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Khazaria and Russia: Sovereignty and territory
in Eastern Europe in the 9" to the beginning
of the 10" centuries
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The Primary Russian chronicle (PVL) begins
the history of Rus’ (sub anno 859) with the de-
scription of the Varangian tribute from Estoni-
an Chud’, Slovene (in Novgorod land), Merja
(in Upper Volga) and Krivichi (in Upper Volga,
Dvina and Dnieper area); the Khazars collec-
ted their tribute from the Slavic tribes of
Poljane, Severjne in the Middle Dnieper area
and from Vijatichi in the Oka basin. In the
9th century the primary Varangian Rus’ was
forcing the way to the international markets
through the river routes controlled by Khaza-
ria. The archaeology, and first of all the numis-
matics, together with the Arab sources help us
realize a certain community of interests that
made the Varangians, the Slavs, the Merja and
the Chud’ unite: from the 9th century the Ara-
bic silver was imported to Eastern and North
Europe via Khazaria (cf. Noonan 1983), and
the splash of this import can be dated from the
860s —the chronicle date of the calling-in of
the Varangian-Russian princes to Novgorod by
the former tributaries (Noonan 1992, 226 ff.).
Sometimes the hoards of the 9th century Ara-
bic coins in the North of Eastern Europe — in
Ladoga, Gorodische of Novgorod and Sarskoje
gorodische nearby Rostov in Merja land — are
interpreted as the tribute to the Varangians
(see for the recent archeological data: Kuz'min
2000; Nosov 2000; Leont’ev 2000). But it is
much more likely that they present the evi-
dence of the distribution of the profits —the
local upper strata had exercised their right to a
part of the treasures and buried it as hoards in
their settlements with mixed Slavonic, Finnish
and Scandinavian population.

The Russian princes of this multi-tribal union
with certain reason (because the union really
included a number of peoples — ‘tribes’) were

claiming the ‘imperial” title of khagan. Besides
the Arab sources these claims were recorded
839 in the Annales Bertiniani: to the Carolin-
gian emperor with a Byzantine embassy came
certain men who said that they, that is, their
people were called ‘Rhos’, their king was
known as the ‘Chaganus’ (Annales Bertiniani,
s.a. 839). This is at the same time the earliest
mention of the Rus’. The embassy of the Rus’
arrived in Constantinople “for the sake of
friendship” and asked the permission to return
home through the territory of the Carolingian
empire. The emperor Louis the Pious who was
used to repelling Viking attacks suspected
them to be spies as they turned out to belong
to the ‘gens of the Swedes’. Their fate as well
as the aim of their return journey are un-
known: whether they wanted to return to Bir-
ka or Ladoga, because neither Novgorod (and
Gorodishche) nor Kiev in Poljane land of that
time are fixed in the data of the written sour-
ces or archaeology.

From this viewpoint the latest attempts to find
the ‘khaganate of Rus’ in Eastern (or North)
Europe do not seem to be promising, as they
are based on a strained interpretation of the
sources (cf. Sedov 1999; Zuckerman 2000).
The reports of Arab geographers about a mys-
terious island (or peninsula) of Rus’ ruled by a
khagan are really dated from the 9th century:
but we do not know either its location, or if it
did actually exist or was a mere reflection of
certain bookish legends —the Biblical about
the ‘islands of peoples’ or the ancient about
Thule. The new attempts to associate this is-
land with Novgorod and Gorodishche are
based on a direct identification of the topo-
nym meanings in alien languages: the Scan-
dinavian name of Novgorod — Hélmgar r (“Is -



land town” — Franklin/Shepard 1996, 27 f.) and
the vocabulary of Arab geographic literature
(cf. Konovalova 2000, 400 ff.).

Equally, we have no grounds to associate with
Kiev the data about the Rus’ from the Annales
Bertiniani — judging from the finds of coins,
the Dnieper route in general had not been in
function up to the late 9th century: the Arabic
silver flew through the Don and the Oka to the
Upper Volga and then to the Baltic (Noonan
1992). Though the Dnieper trade route was
blocked, the Khazarian period in the Middle
Dnieper region and even in the region be-
tween the Dnieper and the Don is marked
with an intensive agricultural colonization,
both Slavonic and Alanian. On the Don even
the migrants from the right-bank Dnieper
settled, the bearers of the Lucka Rajckovetska-
ja culture. It is clear why the Khazars patron-
ized the colonization of the forest-steppe
zone: the nomads needed corn. The system of
fortresses on the Don and in the basin of the
Severskij Donets evidently helped to control
these important regions, including the ‘Vja-
tichi” on the Don (the bearers of the so-called
Borshevo culture) and the Severjane on the
left-bank Dnieper (significantly, their name is
connected with the river-name Seveskij
Donets; cf. Vinnikov/Pletneva 1998, 38-39).
The Volyntsevo culture on the left-bank Dnie-
per, Slavic in its basis, comprises certain ele-
ments of the Alanian-Bulgarian Saltovo culture
of the Khazars: some settlements have the tra-
ces of jurts. Two major monuments associated
with the nomad world were also discovered in
the left-bank Dnieper region: these are the
complexes near Malaya Pereshchepina and
Novye Senzshery in the Vorskla basin (cf.
Flerov 1996, 33-36; 68-69). Irrespective of
the attribution of the famous ‘hoard’ from
Pereschepina to the Bulgarian khan Kubrat or
to a Khazarian ruler (cf. Ambroz 1982), it is
evident that this region was traditionally (from
the 7th century) important for the ‘nomadic
empires’. The comparison of the archaeologi-
cal data with the chronicle gives way to the
supposition that the Volyntsevo culture was
characteristic of the Slavic tribes — the ‘confe-
deration” of Poljane, Severjane and, probably,
some units of Radimichi — the tributaries to the
Khazars. The finds of the Volyntsevo-type
monuments near Kiev in the right-bank
Dnieper region (cf. Petrashenko 1990) make
more clear the stability of the legend of Kij -

the founder of Kiev—as a boatman through
the Dnieper: the remnants of a ‘Saltovo’-type
burial-ground with cremations are discovered
in Kiev (Karger 1958, 137).

The transformation of Volyntsevo culture to the
Romenskaja (Romny) culture in the 9th century
was connected with the disappearence of jurt-
like dwellings and appearence of the first silver
hoards in the eastern periphery (Khazarian bor-
der) of the Severjane tribal territory (cf. Noo-
nan 1983, 273 ff.; Grigorjev 2000). The Kha-
zars (or their allies the Hungarians) had to
share their trade profits with the neighbouring
Severjane and Radimichi.

Significantly, the Oka segment of the trade
route (with Vjatichi—the tributaries to the
Khazars) accumulated a large part of the silver
coins imported via Khazaria to the North —to
the Upper Volga, Novgorodian land and Scan-
dinavia (cf. Kropotkin 1978; Noonan 1983,
273-276). Evidently, the merchants ar-Rus had
to share their profits with the local popula-
tion —i. e. with the Vjatichi who controlled the
portages from the Upper Don to the Oka.
With the fact that there are only single finds of
hoards in the territory of the Khaganate itself, a
paradoxical feeling can appear that the tribu-
taries had more possibilities to accumulate sil-
ver than the dominating Turkic group (cf. Noo-
nan 1983, 276). It seems that these possibili-
ties were connected with their payments in
furs and corn as well as with their fur and corn
trade: judging from the Russian chronicle, the
tribute from Vjatichi and Radimichi—in both
regions with hoards — could be estimated in a
monetary unit —the so-called ‘shcheljag’. But
it is no less clear why the Slavic tributaries to
the Khazars, especially in the Middle Dnieper
area, were interested in the alliance with the
gangs of the Rus’: they also were forcing their
way to the international markets.

It is evident that the route of the merchants ar-
Rus to Byzantium (Rum) (cf. Ibn Khurdadbekh's
data: Konovalova 2000) lead them round Kha-
zaria. The Dnieper route was established not
earlier than the raid of the Rus’ on Constanti-
nople in 860, after the calling-in of the Varan-
gian princes, when, according to the Primary
chronicle, the first prince Rjurik let Ascold and
Dyr go there from the Rus’ capital in Nov-
gorod. At the same time he widened his sove-
reignty over Polotsk in Krivichi area, Beloozero
in the Finnish Ves’ region, Rostov in Merja land
and — last but not least — Murom in Muroma
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tribal territory in Oka basin. Muroma was the
neighbor of Vjatichi, tributaries of the Khazars.
Under 882 the Primary Chronicle describes
Oleg and Igor — Rjurik’s successors — pretend-
ing to be merchants travelling ‘to the Greeks':
this is the first mention of the trade route ‘from
the Varangians to the Greeks’. Having had As-
cold and Dyr murdered, Oleg settled in Kiev
and appropriated the tribute which the Khaz-
ars had levied on the left-bank Slavs — Severjane
and Radimichi: so it is evident that the Volynt-
sevo culture marks the borders of the tributary
territory, the dominion of Khazaria.

The ‘transfer” of the capital by Oleg to Kiev —
‘the mother of Russian towns’ was evidently
connected not only with the ideas of the
princely clan that Russian princes ruled over
all the Slavs (such was the viewpoint of the
chronicler) but also with their striving for the
world markets round Khazaria. The moment
was very favourable for this transfer: Khazaria
was engaged in a conflict with the joint Mag-
yars and Kavars (Zuckerman 1997; Petrukhin
2002). In this connection it is significant that
before the capture of Kiev Oleg had stayed in
Ugorskoje and the Black Ugrian migration —
through Ugorskoje —to their future mother-
land in Pannonia was apparently described
(under 898) as linked with the preceding set-
tling down of the Rus’ in Kiev.

Oleg came to Kiev with his Varangian and Slo-
vene army which was called Rus’: the chroni-
cle and other data demonstrate that Ibn Khur-
dadbekh’s gloss about the merchants ar-Rus
as the ‘sort of Slavs’ goes back to the 880s
though the whole work is dated from the 840s
(cf. Konovalova 2000, 397 ff.). The gloss itself
was connected with the dynamics of the situa-
tion in Eastern Europe.

Was Oleg’s state consolidating many Slavic
and Chudian tribes from the Volchov and the
Upper Volga region to the Middle Dnieper the
Russian khaganate? The sources give evidence,
that Russian princes kept on claiming the
title of khagan — the rulers of vast ‘nomadic
empires’ dominating over many peoples and
tribes — the Avarian and the Khazarian khaga-
nates. In the early medieval diplomatic prac-
tice it was considered equal to the title of em-
peror and therefore the claims of the first Rus-
sian princes and other rulers to this title were
disputed in the 9th century diplomatic docu-

ments. In 871 the Carolingian emperor Louis Il
wrote to the Byzantine emperor Basil I: “In
Latin codes the title ‘khagan’ is used in respect
of the ruler of the Avars but not of the Khazars
or the Northmen, or to the Bulgars” (Nazarenko
1999). The grandson of Louis the Pious eviden-
tally meant that the Northmen were Rus’.

The break-through of the Rus’ to the South -
to Kiev and Constantinople (c. 860) was con-
nected with the establishment of the direct
way to Byzantium by the Dnieper (the way
‘from the Varangians to the Greeks’) and its
securing for the Rus’ after Oleg’s campaign.
The appropriation by the Russian prince of the
Khazarian tribute from Severjane and Radi-
michi (under the years 884 and 885 in PVL)
and the formation of the Dnieper Slavs group
on the territory controlled by the Khazars ob-
viously resulted in the conflict with Khazaria
and the trade blocade of Eastern (and North)
Europe: in the last quarter of the 9th century
the entry of the Arabic silver through the Khaz-
arian territory was in a crisis (Noonan 1985;
1987, 200 ff.). The inflow of the Arabic silver
to Rus’ resumed in the 910s, but now it went
from the Samanid State in Central Asia through
Volgo-Kamian Bulgaria — around Khazaria. Bul-
gar became the main trading station for the in-
ternational trade with Rus’.

The Middle Dnieper region matched the
Middle Volga. Here the maximum of silver coins
(more than 10000) fell on the first quarter of
the 10th century —the hoards were found on
the both Dnieper banks (the data from T. Noo-
nan) including Kiev—and these are the first
Kievan hoards (NAR, 359-360). The zone of
the Khazarian tribute became the princely
domain, the Russian land (in narrow sense —cf.
Nasonov 1951): this territory is ‘marked’ with
the Varangian chamber graves from the 10th
century (Petrukhin 1992; 1995, 98 ff) Oleg
who had firmly established himself in Kiev con-
tinued the expansion along the way ‘from the
Varangians to the Greeks’. Having united in his
army all his subject tribes he undertook a cam-
paign against Constantinople (in PVL under
907) and concluded a treaty with the Greeks
in 911 (its text is preserved in PVL). In this trea-
ty, however, Oleg was titled the great prince
(archon is the corresponding Creek title) but
not the khagan —the Khazarian khaganate
with a legitimate ruler still existed.
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