Moscow—The Third Rome
or the New Israel?

DANIEL B. ROWLAND

‘Recent events in the former Soviet Union have stimulated the rethinking of
many previously axiomatic notions about the past and present of Russia. This situ-
ation creates a propitious environment for the reexamination of received views of
the Russian past, including the famous idea that sixteenth-century Russians thought
of themselves as inhabitants of ‘“The Third Rome.” This idea, which sometimes
seems like the only idea that the general public knows about Muscovite Russia apart
from the imagined character and reign of Ivan the Terrible, has helped to create
the impression that Muscovite Russia was exotic and expansionist, a worthy prede-
cessor of the “evil empire” that occupied people’s attention in the 1980s and be-
fore. This image of Muscovy, in turn, promotes the notion in the minds of Russians
and foreigners alike that Russia is destined by her Muscovite past to behave in cer-
tain ways.

Most specialists in the Muscovite period of Russian history are already aware
that the conventional notion of the Third Rome theory as an early justification for
Russian expansionism is badly flawed; the idea continues nevertheless to remain
popular among nonspecialist writers. This article will point out briefly the relative
scarcity of evidence for the Third Rome theme in Muscovite sources, especially in
sources that originated before the 1590s. Most of our attention, however, will be
devoted to exploring a complementary theme, a theme that is overwhelmingly better
represented in the source base than the Third Rome idea, but that answers the
same basic question about the self-image of the Muscovite state: the idea of Russia
as a New Israel. Both themes were products of the Muscovite perception of his-
tory as a succession of chosen peoples: Israel to Roman Empire to Eastern Roman
Empire (Byzantium) to Muscovy. (Other lists of chosen peoples were also available,
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as we shall see, but all lists had to begin with Israel.) Russians in the sixteenth cen-
tury, like early medieval Western Europeans, imagined themselves as part of a his-
torical process stretching from the creation of the world to the apocalypse, and
were certainly aware of the prestige and importance of Rome as part of this divinely
guided process. Yet the evidence overwhelmingly indicates that the Bible in gen-
eral, and the Old Testament in particular, loomed far larger in the historical imag-
ination of Muscovites than did any image of Rome. This correction in turn implies
a common Christian ideological heritage shared by both Russia and Western
Europe instead of an exotic Russian ideology which drove the Russian state in
peculiar (and largely undesirable) directions. After reviewing a portion of the very
large amount of evidence of Old Testament images in Rus’ culture, we will therefore
conclude by briefly comparing the use of Old Testament models in Muscovy and
Western Europe.

Several pitfalls await us at the outset. First, we must be careful not to substitute
one oversimplification for another by exclusively emphasizing Old Testament models
when Muscovite churchmen drew also on Byzantine history, the Church Fathers,
liturgical texts, and so on. Yet in what we would call the political sphere, the influence
of the Old Testament seems to have been exceptionally strong, at least in part be-
cause it was so often reworked in these later sources. Liturgical texts in particular,
saturated as they are with typological analogies (Old Testament prefiguration, New
Testament fulfillment), are full of Old Testament references. Second, the historical
accounts that survive both from Kiev and Muscovy were remarkably factual when
compared with their medieval or early modern West European counterparts, in which
allegory and analogy often flourished much more lushly. I am therefore arguing not
that Muscovites saw an Old Testament parallel whenever they contemplated some
historical event or figure, but that, when they chose to compare that event or figure
with a historical precedent, their choice more often than not involved the Old Tes-
tament, either by itself or as part of a more general scheme involving the New
Testament and/or later events. Sometimes the comparison is an equal one (“X is a
second Moses”’); sometimes it implies the superiority of the current figure (“X is a
second Moses, only better’’). While bearing in mind this distinction, we shall include
both types in our investigation.

Our common assumptions about the theme of the Third Rome raise another
question, a question that is much harder to answer than that of the relative impor-
tance of one theme or another in the sources. The vast majority of the surviving
evidence, literary and artistic, was generated within the church, within what we might
call the literary-ecclesiastical establishment. Were these ideas important beyond the
church circles that developed them? Did they influence foreign policy decisions? Did
they affect domestic politics? Edward Keenan has argued that this church culture
had little effect outside the church. More recently, however, scholars have found con-
vincing evidence of close links between this church culture and society at large. Al-
though this argument is beyond the bounds of the present discussion, there is
considerable evidence that, although the Third Rome idea did not have the pernicious
effects often ascribed to it, Moscow’s self-image as a New Israel did have important
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effects both in generating internal support for the regime and its policies and perhaps
in influencing some foreign policy decisions.!

In order to establish the relationship between the Third Rome and the New Israel
themes and gain some idea of the relative importance of each theme in the sources,
we need to begin by reviewing briefly the importance of the Third Rome theme in
Muscovite sources. The idea of Moscow the Third Rome, first worked out in the first
half of the sixteenth century by the monk Filofei of Pskov, has had an irresistible
attraction for historians. It has been the subject of numerous books and articles over
the past century,? and is discussed in every Russian history textbook that I have seen,
in one case as a ‘“‘monstrous fiction” which “twisted history” to fit Moscow’s new
pretensions to universal empire.?

Yet scholars have long since pointed out the limits of this theory as a satisfactory
answer to the question of Muscovy’s self-image.* For one thing, it arose relatively

tEdward Keenan, ‘“Muscovite Political Folkways,” Russian Review 45 (April 1986): 138-48. See
also Valerie Kivelson, ‘“The Devil Stole His Mind: The Tsar and the 1648 Moscow Uprising,” American
Historical Review 98 (June 1993): 733-64; Daniel Rowland, “Did Russian Literary Ideology Place Any
Limits on the Power of the Tsar (1540s-1660s)?’ Russian Review 49 (April 1990): 125-55; and idem,
“Biblical Military Imagery in the Political Culture of Early Modern Russia: The Blessed Host of the
Heavenly Tsar,” and Nancy Shields Kollmann, “‘Pilgrimage, Procession, and Symbolic Space in Sixteenth-
Century Russian Politics,” in Medieval Russian Culture, ed. Michael Flier and Daniel Rowland (Berkeley,
1994), 2:182-212, and 163-81, respectively. For the influence of religious and cultural ideas on the con-
quest of Kazan see Jaroslaw Pelensky, Russia and Kazan: Conquest and Imperial Ideology (The Hague,
1974), esp. chap. 9.

2The Third Rome idea has been so popular in every genre of works on Russia that a full list of
references has never been compiled. For an excellent brief survey of this literature see George Majeska,
“The Moscow Coronation of 1498 Reconsidered,” Jahrbiicher fiir Geschichte Osteuropas 26, no. 3 (1978):
353-56. A more detailed evaluation is A. L. Gold'berg, ‘Historishce Wirklichkeit und Falschung der
Idee ‘Moskau—das dritte Rom,’ ”” Jahrbuch fiir Geschichte der sozialistichen Lander Europas 15, no. 2
(1975): 123-41. See also Roma, Costantinopoli, Mosca: Seminario 21 Aprile 1981 (Naples, c. 1983). One
of the most revealing features of the historiography on this issue is that the importance of the idea seems
to grow in proportion to the generality and scope of the work concerned. For the importance of the Third
Rome idea to one of the founders of modern art see Marit Werenskiold, ‘‘Kandinsky’s Moscow,” Art in
America 77 (March 1989): 97-111. Her discussion centers as much on the idea of Moscow as the New
Jerusalem as on the Third Rome idea, but she repeats much of the old historiography on the latter theme,
including the contention that Filofei’s ideas led Ivan IV to assume the title of Tsar (p. 98). She also briefly
discusses interest in that theme among contemporary Russian artists and in the organization ‘‘Pamiat’”
(p- 107).

3Melvin Wren, A Course of Russian History, 4th ed. (New York, 1979), 98. Even the noted Russian
specialist in the Muscovite period, R. G. Skrynnikov, chose the title The Third Rome for a popular version
of his earlier scholarly text on church-state relations (7retii Rim [St. Petersburg, 1994]), although neither
text really discusses the subject.

4See, in addition to the works cited in note 1, G. Olsr, “Gli ultimi Rurikidi e le basi ideologiche
della sovranita dello Stato russo,” Orientalia Christiana Periodica 12 (1946): 322-73; Nikolay Andreyev,
“Filofey and His Epistle to Ivan Vasilyevich,” Slavonic and East European Review 38 (1959): 1-31; A.
L. Gol'dberg, “Istoriko-politicheskie idei russkoi knizhnosti XV-XVII vekov,” Istoriia SSSR, 1975, no.
4:59-77; and Paul Bushkovitch, “The Formation of National Consciousness in Early Modern Russia,”
Harvard Ukrainian Studies 10, nos. 3/4 (1986): 356—63. The most thorough evaluation of the evidence on
the Third Rome theme is Donald Ostrowski, ‘“Third Rome—Delimiting the Ruler’s Power and Au-
thority,” in his unpublished manuscript ‘“Muscovy and the Mongols: Cross-Cultural Influences on the
Steppe Frontier, 1304-1589.”


































































