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THE INFLUENCE OF THE VIKING TRADE ON THE DEVELOPMENT
OF KIEV: DATA OF THE SCANDINAVIAN RUNIC INSCRIPTIONS

A. 0. Kurzenkova

The Eastern trade route from Scandinavia during the Viking Age known as “the way from
the Varangians to the Greeks” exerted an important impact on the development of the city of
Kiev and on the process of formation of the state of Kievan Rus’. Both medieval written sources
and archaeological finds in the Dnieper — runic inscriptions are strong proofs to that.

The influence of the Viking trade on the development of Kievan Rus’ deserves particular
attention. Commercial opportunity was a key factor. Due to trade, special trade-and-craft
settlements appeared which formed the basis for the early cities of Kievan Rus’. During the
Viking Age (from around 800 to around 1050) the Scandinavian merchants based at transit
points on the great rivers — the Volga, later the Dnieper — formed the Eurasian trade route
through the northern way. It was professional transcontinental trade by sea and river: the
shortest, most economic route to Byzantium passed through Kievan Rus’. It started from the
Varangian Sea, passed along the Neva, Lake Ladoga, Volkhov, Lake Ilmen, the Lovat,
continued onto the Dnieper and further along the Dnieper and across the Black Sea to
Constantinople. In the Rus’ Primary Chronicle it is described from the South to the North.
Western European chroniclers knew the trade way as well. The account of Adam of Bremen
reflects the late stage of “the way from the Varangians to the Greeks”, when it’s most active
segment was the route from Hamburg to Jumne (Vollin/Jym).

The development of “the way from the Varangians to the Greeks” was caused by the
transformation of the trans-European system of military and trade communications, in which
the Scandinavian units played a major role. In all three variants of the Rus’ Primary Chronicle
—according to the Laurentian Chronicle and the Radzivillovsky and Ipatievsky lists — there is an
explanation that Varangians controlled not only northern variants of a way from the Baltic to
the Volga — Austrvegr [‘East way’], but also a southern route across the Western Dvina to the
headwaters of the Dnieper River, and the head of a route directly across the Dnieper — a site on
“the way from the Varangians to the Greeks”. The most active use of “the way from the
Varangians to the Greeks” occurred from the end of the ninth to the beginning of the eleventh
century. During this period it became, on the one hand, an international transit trade route, and
on the other hand, a most important tool of communication, ensuring the stability and unity of
the Kievan Rus’: the movement of armed workers’ detachments, annual tribute, and regular
exchange of goods between the northern and southern kingdoms.

Hopes for gaining access to the markets of Constantinople probably induced the Rus’ to
try and establish itself there (by trade agreements) the tribute commonly paid by the local Slavs
to the Khazars here and now could be shipped overseas rather than borne overland to the Khazar
core lands. There had never before been a regular waterway between the Middle Dnieper region
and ports lying to the south of the Black Sea. For the Byzantines the benefits were less
commercial than political: by engaging their new neighbours in trade they could reduce raiding.

Kiev, situated on the high right bank of the Dnieper River, was the gateway of Rus’ trade
and could control access. The trade transactions of the Rus’ were interrupted and stopped as
soon as Kiev was captured by the steppe-nomads. Therefore there was a general economic
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interest which tied all trade cities of Rus’ to Kiev. That general interest was that Kiev was
always open for trade traffic and that there was a free Steppe river waterway to the Caspian and
Black Sea trading outposts, therefore there was a force able to defend the crossing point from
enemies. The general interest also caused a lager concentration of armed people in Kiev. The
importance of this general interest was created through economic activity during the
subordination of the Rus’ land by Kiev princes in the ninth and tenth centuries. Tribes who
lived on the shore of the main river’s trade routes going across the Dnieper recognized the
power of Kiev over themselves. So Kiev’s power was accepted by those who needed it (by
tribes who participated in trade activity). The society united by the power of the Kievan prince
has been quite mechanically formed of simple ethnographic and economic elements. The
commercial capital played an important role until the eleventh century, without encountering a
competitor on the side of land ownership. Excavations in the 1970s revealed in the lower part
of the Kiev town several well-preserved wooden buildings and even complete merchant
properties from the late ninth and tenth centuries. The finds testify that merchants and craftsmen
were the main inhabitants there.

An archaeological excavation of an early South Slavic complex (Shechekovitsa) shows
that settlements contain, along with the Slavic materials, items associated with other
ethnographic groups including the Scandinavian.

The material offered to the historian by runic inscriptions includes original data on
geographical names which were connected with the Viking trade. They contain data on
medieval social and economic history that points to journeys to the east, helps to establish the
geographical area where people had travelled, and indicates the function of the trade route to
the Dnieper and further to the south. Toponyms represented on runestones represent the
destination: only the large water routes to the east were important.

The runestone from Pilgards (Gotland, Sweden, G 280) refers to the southern trade route
along the Dnieper River. The inscription commemorates a man who must have died south of
Ru[f]steeini [‘Rofstein’] while travelling in Aifur [*Aifor’]. The latter indicates one of the
dangerous Dnieper cataracts, whereas the former has been identified as a cliff located close to
the cataract. So, the inscription was erected in honor of a Gotlandic merchant who died while
sailing to Byzantium at one of the most dangerous places along the Dnieper route.

The rune stone from a farm at Alstad in eastern Toten (Norway, N 62) refers to three
places; the first identifies the place of death and the other two specify the geographical location.

Uitahol(m)(i) [*Vitaholmr’] was identified with the strategic settlement of Viticev by the
Dnieper River, south of Kiev — where archaeological excavations carried out in 1959-1961 by
Rybakov B. have revealed remains of Viking Age fortifications (Viticev in 40 km. to the south
of Kiev on the Dnieper Current). The second place name, ustaulms, established as [*Ustaholmr’]
by Kleiber, has been connected with the Ustje [*Usti’] fortification at the mouth of the Dnieper.

Those two places may have functioned as the focal points of the ancient Kievan State in
an otherwise unclear border region of Gardar. Vitaholmr and Ustaholmr may in N 62 function
as blanket designations for certain districts in the Dnieper region, named on the basis of the
fortified centres.

The only find of a runestone in the east came to light on the island of Berezan’ near the
mouth of the Dnieper (Ukraine). A slab was raised by Grani in memory of his companion Karl
together with whom he made a trip, probably to Byzantium. The memorial runic monument
was established not by relatives of the dead, but by his companion, the partner. Therefore it is
unique for Eastern Europe. The island Berezan’ is mentioned in connection with the functioning
of the Dnieper trade way. Perhaps it served as a temporary haven for the ships which had not
managed to get back home. Local involvement and the importance of the island Berezan’ in
Viking Age trade contacts was especially remarkable. Geographical names on Scandinavian
runestones connected with the Viking trade are shown on the map of “the way from the
Varangians to the Greeks”
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Therefore, at the time of development of “the way from the Varangians to the Greeks,”
Kiev was a city secured by fortifications which was capable both of defending its possessions
and the merchant caravans passing through the territories it controlled. Thanks to this control
Kiev could gain income not only from trade, but also from various taxes, duties on transit trade.
This promoted not only development of its economic potential, but also its establishment as the
political and military centre of Rus’.

VK 929.7(477) «17»

MNOJITUYHE CTAHOBUIIE TETBMAHIIUHU XVIII CT.
B YKPATHCBKUX MEMYAPHUX JIKEPEJIAX

J. I. Canazyo

XVII cr. — mepiog B icTopii YKpaiHH, BIPOJOBX SKOTO 3MiIIHIOBajacs pociiichbka
abcoMroTHA MOHApXis Ta OyJio iHiliHoBaHO (OPCOBAHMIM HACTYII HA ABTOHOMIIO | eThMaHIIUHY.
VYkpaiHCbKI KepMaHHWUi, SIK MOTJIHM, OOpOJIMCS 3a MOJITHYHY CaMOCTIHHICTB, ane 3a3Halii
nopasku. Y pajsgHCbKI yacHu JaHy NpoOJieMy HE aKTyalli3yBalM depe3 3aileoJIori30BaHiCTh
icropuuHoi Hayku. [IpeacTaBHUKIB YKpaTHCHKOTO 1CTEOIIIIMEHTY BHCBITIIOBAINA BHKIIOYHO
3paJIHIKaMH, HE 3BepTalMd yBary Ha OCOOJMBOCTI CIPaBXXHBOTO MOJITHYHOIO PO3BUTKY
I'eremanmuan Bripogosx XVIII ct. Hapasi, curyamis 3MiHMIAcs Ha Kpamie: y HayKOBIUB i
HEepeciuHuX JII0JIeH € MOXKIIMBICTD BUIBHOIO JOCTYITYy A0 PI3HUX THIIB JKepes. BpaxoByroun
3MiHYy aKIEHTIB y PO3BUTKY BITYM3HSHOI HAYKH, CydacHi JOCIHITHUKH 3BEPTAIOTh MAJIbHY yBary
Ha MeMyapHi JpKepeia YKpaiHChbKOrO MOXOJDKEHHS, sIKi MOKa3yloTh HaM pealbHy KapTUHY
HOJIITHYHOTO JKUATTS Ha TepeHax [ erbManmman Brpoaox XVIII cr.

[Tonitrune cranoBuie ['erbManmumuau XVIII cT. mMpoKo BUCBITIIEHO B y3araibHIOIOUUX
nparsix, MOHOTpaiYHUX TOCTIDKEHHSIX 1 CTaTTax. B icropii BHBUEHHS MpoOieMu BUpPA3HO
BUIIUIAIOTHCS TPH eTanu: qopesostomiitaunii (XIX — mou. 20-x pp. XX ct.); pagsacskuii (mod. 20-
x pp. XX cr. — 1991 p.) ta cyyacHuii (po3mouaBcs y 1991 p. it TpuBae noHuHi). 30Kpema,
. M. bantum-Kamencokuii Ta M. A. MapkeBud 3BepTaliv MUJIbHY YBary Ha MOCTaTi FeTbMaHiB
XVIII cr. BoHn aKkTHBHO 3ally4ajid J0 CBOIX Ipallb 3HAYHY KUTBKICTh YKPAiHCBKHUX MEMYapHHX
JpKepest 0co00BOro noxomkeHHs. HaroMicTs, y nparsx paasHebKuX icTopukiB M. A. JINTBUHEHKO,
B. A.Cmomisg, O. M. AnlaHOBHY TIOJITHYHA iCTOpis ['eThMaHIIMHN BHCBITICHA TOODKHO Ta 3
ypaxyBaHHsIM TOTOYACHUX 1ICOJOTTYHUX HACTAHOB. [cTOpuKY niacnopu Oyiu GBI CMITUBUMU
B CBOIX TBepkeHHX. 30kpema, O. I1. Orto0auH AeTanbHO BHCBITIIOE TEPOP POCIHCHKOTO aps
ITerpa I micns BumHKy I. Masenu Ta mo4yatok (OpCcOBaHOrO HACTYNy Ha aBTOHOMHI IpaBa
VYkpaiau HarnepenoaHi Ta i 9ac rerbMadcTBa I. CkopornaachKoro.

3a yaciB He3aNexkHOCTI YKpainu nomituuny ictopito 'erbmannan XVIII cT. gocmiauna
HU3Ka BITYM3HSAHHX icTOpHKiB. HaiiOinpmuii  BHecok 3pobwmm  b. KpymHumbkmid,
B. M. T'opo6erp, O. K. CtpykeBuu Ta iH. 31€01IbIIOr0, BOHM aKLEHTYIOTh YBary Ha Ipoleci
JiKkBimanii aBToHOMHUX paB. OJIHAK, HA JKajlb, BIICYTHI KOMIUIEKCHI JOCTIKEHHS, Y SKUX On
OyJI0 BUCBITIICHO KJIIOYOBI MEPHIETIi MOMITUYHOI iCTOPil Yepe3 Mpu3My MeMyapHHX JKepel.
BpaxoByroun Te, 110 pKepena 0coOOBOro MOXOKEHHs MEPENaloTh HaM atMocdepy Moi,
CBiAKaMM SIKUX OynM IX aBTOpH, MU CTaBUMO 3a METY JOCHIAMTH MOJITHYHE CTaHOBUILE
I'erbmanmuan XVIII c1. 32 MeMyapHUME JKepeaaMu YKPaiHCHKOTO TTOXOIKEHHSL.

Koo npo6niem nonituunoi ictopii I'erbManmman XVIII cT., BUCBITIEHUX B MEMYyapHUX
JpKepenax yKpaiHChKOTO TOXO/KEHHS, JOCTaTHbO Immpoke. Cepen HUX — MOCTaTh reTbMaHa
I. Mazenu ta cranoBuie ['erbmannuay micis [TontaBerkoi 6uteu 1709 p. 3okpema, I1. Opnuk
TOCTPO 3acy/pKye nii kepManndiB Pocii moao ykpaiHCchkux 3emens. Bin mogae BitoMocTi mpo
3HYIIAaHHS MOCKOBCBHKOI BJIaJIM HaJ KO3aKaMH, SIKI BIIMOBWIINCS BHU3HATHU POCIMCHKY Biamy i
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