon’s 2004).  In addition, Gimbutas notes that during the Common Slavic Period – that is before the 5th century when Slavs spoke a common language (Mallory 1989, 77) – Slavs called axes strěly (sing. strěla), which also means ‘arrows’ or ‘bolts’ (1971, 165).  This association of a bludgeoning or hacking weapon with a bolt, something shot or thrown (particularly a thunder-bolt), is seen in the depiction of Þórr battling the giant, Hrungnir in Skáldskaparmál:

Next he saw lightnings and heard great thunders. Then he saw Þórr in an Áss-rage, he was travelling at an enormous rate and swung his hammer and threw it from a great distance at Hrungnir. (17: 79)

Here Þórr’s hammer, Mjöllnir, is very much a strěla that is produced from the massing of thunder and lightning.


There are two other notable characteristics that Perun and Þórr share.  The more obvious of the two is the use of a fiery chariot.  After the conversion of the Rus’ to Orthodox Christianity, Perun was merged with St Elias, who in heroic Russian tales traverses the heavens in a flaming chariot (Gimbutas 1971, 166).  Þórr possesses a chariot pulled by two goats, Tanngnjóstr and Tanngrisnir (Gylfaginning, 20-2: 22), which in Skáldskaparmál burns the sky and shakes the earth (17: 80)

A more subtle similarity is the connection to oak trees that both gods have.  The oak is an ideal symbol for a thunder-god, as oaks are commonly struck by lightning, and therefore could be seen as conduits for the god’s power.  The monk Helmold in his Chronica Slavorum describes the 12th-century cult-site of Proven (very similar to ‘Perun’) at Lübeck in the northern territory of the Obodrites (a West Slavic tribe) (Barford 2001, 191).  The area consists only of a large oak surrounded by a fence.  Furthermore, the modern Russian noun strelá, which – like its Common Slavic root noted above – generally means ‘arrow’, ‘bolt’, ‘dart’, can also refer to a trunk of a tree (Segal 1958, 836).  Þórr in Gylfaginning on his way to Jötunheimar (Giantland) sleeps under oak trees with the giant Skrýmir (45: 39).  Having taken in this and the other similarities it easy to see why one would think that Perun could have derived from the Norse thunder-god, especially when retainers with Scandinavian names are seen swearing on the former in the Chronicle.


However, the aforementioned features and symbols encompass more that just Perun and Þórr; they are apart of many thunder-god archetypes in Indo-European myths.  The thunder-god of Baltic myths is a fine example of this.  The names of this deity, Perkonis (Old Prussian), Perkūnas (Lithuanian), and Pērkons (Latvian), the last two of which are still words for ‘thunder’ (Tildes 2004; Fotonija 2004), strongly resemble ‘Perun’.  Gimbutas states that the likeness is due to the Indo-European root per-, perk-, or perg- which means ‘to strike’, and shows that many Indo-European language groups have a “common conception of a thunder-god” (1971, 165).  Therefore, it is not surprising that the Baltic thunder-deity too rides in the sky with a fiery chariot pulled by a goat (Gimbutas 1963, 202), or that he wields an axe that once thrown flies back to him (Gimbutas 1971, 165), just as Þórr’s Mjöllnir does (Skáldskaparmál, 35-6: 97).  Also, the Baltic god is highly attached to sacred oak trees (Gimbutas 1963, 194).  The Latin for ‘oak’ is quercus, which derives from the Indo-European root percus (ibid. 198).  Thus, even the names Perkonis, Perkūnas, and Pērkons are connected to the great conduit-tree of lightning.


These traits do not end in Baltic myths.  Zeus, the Greek god of thunder, carries both a double-headed axe and thunderbolts (Loomis 1997, 50).  A similar figure appears in the Irish saga Fled Bricrend (Bricriu’s Feast).  Loomis rightly observes that the character Cú Ruí takes on the appearance of a thunder-god when he turns into a giant or churl (ibid.).  This first occurs when Conall Cernach comes to a plain where “thick, dark, heavy clouds confronted Conall, so that he could see neither the sky nor the ground” (BF, 233).  Next Conall is confronted by the large, hideous giant (Cú Ruí), who earlier scares away the warrior Lóegure Búadach (ibid. 232-3).  The latter hero meets Cú Ruí in giant-form again, who has with him giant oak trees:

He came towards Lóegure, and his fists were full of stripped oak trunks; each would have been a burden for a team of oxen, and they had not been cut with repeated blows, either – each trunk had been severed with just one blow of a sword. The giant cast a trunk, but Lóegure let it go by; two or three more trunks were cast, . . . (ibid. 247)

The giant clearly is hurling these trees of thunder like lightning-bolts.  Accompanying his oak-trunks is a great axe described so:

. . . the axe in his right hand, whence had gone three fifties of glowing metal pieces, had a handle that would have been a burden for a team of oxen, yet it was sharp enough to cut hairs against the wind. (ibid. 251)



The axe with its glowing pieces of metal appears charged with an intense burning or electricity, which one might expect from the weapon of a thunder-god.  Giant Cú Ruí then uses the weapon to test the Uliad warriors at Emuin Machae in a beheading competition, the same contest which is seen in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight (ibid. 251-5; Matthews 1990, 33).  Here the giant challenges heroes to cut off his head with his axe, after which he is allowed to do the same to them.  The first three competitors – Muinremur, Lóegure, and Conall Cernach – decapitate the giant, but each time he reattaches his head, and all three fail to arrive the next night to be axed.  The great champion Cú Chulaind is the only one who does return to be struck by the giant, who in preparation for his strike takes on the qualities of a coming storm:

The churl raised his axe so that it reached the rafters of the house. What with the creaking of the old hide he wore and the swish of his axe as he raised it with the strength of his two arms, the sound he made was like that of a rustling forest on a windy night. (BF, 255)

It appears that Cú Ruí possesses the key traits that Zeus, Perkūnas, Perun, and Þórr have as gods of thunder.  Bludgeoning or hacking weapons thrown or charged with an intense energy, and an association with oak trees seem to be universal in Indo-European myths.  Therefore, it would be unsound for one to assume that Perun derived from Þórr just because both share these general qualities.


What then can we use from myths to demonstrate that Perun is not Þórr?  So far we have been considering the elemental of thunder-gods.  What we need to do next is to examine the non-elemental roles of these gods, particularly their connection to human society.  There is a consensus among scholars that Perun was the “dynastic god” of Kievan Rus’ princes (Barford 2001, 194).  He is sworn upon by princes and their retainers, and is listed first among the pantheon that Prince Vladimir establishes in Kiev.  Perun definitely has the position of chief god, who is associated with chief men.  Þórr, on the other hand, though certainly the most widely revered by Scandinavians, is neither the aristocratic nor chief Norse god in the Eddas (Jones 1968, 321).  In the Eddic poem Hárbarðsljóð a disguised Óðinn plainly states this to the hammer-god:

(Óðinn á jarla,


Óðinn has jarls,





þás í val falla,


who fall to the slain [in battle],




en Þórr á þrælakyn).

and Þórr has the kin of slaves.




(24, 5-7: 98-9) 

(my translation)




It is through association with the latter that makes Þórr the god of peasants and the everyman, not kings.  Óðinn, the high god of the Norse pantheon, as paralleled above, is one who also finds incorporation into kingly lines.  In Ynglinga saga, Jarl Hákon inn ríki (the great) of Norway claims descent from Sæmingr, son of Óðinn (9: 13).  Another dynasty, the Ynglingar of Sweden, stem from Freyr (ibid. 12: 14; Jones 1968, 322), lord of fertility and prosperity and of the Vanir race of gods, whose father is Njörd, ruler of the sea (Gylfaginning, 21-5: 23-4).  In this light, Perun cannot be the Norse thunder-god, as the former is linked to an aristocratic line, whereas Þórr is bound to the common man.


For those wanting something besides mythology in this argument, I will now refer to Procopius of Caesarea.  Writing in the 6th century, Procopius in his History of the Wars discusses the nature of two barbarian peoples, the Antae and Sclaveni, both of whom are identified as early Slavic tribes (Gimbutas 1971, 59-61):

It is also true that in all other matters, practically speaking, these two barbarian peoples have had from ancient times the same institutions and customs. For they believe that one god, the maker of the lightning, is alone lord of all things, and they sacrifice to him cattle and all other victims; but as for fate, they neither know it nor do they in any wise admit that it has any power among men, but whenever death stands close before them, either stricken with sickness or beginning a war, they make a promise that, if they escape, they will straightaway make a sacrifice to the god in return for their life; and if they escape, they sacrifice just what they have promised, and consider that their safety has been bought with this same sacrifice. (Wars VII. 14, 22-3)

Though not named, the god mentioned above certainly proves that Slavic groups early on worshiped a deity both supreme and of lightning, who most likely was Perun.  Moreover, the early date of this record shows that transference of this god from Scandinavian-Rus’ is impossible, as their appearance in Eastern Europe was yet to come.  The passage also puts into better context the Common Slavic words related to the archetypal features of a thunder-god, and the similar words for thunder seen in later Slavic languages.  

Those still against this analysis might now counter it from a different angle, and argue that Norse-like elements came from the Cherniakhovo culture in the forest-steppe zone of Eastern Europe (Barford 2001, 194), which many attribute to the East Germanic Goths of the 3rd and 4th centuries A.D. (Heather 1996, 51).  Such an approach, though interesting, would have to contend with two major obstacles.  First, the make-up of the Cherniakhovo culture is extremely diverse.  In its area of influence lived “Slavs, Hellenized Scythians, Sarmations, Romanized Greeks, Dacians, and Getae”, as well as Germans (Gimbutas 1971, 68).  The possible influences would have been endless.  Second, from the evidence of linguistic influence of Gothic in Slavic languages of the Dnieper-Dniester-Baltic region we see nothing in terms of religious terminology.  The early Gothic loan-words are as follows:

xyža – ‘house’



xlěvǔ – ‘(subterranean?) stall, stable’ from Gothic hlaiv ‘grave’



xlěbǔ – ‘bread, loaf’



bljudo – ‘dish’ from Gothic biu/s


kotǐlǔ – ‘(copper) kettle’



dǔlgǔ – ‘debt’



lixva – ‘interest, profit’ from Gothic leihva – ‘loan’



xösa – ‘raid’ from Gothic hansa – ‘warrior-band’



meči – ‘sword’ from Gothic mēkeis


šelmǔ – ‘helmet’ from Gothic helm


(ibid. 77).

Most of the borrowings concern the domestic and the spheres of taxation and military.  If the Goths had any religious influence over the Slavs, we would have seen evidence of it among the loan-words above.


Thus far I have demonstrated the fallacy in using the typical elemental features of thunder-deities to find the origin of Perun, and have proven through closer inspection of myths and etymology that Perun is indeed a Slavic god of thunder and not Norse or Germanic.

Why were Scandinavian-Rus’ Swearing on Perun?

After looking closely at Perun’s nature, it seems very clear why the Scandinavian-Rus’ elite revered him.  To put it simply, the deity’s aristocratic significance allowed princes and their followers to appear as legitimate lords in the eyes of the East Slavic tribes who were their tributaries.  Using a god foreign to their subjects would have proved useless in this endeavour.  

Another example of Rus’ elites adopting something authoritative and religious from a people in Russia will further illustrate my point.  In an entry for the year 839 in Annales Bertiniani (Annals of St. Bertin), a people called Rhos (Rus’) are reported to have come from Constantinople to the court of King Louis the Pious of Francia (44).  Not only is it learned that these men are Swedes in origin, but they also have a king known as chacanus or khagan.  The same word is seen again in reference to Prince Vladimir in Metropolitan Hilarion’s eulogy of him and Prince Iaroslav (HE, 46).  This Central Asian Turkic title means ‘king’, but holds a shamanistic value in that it is only attached to sacred clans divinely appointed to rule (Halperin 1985, 12).  The Rus’ adopted ‘khagan’ from their south-eastern rivals, the Turkic Khazars, from whom Rus’ princes also took East Slavic tributaries for their own in the 9th and 10th centuries (RPC, 6391-6393, 6464-6472, 6474: 61, 84).  By calling themselves khagans, princes were displaying that they were a new order, succeeding the Khazars as rulers of East Slavic lands (Noonan 1997, 148).  And the fact that so little Russian sources mention the title, suggests that Christian chroniclers, as well as others, were aware of its pagan divine mandate (Halperin 1985, 12).

However, unlike khagan, which was used to display contestation, Perun would have been employed for confederation.  Like the multi-ethnic binding in confraternal Rus’ retinues, Perun, as a banner of authority, would have allowed princes to unite their subjects.  And in the 10th century princes establishing themselves along the Middle Dnieper needed all the help that they could get.  It is clear that in operating in this area the Rus’ came closer to the steppe, making the Khazars increasingly uneasy, and the chance of raids by nomadic Pechenegs great (Franklin and Shepard 1996, 111).  Travel down the Dnieper was yet another adversary.  In addition to the treacherous rapids that required portage, Rus’ campaigns also had to contend with nomads, who would strike at sensitive times and places (ibid. 119).  It is no wonder, therefore, as we reconsider Tables 1 and 2, that the Dnieper’s rapids in DAI have both Slavic and Old Norse names.  The combination illustrates that in order to launch such an expedition, Scandinavian-Rus’ princes required the support of the East Slavs.  I believe that the image of Perun would have aided princes in obtaining this, without which the formation of centres of power (i.e. Kiev) in the Middle Dnieper would have been impossible.  In this sense Perun would have been more than a thunder-god – he would have been another piece of princely regalia, one for confederation.  Scandinavian-Rus’ leaders, just as they employed ‘khagan’ to achieve a political end, would have used Perun too to secure power in Russia.

Conclusion

Martin’s claim that Perun is the Norse thunder-god of Scandinavian retainers is unsound in light of all the evidence.  I have shown through etymology, mythology, and history that he is in fact a Slavic deity, whose associations with Þórr are shared with several thunder-gods in Indo-European myths.  However, by not taking such a careful analysis, Martin fails to see beyond Perun’s elemental attributes and notice his greater significance.  His aristocratic nature would have allowed Scandinavian-Rus’ princes to appear as legitimate rulers to the East Slavs, in whose lands they established authority, and whose cooperation was crucial.  This in turn would have led Perun to become a symbol of confederation, through which more supporters for princes could have been acquired.  

Overall, by carefully examining this one god, we learn that the Rus’ in the 10th century were not just unchanging Scandinavians in Russia, but were malleable characters engaged in the realpolitik there.  This fits largely with the adaptation to and adoption of native traditions seen in the Scandinavian colonization of the West.  Moreover, it shows that we must continually question what we think we know about early medieval Russia.  The fact that East Slavs possess many loan-words from several different languages makes it tempting to assume Slavic culture is entirely borrowed, which Martin’s statement could be taken to mean.  However, dispelling such an assumption is the only way new progress can be made in studies of the peoples of medieval Eastern Europe.  Objectivity and criticism must take the forefront, especially in instances when the Rus’ are put in an entirely Viking or Slavic portrayal – a result of the biased nature of much English literature on this topic.  Hopefully with this approach we may continue to pick apart generalizations and misconceptions about early medieval Russia, placing it among other regions of Scandinavian activity and settlement, but minding its uniqueness and all the components that went into forming it.                                                   
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	Order of Barrages Going South Down the Dnieper
	Slavic word
	‘Russian’ word
	Unspecified
	Meaning or Description Given
	Norse Origin the ‘Russian’ or Unspecified

	1st
	
	
	Essoupi
	‘Do not sleep!’*
	eisupi – ‘ever-draught’; or eisofi – ‘sleep not’ 

	2nd
	Ostrovouniprach
	Oulvorsi
	
	‘The Island of the Barrage’
	hólmfors – ‘island-waterfall’, or ‘island-wrath’

	3rd 
	
	
	Gelandri
	‘Noise of the Barrage’**
	gjallandi – ‘resounding’, ‘echoing’

	4th 
	Neasit
	Aeifor
	
	Called so because of the pelicans nesting in its rock

-- -- --

Also the biggest barrage
	eifors – ‘ever-waterfall’, or ‘ever-wrath’, or ‘impassable’

	5th 
	Voulniprach
	Varouforos
	
	Called so ‘because it forms a large lake’


	bárufors – ‘wave-waterfall’, or ‘wave-wrath’; or maybe varufors – ‘precaution-waterfall’, or ‘warning-wrath’ 

	6th 
	Veroutzi
	Leanti
	
	‘The Boiling of the Water’
	hlæjandi – ‘laughing’, or ‘seething’

	7th  
	Naprezi
	Stroukoun
	
	‘Little Barrage’
	strokinn – ‘stroked gently’

 

	
	
	
	
	
	




	Order of Barrages Going South Down the Dnieper
	Slavic word
	‘Russian’ word
	Unspecified
	Meaning or Description Given
	Modern Russian Parallels of the Slavic

	1st
	
	
	Essoupi
	‘Do not sleep!’*
	-- -- --

	2nd
	Ostrovouniprach
	Oulvorsi
	
	‘The Island of the Barrage’
	ostrovnóy prach – insular dust, or earth (prach has a link with death or the end)

	3rd 
	
	
	Gelandri
	‘Noise of the Barrage’**
	-- -- --

	4th 
	Neasit
	Aeifor
	
	Called so because of the pelicans nesting in its rock

-- -- --

Also the biggest barrage
	nosit – to bear, or to carry (possibly named after the fact that boats very much needed to be ported here)

	5th 
	Voulniprach
	Varouforos
	
	Called so ‘because it forms a large lake’


	volná – wave, billow; and prach – dust, earth

	6th 
	Veroutzi
	Leanti
	
	‘The Boiling of the Water’
	varít – to boil, to cook 

	7th  
	Naprezi
	Stroukoun
	
	‘Little Barrage’
	naprávit – to lead out (last of the barrages)




*This is the reported meaning for both Slavic and ‘Russian’.	**DAI only says that this is the Slavic meaning.





Table 2: Slavic names and their Modern Russian parallels for the Dnieper rapids mentioned in DAI





*This is the reported meaning for both Slavic and ‘Russian’.	**DAI only says that this is the Slavic meaning.





























Table 1: Norse derivatives in the ‘Russian’ names for the Dnieper rapids mentioned in DAI (after Jones 1969 with my amendments)








