GUNNAR OPEIDE

Making Sense of Opricnina
L’Etat, c’est a moi.

There are few subjects that have been more contested in Russian and
Soviet historiography than the reign of Ivan IV, the first crowned Russian
tsar, in general, and the opricnina, in particular. The evaluation of Ivan
Groznyj (the Terrible) has varied from the most absolute condemnation to
pure panegyrics. One finds in Ivaniana a considerable amount of what has
been called “jarlykovaja istoriografija”!, i.e. efforts to determine whether
this or that phenomenon, this or that historical actor is progressive or
reactionary, feudal or capitalist, and so forth. This applies in particular to
opricnina, which, if not straightforwardly either progressive or reactionary,
was seen as being both at the same time, that is as contradictory.

One reason for this might be the lack of clarity and consistency in the
use of the very term opricnina, which has been given several meanings. In
textbooks it denotes a certain period in the reign of Ivan IV, from January
1565 to 15722. Secondly, it denotes the tsar and his government’s policy in
this period; thirdly, it denotes a political-institutional system, a political
style and method that may be equated with terror, as a device for consoli-
dating autocracy against the boyar aristocracy. Fourth, it is the aggregate
of the opricniki, the tsar’s personal guard. Finally, there is the original and
principal meaning of the word, which is derived from the preposition
opri¢’ (besides, apart; krome in modern Russian)3: a geographically sep-
arated part of the country. It was traditionally used for an udel (piece of
land) which was set aside and given in possession to a widow of a prince
or a boyar for the rest of her life. It is especially the last meaning, and the

I'D. N. Al’sic, Nacalo samoderZavija v Rossii: Gosudarstvo Ivana Groznogo, Leningrad
1988, p. 239.

2 This is the conventional periodization although it is usually mentioned that there per-
haps occurred a brief revival in 1575. Al‘Sic (op. cit., p. 233) has argued, however, that
opricnina did not end in 1572 (or 1575), but just changed its name into osobnyj dvor
(special court), which lasted for the rest of Ivan’s life, i.e. to 1584.

3 The synonymy with krome gave Prince Kurbskij the opportunity to dub Ivan’s hang-
men kromesniki, which through the meaning of the adjective kromesnyj (which denotes
what belongs to the underworld) led to the label sataninskij polk (Satan’s regiment).
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division of the realm into opricnina and zemscina that has created trouble
for those who have sought to find a progressive purpose on the part of the
tsar. While Ivan’s policies in the main were supposed to be progressive,
this division, the institution of a separate gosudarev udel (appanage of the
grand prince), was something archaic, a tribute to tradition.

While terror, sadism, and pathological lust for power are the ordinary
stock-in-trade in the history of mankind, the division of the realm as
demanded and instituted by Ivan IV in January 1565 was something quite
unheard of and original. Explaining this division, even just understanding
it, is something different and much more difficult than understanding other
phenomena covered by the term opricnina. These might be said to cor-
respond to certain character traits and propensities on the part of the tsar,
whereas one could hardly say the same of the division of the land in
opricnina and zemscina. Why did he do it? How can we make sense of it?
That is the main question I shall examine in the present article, while the
politics of opricnina in its various manifestations during the actual period
will not be treated. There is only slight reason to assume that the bloody
practice and all the vagaries of opricnina were conditioned to any appre-
ciable extent by the motive for its institution.

First a short reminder of what actually happened. In the beginning of
December 1564, Ivan left Moscow with his family and a large train of men
and sledges loaded with the state treasury, icons, and tremendous amounts
of valuables. After several stops he ended up in Aleksandrovskaja Slo-
boda, some fifty kilometres north of Moscow, whence he sent two
messages. The first one, addressed to the metropolitan, specified all the
perfidies committed against his state and himself since he was a child,
gave vent to his anger against all his preachers, archbishops and bishops,
archimandrits and abbots, his boyars, his major domo and equerry, his
courtiers and stewards, and all his clerks and scribes, on account of a
number of treacherous acts. When he had wished to punish them for this,
they were protected by the clergy, and he wanted therefore to abdicate: “u
Hapb U rocyjapb U BEJMKUI KHSI3b OT BEJIMKUE XKAJIOCTU CEPALA, HE XOTs
X MHOTMX M3MEHHBIX JIeJl TEPNETHU, OCTABUJI CBOE I'OCYJapbCTBO M IO-
exaJl, T7ie BCeJIUTHUCS, UfIeKe ero, rocynapsi, bor HactaBut ™.

The second message was to the merchants and tradespeople and all
the orthodox peasants in Moscow, saying that they should not despair
because the tsar bore no wrath towards them.

4 Polnoe sobranie russkich letopisej [PSRL], t. 13, Moskva 1965, p. 392.
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The confusion was great in Moscow and the metropolitan and all the
other prelates decided to send a delegation to the tsar and implore him to
return to his state to rule it as he might see fit. Ivan accepted their plea on
condition that he might freely punish and execute his traitors, those who
had shown disobedience and fallen in disfavour, and that he might intro-
duce “opriSnina” and a separate court: “y4uHUTH €My Ha CBOEM rocyjap-
CTBE ceOe ONPUILIHKHY, JBOP €My ceOe U Ha BECb CBOM OOMXOJ YUYMHUTH
oco6Hoi’>. There followed a detailed specification of what he wanted to
take with him into opricnina and which parts of the country and of
Moscow it was to comprise. The Kremlin was not included; Ivan
apparently did not feel at home there and had another opricnyj centr
when he was in Moscow. The main centre for the new court was the
monastery in Aleksandrovskaja Sloboda, but in the future it should be in
Vologda, where the construction of a gigantic kreml’ was started.
According to R. G. Skrynnikov, it could not have any other function than
as a refuge against internal enemies, as it lay far away from all external
frontiers®. The opricnina Ivan should be free to govern entirely as he
pleased, whereas the rest, the larger part of the country, called the
zemscina, was to be governed in the traditional way (po starine) by
boyars who were not to remain at Ivan’s new court’.

1. Main historiographical currents

In the attempts of historiography to come to terms with Ivan IV after
1560 (or 1564) we can primarily distinguish between those who
emphasize the tsar’s rational motives and conscious social engineering,
and those who do not find constructive purposes on the part of the tsar,
focus on his irrational inclinations and impulses, his paranoid personality,
or his self-indulgence. Some argue that there were elements of both.
Robert Crummey remarks, for instance, that “the issue of aristocratic

3 Ibid., pp. 394-95.

6R.G. Skrynnikov, Velikij gosudar’ loann Vasil’evi¢ Groznyj, Smolensk 1998, p. 331.

7 “BpIX0jl U3 MOJIOXEHHUS OH [MBaH] Hawen B TOM, 4TOOBI BBIATH U3 CTAPOrO ABOPA H
YCTPOUTDL cebe HOBBIM, ‘0COOHBII’ IBOP, B KOTOPOM OH PaCCUUTHIBAI OBITH MOJIHBIM XO-
35iMHOM. Tak KakK YHMUYTOXXUTb CTaphblil IBOP, CJIOXMBIIMICA BEKaMu, U OOONTUCH Oe3
HEero B yNpaBJICHUU TOCYAApPCTBOM He OBbLIO BO3MOKHOCTH, TO LApb HPEJJIOXUI eMy
CYIIECTBOBaTh MO-CTApOMy, a MapajulesisHo eMmy ycTpounu OmnpuuHsli asop”, (S. B.
Veselovskij, Issledovanija po istorii opricniny (1963), partly reprinted in Moskovskoe
gosudarstvo [Istorija oteCestva v romanach, povestjach, dokumentach — vek XVI],
Moskva 1986, p. 560.
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power was real [...], but Ivan’s attempt to deal with it was neither realistic
nor consistent™. To the second group belong great historians like
Karamzin, Kljucevskij and Veselovskij. Here we also find a large corpus
of books that place a strong emphasis on the individual historical actor.
Their authors can broadly be divided between those who were content to
write a factual or quasi-factual life story, more or less indulging in the
sadistic traits of the tsar’s character and the horrors of his deeds while not
trying to find explanations and causes beyond his person, i.e. in his
background, family relations, surroundings and circumstances; and on the
other hand, those who make such attempts while putting less weight on
the narrative®.

8 Robert O. Crummey, The Formation of Muscovy 1304-1613, London and New York
1987, p. 163.

9 T shall mention one book from this category, recently published by a certain Andrej
Nikitin (Sataninskaja zautrenja, Moskva 1995). He argues, sometimes convincingly,
that opricnina was a completely personal affair of the tsar and had nothing whatsoever
to do with state political interests. What then were his personal interests or
idiosyncracies? After 1560 he came to live in constant and increasing fear, not only of
enemies in general, but of a special, though hitherto unknown enemy, the spectre of a
more legitimate ruler of Rus’, a possible samozvanec pretending to be Georgij
Vasil’evic, or even the real Georgij Vasil’evic, the son of Vasilij III and his first wife,
Solomonia Saburova, who was supposed to have been born in April 1526, more than
four years before Ivan.

In all textbooks we learn that Vasilij III, supported by Metropolitan Daniil,
divorced Solomonia on account of her infertility and forced her to take the veil in the
autumn of 1525; three months later Vasilij married Elena Glinskaja, the mother of Ivan.
The most important source for the information that Solomonia gave birth to a child is
Herberstein, who in fact merely writes about rumours (cf. Sigizmund GerberStejn, Za-
piski o Moskovii [1556], Moskva 1988, p. 87). There are various findings in the
Pokrovskij monastery in Suzdal’, where Solomonia was locked up as sister Sof’ja, and
pieces of circumstantial evidence drawn from a diverse range of sources, such as
chronicles, the draft of Ivan IV’s will, monasteries’ contribution books (vkladnye knigi),
and so forth, which are important for Nikitin’s conclusion that Solomonia must have
borne a son, christened Georgij. Vasilij III is supposed to have found out about So-
lomonia's pregnancy after her tonsure and to have taken some effort to protect her and
the child. Some of the people in charge of the Pokrovskij monastery believed a little
coffin underground to be the grave of Solomonia’s child, who was supposed to have
died at the age of five or six. On excavation, however, the coffin was empty apart from a
little boy’s shirt. Nikitin’s interpretation is that Solomonia — in order to save the boy’s
life — made some people believe that he died by arranging a fake burial. Solomonia
herself died in 1542.

As for the question of why Solomonia gave birth to a child only after twenty years
of marriage, Nikitin suggests the same answer as to the question of why it took Elena
Glinskaja more than four years to produce a child: it was Vasilij III who was sterile (pp.
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1.1. Political centralization or not

In the first, and perhaps largest group, i.e. those who find some historical
meaning and purpose in opricnina, we should distinguish between two
main perspectives, each of them related to a specific question, a funda-
mental conflict. The first question is: political centralization or not; the
second is: autocracy or not. While many authors combine in various ways
the two perspectives, the first has S. F. Platonov as its classic repre-
sentative. For the second perspective we can cite D. N. Al’Sic as an ener-
getic spokesman (“ObITh WK HE ObITH camofiepxkaBuio”10).

1.1.1. Land policies

Much of the literature on opricnina has placed Ivan’s divison of the realm
in the context of policies that tried to reorganize the distribution of landed
property so as to strengthen the political centralization.

Platonov’s quite elegant model has been influential with Soviet
historians in their understanding of Tsar Ivan’s policies and opricnina.
According to Platonov, opricnina was Ivan’s instrument for overcoming
“udel’no-knjaZzeskaja starina”, the boyar opposition and treason, for ac-
complishing political centralization, establishing autocracy and consolidat-
ing the unified national state. The boyars were attached to the old ways
and resisted the tsar and his autocratic endeavours, whereas the lower-rank
dvorjane (gentry) stood for centralization and supported the tsar.
Opricnina inflicted a crushing and decisive blow against the boyars and
their udely and votciny (allodia), while satisfying the dvorjanstvo’s desires

91ff.). Nikitin has no idea who might have been the father of Solomonia’s child, but his
guess is clearly that the real father of Ivan IV was Prince Ivan Ovcina Telepnev-
Obolenskij, the later favourite of Elena and co-ruler during her regency until her death
in 1538 (cf. R. G. Skrynnikov, Velikij gosudar’..., p. 245).

Thus, the idea is that Ivan knew about this and was filled with fear, and
increasingly so after 1560 when he broke the modus vivendi with his boyars and started
to wield personal power and behave as a cruel autocrat. Consequently, he would fear
more and more that enemies might present a Georgij the elder as a more lawful ruler to
challenge his own position. Therefore his wavering between defence (hiding himself,
making provisions to get asylum in England, etc.) and attack: sensing that the fear came
from the Northwest, he crushed Tver, Torzok, and Novgorod in 1569-70. An important
question giving rise to speculation is whom Ivan IV has in mind when in the draft to his
will (1572) he enumerates his sins and says that he “committed the crime of Cain
(Kaunoso youiicto)“ (Nikitin, p. 235).

10 APSic, op. cit., p. 100. Here we should also mention the Danish scholar Bjarne Ngr-
retranders, who in his The Shaping of Czardom under Ivan Groznyj, Copenhagen 1964,
dedicates a whole chapter to the question of “oligarchy or autocracy?”.
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for more land and greater influence!!. Platonov sees no reason to
distinguish between a good and a bad Ivan; as a politician and historical
actor he is the same in the second period, the period of opricnina, as he
was in the first reform period of the 1550s!2. In spite of Platonov’s
allegedly “bourgeois” methodology and his efforts to demonstrate “the
stability of autocracy”!3 during the crisis of tsarism at the beginning of the
20th century, it is not difficult to recognize his “rationalist” scheme and his
positive evaluation of Ivan in general and the opricnina in particular in the
constructions of many of the later Soviet historians, for example 1. L
Smirnov, S. V. Bachru$in and M. N. Tichomirov!4.

The first Soviet historian who fundamentally opposed this interpreta-
tion was S. B. Veselovskij. He argued that a very important premise of
the model was misconceived. It was not true, as Platonov had maintained,
that opricnina in geographical terms comprised the majority of the large

11'S. F. Platonov, Lekcii po russkoj istorii, Izd. 10-e, Petrograd 1917, pp. 199-209. “He-
JIOBOJIbHBINA OKPY3KABIIEKD €r0 3HATHIO, OH [VIBaH| mpUMEHWN K HERl Ty Mepy, KaKyro
MockBa NpUMeHsIa K CBOMM Bparam, MMEHHO — «BbIBO[[». VI oten u jief I'po3noro,
caefysl crapomy oOblyato, npu nokopeHun Hosropopa, IlckoBa, Pa3anu, BTk u uHbIX
MECT BBIBOAWJIM OTTYAa oOmacHble i MOCKBBI PYKOBOJSIIME CJIOM HACEJIEHHS BO
BHYTPEHHHE MOCKOBCKHWE OOJIaCTH, 2 B 3aBOEBaHHbINA Kpail MOCHUIANIU MOCENEHLEB U3
KOPEHHBIX MOCKOBCKHMX MECT. DTO OblI MCNBITAHHBIA MPUEM aCCUMUIISIUHU, KOTOPBIM
MOCKOBCKMII TOCY/JapCTBEHHbIII OpraHu3M YycBauBaj cebe 4YyxXue OOLIEeCTBEHHbIE
anementsl” (S. F. Platonov: Ivan Groznyj 1530-1584 [1923]; R. Ju. Vipper: Ivan
Groznyj. Moskva 1998, p. 79). The argument may look elegant, but it begs the question
(to which I return below) of why this proven method should necessitate the institution of
opricnina. It is perhaps also a weakness of the argument that the suspicious elements
were resettled not in the usual way, from the outlying, newly conquered territory to the
inner areas, but in the opposite direction. It may be more reasonable to regard the so-
called “Kazanskaja ssylka” as the first example of political exile in Russian history (cf.
R. G. Skrynnikov, Istorija Rossijskaja. IX-XVII vv, Moskva 1997, p. 308).

12 pPlatonov, Ivan Groznyj..., p. 28.

I3 A. A. Zimin, Reformy Ivana Groznogo, Moskva 1960, p. 24.

14 A. A. Zimin, Opricnina Ivana Groznogo, Moskva 1964, pp. 32-47. “TeHb jorudecku
crpoittoil u npusbluboil KoHuenuuu C. ®. Ilnatonosa, [..] w mo ceii meHb MOpoii
3aTeMHSIET JIJIsl UCCIIeloBaTelIsl CYIHOCTh onpuuHoil nojutuku” (V. B. Kobrin, Viast’ i
sobstvennost’ v srednevekovoj Rossii (XV-XVI vv.), Moskva 1985, p. 142). Kobrin’s
main target is Skrynnikov, who in many of the books he has published in the 1990s still
retains at least parts of Platonov’s model. The same understanding has been quite
widespread also in Western literature, e.g. Adolf Stender-Petersen, Geschichte der
russischen Literatur. Erster Band, Miinchen 1957, pp. 209ff. For all his condemnation of
tsarist patrimonial despotism, Richard Pipes, too, builds on Platonov’s model (Russia
under the Old Regime, Harmondsworth 1977, pp. 94-95).
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holdings of the old udel princes and their successors, who therefore —
insofar as they did not become opricniki themselves — had their landed
property and political influence taken from them, while being exiled to
outlying areas where they would not play any significant role!>. Large
parts of the land that was included in opricnina at its inception in 1565
were meant to provide the new court with material and financial
resources!'® and opricniki with land. In several of the opricnina districts
(uezdy) in central Russia there were a large number of villages which
already belonged to the crown (dvorcovye sela). “B Moxaiickom u
Cy3nanbckoM ye3aax ObuIo HEKOTOPOE KOJIMYECTBO CTapbIX BOTYMHHBIX
3eMellb, @ BO BCEX OCTAJbHBIX y€3/]JaX BOTUMHHBIX 3€MeJlb ObUIO OYEHb
MaJIo WM TaKOBble BOBce OTCyTcTBOBaiM 7. A prominent historian like
A. A. Zimin largely agrees with Veselovskij: “Bce ocHOBHbIE ye3bl,
n300mioBaBiMe BOTYMHaMu peofjanibHON  apuctokpatuu (Mockaa,
Crapony0, Spocnasib, [lepesiciaBib-3anecckuii u Jip.), OKa3aiuch 3a
6opTtoMm onpuuHuHbl’!3. Later extensions of the opricnina area, Beloozero
and Novgorod east of Volchov, had largely other motives!®.

There are some circumstances which have made some erroneously
assume that opricnina comprised more land than it actually did. First,
many boyars and other votcinniki — and pomesciki as well — were
punished or exiled and had their land confiscated in many areas all over
Russia. These were mainly men who for various reasons had incurred the
tsar’s disfavour (opala). Second, many opricniki already had land in

I5 «y nan kmsxaram Apyrue 3eMii B BHUJE NMOMECTHil, KOTOPbIMU OHM BJIAJICIOT, MOKa

YrOHO Lapl0, B OOJACTSX CTOJb OTAAJCHHBIX, YTO TaM OHU HE HMMEIOT HH JHOOBU
HApPOJIHOI, HU BIUSIHUSL, UOO OHM HE TaM POJMIIMCEH U He ObLM Tam u3BecTHb!” (Platonov,
Lekcii..., p. 202).

16 S, B. Veselovskij, op. cit., pp. 575f. On the basis of the fact that large parts of the
northern areas, where there was almost no privately owned land, were included in the
opricnina, it can be argued that the financial needs of the new court were satisfied so as
not to conflict with the interests of the landowners, be they boyars or dvorjane.

17 Ibid., p. 578.

18 Zimin, Opricnina..., p. 316. “BbIBOi 00 aHTHKHSIKECKOI UM aHTHOOAPCKOIl HATPAB-
JICHHOCTH 3€MeJIbHOW MOJIMTUKHU B FOflbl ONPUYHKUHBI HE MOXET ObITh NPU3HAH BEPHBIM
(pp. 340-41).

19 “Teneps peno mmo o ToM, YTOOKI MyTEM ONPUYHBIX TIEPECEICHNIT B Ye3/Ibl, KOTOPbIE
Hapb paccMaTpuBall KaK OvYard CMYThl, JUKBUAUPOBATH B HHUX COLMANIBHYIO 0a3y
BO3MOXKHBIX 3aroBOPOB U MsiTexeir” (ibid., p. 334). However, on the basis of recently
discovered sources it may be taken as fact that Jaroslavl' and Rostov uezdy were incor-
porated in opricnina in 1569 (A. P. Pavlov, Gosudarev dvor i politiceskaja bor’ba pri
Borise Godunove (1584-1605 gg.), Sankt-Peterburg 1992, p. 151).
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various districts in zemscina; in some cases opricniki were also allotted
new land in zemscina. But none of these had the consequence that the
actual districts were included in the “gosudarev udel” and brought under
the opricnina administration. Thus, an opricnik did not have to become a
landowner in one of the opricnina districts?.

The modern discussion of the character and purpose of the land
policies in the opricnina period has been concentrated on Suzdal’, the
core area of one of the most powerful boyar clans, the Sujskie?!.
Skrynnikov applies Platonov’s model to the case of Suzdal’. Like most
other historians, he acknowledges that remarkably many dvorjane were
exiled from Mozajsk and Suzdal’ together with a certain number of
boyars. He thinks this made political sense because the Suzdal’ princes
had preserved political connections with the local non-titular nobility.
“HeynuBUTENBbHO, YTO ONPUYHOE MPABUTEJIBCTBO MOCTApPalOCh M3rHATh
U3 yes3fla BCEX, KOro OHO mnojo3peBasnio B cuMnaTusix Kk Cyspanbckum
KHSI3bsIM 22,

A great number of boyars as well as dvorjane were driven away from
Suzdal’ because opricniki were to have land in this area. However, not all
the land which was confiscated was distributed; the state kept some of it.
Such land could therefore later be returned to the former owners. Most of
those who were chased from their land were exiled to Kazan’?3. In May
1566 the tsar granted an amnesty that permitted most of them to leave
their exile. To begin with they did not get new land where they originally
came from, but it turned out to be difficult to do this on a large scale.
Therefore, more often than not their old lands were returned to them,
“podcas sil’'no zapustevsie”, provided they had not come into the

20 Zimin: Opricnina..., pp. 320-21, p. 327, p. 330, p. 334, p. 341, p. 357.

21 Zimin (ibid., p. 316), citing P. A. Sadikov’s investigations, expresses some doubt as
to whether Suzdal’ fully belonged to opricnina.

22 R. G. Skrynnikov, Nacalo opricniny, Leningrad 1966, p. 264, p. 275. We note that
this argument undermines the premise of a fundamental antagonism between boyars and
dvorjane. Veselovskij, criticizing Platonov, wrote on this point: “Bepp Tonbko cinabo-
YMHOMY YeJIOBEKY MOTJa NMPHUATH B TOJIOBY JMKasi Miesl BBICEJSTb M3 ye3la COTHH
PSIZIOBBIX MOMEIMKOB M BOTYMHHUKOB C TeM, YTOObI 3alleMUTb TaKMM OOpa3oM He-
ckosbKo KHsKat” (Veselovskij, op. cit., p. 578). If the purpose was to crush the boyars
and favour the dvorjane, one would simply drive away the boyars and let the dvorjane
stay, and to achieve this no opricnina would have been necessary.

23 Zimin suggests that this could also somehow be an attempt to russify the newly con-
quered areas at the Middle Volga (Opricnina..., p. 148).
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possession of new owners?4. This makes it highly problematic to maintain
the thesis that the struggle for the landed properties of the titular boyars
was an important purpose of opricnina.

Kobrin is more consistent than Zimin in his conclusion that “onpuu-
HUHA HE MOCSTHYJIAa Ha CTPYKTYpY (PeOalbHOrO 3eMJIEBJIAJICHNS, HE U3-
MEHMJIA TEHJCHLUIA ero pa3BUTHS, XOTS M TMPOU3OLLIM M3MEHEHHUsS B
JIMYHOM COCTAaBE 3€MIIEBJIAJIENIbLIEB U B PACIpPE/IC/IEHUN 3eMEJIbHOI CO0-
ctBenHocTn 2. The struggle between boyars and dvorjane was above all
a myth.

Jlesio He B TOM, CYILLIECTBOBAJIO JIM Y PSAOBLIX (PEOaIOB HEOBOJIb-
CTBO NMPUBWJIETUPOBAHHBLIM MOJIOXKEHUEM U OOraTCTBOM KPYMHBbIX,
a B TOM, YTO co3filaHue B Poccum euHOro rocynapcrsa U €ro ueH-
TpaJn3alysi OTBEYAJIM KOPEHHBIM MHTEPECAM TOCIOACTBYIOLLIETO
Kjlacca B LIEJIOM, a HE KaKOW-TO €ro, NyCTb U MHOTOYMCIIEHHOI,
yactu. M1 B yKpemieHnn annaparta rocygapCcTBEHHON BJIACTH, U CO-
OTBETCTBEHHO B Pa3BUTUM KPENOCTHUYECTBA, U B PaCIIUPEHUU
rpaHul, CTpaHbl Ha 3amaje M BOCTOKE ObUIM B PABHOM CTEIEHU
3aMHTEpeCcOBaHbl Bce (peonabl. 20

Recently, the historian A. P. Pavlov, in a book dealing mainly with
the political struggles under Boris Godunov, has tried to revise the views
of the land policies in the opricnina period which prevailed in the late
Soviet period. Earlier historians had pointed out that there were no fewer
large princely, boyar landholdings after 1600 than in 1550, and the
political influence of the boyars was perhaps even greater than it had been
ever before. Pavlov discovered, however, that many great boyars got their
families’ possessions back only at the turn of the sixteenth century or “pri
bojarech”.

He begins his argument by stating that in 1565 boyars were deprived
of their properties and exiled to Kazan’ from Suzdal’ as well as from
Rostov and Jaroslavl’ although these areas did not yet belong to
opricnina. After the amnesty of 1566 many of them could come back. But

24 Skrynnikov, Nacalo..., pp. 320-21.

25 Kobrin, op. cit., pp. 159-60.

26 Ibid., pp. 217-18. The same position is largely reiterated by the author in Istorija
Rossii s drevnejsich vremen do 1861 goda, pod red. N. 1. Pavlenko, Moskva 1998, p.
144. (The author, who died in 1990, apparently wrote his text for a 1989 edition, which
has then been used unaltered in the 1998 edition which I cite).
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then, in 1569 Rostov and Jaroslavl’ were included in opricnina, and
Starodub in “sostav ‘dvora’” by an ukaz in 1579-80, and from all these
areas many landowners were banished for a second time?’. With regard to
the Sujskij princes in Suzdal’, Pavlov finds it difficult to say what
happened to their landed property during the opricnina. They sat on their
old land after opricnina, but that does not imply that they held it
throughout the entire period. Pavlov carefully suggests that “B 70-x—
Havasme 80-x rr. llyiickue BceM pojoM ObLIM 3a4ydCiIEHbl B COCTaB
oco0oro ‘mopa’; BO3MOXHO, HX MPEACTABUTENU CIYXWUIM U B
ONpPHYHKMHE B KOHILIE €€ CyllecTBOBaHUs 28,

As a conclusion to his retrospective analysis of extant cadasters from
the 1580-90s and the early decades of the period after smuta, Pavlov
writes “0 BecbMa IOCJIEOBAaTEJbHOM IPETBOPEHUM  ONPUYHON
nporpammbl B Ku3Hb ?°. He says repeatedly that opricnina delivered a
blow to the large boyar votciny of particular princely clans and areas, or
of the whole boyar aristocracy in general®*. By a policy of divide et
impera, the opricnina government weakened the corporate solidarity of
the boyar aristocracy, and also severed its links with the provincial gentry
and servicemen. While many boyars sooner or later got their votciny
back, these were now not inherited family votciny, but votliny by charter
(Zalovannye); correspondingly, the boyar aristocracy was transformed
from a hereditary (rodovaja) aristocracy to a service (sluZilaja) aristocracy
consolidated around the throne3!.

Elsewhere in recent Russian and late Soviet historiography we find a
variety of positions in the question of the meaning of opricnina. Some
authors occupy intermediate or compromise positions. N. E. Nosov wrote
in a 1983 textbook that the land policies of the opricnina period “3Ha-
YUTEJIBHO OCIa0UIM 3KOHOMUYECKYIO U NMOJTUTUYECKYIO MOILIb ‘BEJTMKUX’
Oosipckux poptoB”, and that “onpryYHMHA HaHECa COKPYLUMTENbHbIA yAap
MO OMNMO3UIMOHHBIM Kpyram GosipcTBa’2. In some textbooks from the
1990s we find a tendency to revert to the positions of older Soviet

27 A. P. Pavlov: Op. cit., pp. 152-55.

28 Ibid., p. 151.

29 1bid., p. 150.

301bid., p. 150, p. 154, p. 158, p. 200.

31 bid., pp. 200-03.

32 Kratkaja istorija SSSR (otv. red. N. E. Nosov), Moskva 1983, t. 1, p. 114.
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historiography, but with a radically different evaluation’. The same
tendency is also one we can discern in recent writings by Skrynnikov;
that is, he retains more or less his previous interpretation of Ivan’s
policies in the 1560-70s, but sees them now in a predominantly negative
light.

Skrynnikov writes:

MoryuecTBo apuCTOKpaTUX ONUPAIOCh, B IIEPBYIO OYEPE/b, HA €€
3eMelibHble OoraTcrsa. [loOuBasicb HeorpaHUYEeHHON BiacTu, ViBan
IV nonelITancss OrpaHuyuTh KHSKECKO-00SIPCKOE 3EMIIEBIIAJICHUE,
UCIOJIb30BaTh MPOLECC YIAaJIKa PONOBLIX KHSKECKUX BOTYMH B Lie-
JSIX pacluMpeHusl poHAa rocyapCTBEHHON 3€MEJIbHOI COOCTBEH-
HoCTH. 3

Nevertheless, Skrynnikov several times poses the question of why Ivan
could not deal with his real or imagined enemies and their votciny
without instituting opricnina®. His attempt to answer the question goes
as follows: The land expropriations in Novgorod in the last quarter of the
15th century had followed tradition in that they were dependent upon
sanction from the Boyar duma. “B onpuuynune MBan IV uszbaBuics or
OMNEKHM yMbI, YTO MO3BOJIWIIO €MY IPOM3BECTH MacCOBYIO KOH(PUCKALMIO

33 “K 1565 r. mappb mepemes oT pecopM K HACHILCTBEHHON leHTpanu3anuu. [...] B
CTpaHe Hayajlach mojioca penpeccuil. [...] VI mociie OTMEHbI LapeM He OnpapjaBLIEi
ce0sl ONPUYHKUHBI JIECIIOTUYHBINA PEXKUM COXpaHsuics. [...| LlenTpanu3auus yepes Teppop
npuBeja K 3KOHOMHUYecKoMy M mosnutuueckomy Kpusucy 70-80-x romos” (Kratkoe
posobie po istorii Rossii, otv. red. A. P. Korelin, Moskva 1993, pp. 23-24). In another
textbook we read of “the separatism of the feudal aristocracy”, that the goal of opricnina
was “to extinguish the remnants of feudal fragmentation”, and that the result was to
undermine “the political role of the boyar aristocracy which had opposed
centralization”. The effects of opricnina could, however, only be short-lived, because it
was an attempt to go against the economic laws of feudalism. Finally, the author asserts
that centralization and the strengthening of state power (gosudarstvennost’) was an
objective necessity for Russia, but draws attention to an alternative course of
centralization — more like the policies of the Izbrannaja Rada — which could lead to a
“COCJIOBHO-NIPECTABUTEILHYIO MOHAPXUIO C ‘uesioBeueckuM umoM’” (Posobie po isto-
rii oteCestva dlja postupajuscich v VUZy (redkollegija), Moskva 1994, pp. 84-86).

V. D. Nazarov follows the sceptical line of interpretation in the tradition of
Kljucevskij and Veselovskij (A. N. Sacharov, A. P. Novosel’cev (otv. red.): Istoriia
Rossii s drevnejsSich vremen do konca XVII veka. Moskva 1997, pp. 428-40).

34 Skrynnikov, Velikij gosudar’..., p. 300.
35 Skrynnikov, Istorija..., p. 307
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KHspKeckux BoTumH 3¢, This understanding comes up against the problem
that many of the gains were lost by the reversal of the policies in the
amnesty of 1566. Skrynnikov tries to find an anachronistic solution. The
land policies begun in 1565 would lead to an enormous growth in the
state funds of land, to the liquidation of private property, and the crown
“gobbling up society”: “OpgHako NOCSraTejabCTBO Ha YacTHYIO COO-
CTBEHHOCTb TPUBEJIO K €JMHCTBEHHOMY pe3yJbTaTy: ONpHUYHas MOJIM-
TUKa ToTepresa KpyueHue 7.

1.1.2. Abolishing the appanage system

What, then, was the goal of opricnina? According to Kobrin, it was
“aHTH-YJEJbHOM. [...] MOMMTHKA OMpUYHKMHBI ObLIa HAMpaBJeHAa MPOTHUB
NepexXUTKOB yneabHou cuctembl 8. The same opinion was held by
Zimin. How do they argue that opricnina was directed against the
“remnants of the feudal fragmentation”, that it was an instrument of
political centralization? They have more or less retained the second part
of Platonov’s thesis, and it is evidently much more difficult to argue for
that part alone without the premise underlying the first part. Who are the
enemies of centralization, who support the “feudal fragmentation”? Zimin
asserts that it was the “feudal aristocracy” in general, the “feudal
reaction”. This is the adversary against which the weapon of opricnina
was launched. But who was this weapon directed against if opricnina —
arguably — was not a systematic assault on the landed property of the
same feudal reaction? On the one hand Zimin gives a large inventory of
boyars and other votcinniki who incur the tsar’s wrath or suspicion, are
killed, tonsured, exiled, or incarcerated and stripped of their properties.
Here are names in abundance, but, as far as I can see, it is said of none of
them that they supported “reactionary” policies, decentralization and
fragmentation. When Zimin on the other hand speaks of the “feudal
reaction”, there are no names, with two exceptions, one person: Vladimir
Starickij, the tsar’s cousin, and one town: Novgorod®. After the

36 1bid., p. 314; idem: Velikij gosudar’..., p. 301.

37 Ibid.

38 Kobrin, Viast’ i sobstvennost’..., p. 160. It is, however, hard to see that Kobrin argues
positively for this view. That was perhaps not his intention either: the chapter which the
quoted passage concludes bears the title “Na ¢to ne posjagnula opri¢nina”.

39 «__there was not a single Novgorodian among the tsar’s oprichniki” (A. A. Zimin,
“On the Political Preconditions for the Emergence of Russian Absolutism”, Articles on
Russian and Soviet History, 1500-1991. Vol. 1: Major Problems in Early Modern
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liquidation of Starickij and the carnage in Novgorod in the winter of
1569-70, the udely, “the most important remnants of the political
fragmentation”, were largely abolished in Russia; and “B aToMm caenyet
YCMOTPETb OCHOBHOIl TOJIOKMTENbHbIA PE3yJbTaT ONPUYHBIX IIpe-
obpa3zoBanuil 40, To me this is very meagre; it is out of proportion to all
the efforts and costs of opricnina. Both results could undoubtedly have
been achieved without this institution; Russian society had hardly become
morally so much more sensitive since the times of Ivan III and Vasilij III
that Groznyj needed opricnina’s demoralizing effects, which surely were
unintended.

Now, Zimin allows generously for inconsistencies in Ivan’s cen-
tralizing policies; they were often conducted in forms which originated in
the appanage period. Opricnina itself was already a peculiar udel*!. It was
characterized by traits that were more archaic than modern. Even though
Bol’soj dvorec nominally belonged to zemscina, “dvorcovyj apparat”,
inseparable from the person of the tsar, not only provided the pattern for
the organization and administration of the opricnina, “no i vosSel v nego
so vsemi osnovnymi ucreZzdenijami”. This archaic political instrument

Russian History, New York and London 1992, p. 96. This is a translation of Zimin’s
contribution to a Soviet collection of articles, Absoljutizm v Rossii (xvi-xvii vv.), Moskva
1964.). The accusation that the town was treasonably connected with Lithuania was very
likely made up. The sacrifice of thousands of innocent lives can in no way be justified,
but “such was the barbaric essence of feudal struggle”. And finally, the crucial point:
“the liquidation of the independence and economic power of Novgorod was a necessary
condition for the completion of the struggle against the country’s political frag-
mentation” (ibid., pp. 97-98).

40 Zimin, Opricnina..., p. 362. Skrynnikov goes against this interpretation; see his
Tragedija Novgoroda, Moskva 1994, p. 80, and conclusion in the same book: “Omnpuy-
HbIi pa3rpom HoBropopga HEeBO3MOKHO OIpaBaTh CCbIKAMU HA HEOOXOMMOCTb MPeo-
JOJIEHUSI TEPEXKUTKOB YAEAbHOW Ppa3ApOOJIEHHOCTH WM 3IKOHOMHYECKOH 000-
cobneHHocTu ipeBHed 3emin” (p. 154).

41 Zimin, Opricnina..., p. 478. “...the government strove to accomplish the liquidation of
the last appanages through the creation of a new ‘state appanage’ (“On the Political
Preconditions...”, p. 101). S. O. Smidt tried to resolve the paradox by a reference to
Marx, who wrote about “BpoxkfieHHasl 4eJIOBeKY Ka3yUCTHUKA — MU3MEHSTD BEllld, MEHsIs
UX Ha3BaHUSl, U HAXOAUThb Ja3efKu Il TOro, YTOObI B PaMKax Tpajullid JIOMaTb
TPaJULMIO, KOTla HEMOCPEICTBEHHbII UHTEPEC CIYXUT AJsl 3TOrO JOCTATOYHBIM IO-
oyxpaenuem” (quoted in “Voprosy istorii Rossii XVI veka v sovetskoj istori¢eskoj
literature 1950-x —nacala 1960-x godov” [1962], S. O. Smidt, Rossija Ivana Groznogo,
Moskva 1999, p. 41).
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was good enough for Ivan’s udel, but inadequate for the general state
tasks of the opricnina. After the end of opricnina, dvorcovyj apparat
therefore regained its genuine court functions*’. “Prikaznoj apparat”,
however, remained throughout in zemscina, with one exception.

Kpome YerBepTu u ABOPLOBLIX BEJJOMCTB, HU OfjHa MU30a HE nepe-
uula B onpuyHuHy. CylecTBOBAHUE JIBOMHOIO yIpaBJIeHUs, KOT/a
3eMUIMHON C OOILEerocylapcBeHHbIMU «u30amMu» Befana Bosipckas
llyMa, a ONPUYHUHOIO C IBOPLIOBBIMU BEIOMCTBAMHU — L[apb, OCJI0X-
HSIJI0O ¥ TOPMO3MJIO MPOLECC LEHTPAIU3alui rOCyJapCTBEHHOIO am-
napara, poOUCXOAMBLINI BO BpeMsl ONPUYHUHBL*

The sense and practice of justice which the authorities tried to
develop and maintain in the 1550s, was during opricnina replaced by
complete legal arbitrariness, “rocrnojacTBoM BHeCyAeOHOI pacmpassl, |...].
OcobeHHO GecuMHCTBOBAIM ONPUYHKUKY 44, Zimin points out that, though
there were many members of the “feudal aristocracy” who suffered
during opricnina, there were at the same time several ‘“krupnejSie
knjazesko-bojarskie familii”, the flower of the boyar duma, that were not
hit and even got a greater role to play than before. The fact that the
government of the country after Ivan’s death “pereslo v ruki bojarskogo
soveta”, can only be understood “ncxops u3z Toro akra, YT0 BO BTOPOIi
nosnouHe X VI B. bosipckast fyma He TOJIBKO COXpaHuia, HO U yIpodusia
CBOM IOJIUTUYECKHE TO3UIUN 43,

Zimin sums up in the following way the contradictory character
of opricnina:

Bwmecre ¢ TeM onpuyHuHa Oblla OYEHB CIIOXKHBIM siBJeHueM. HoBoe
U CTapo€ NEPEINIETANIOCh B HEW C YIUBUTEJIBbHOW MPUYYIUBOCTHIO
MO3auyHbIX y30pOB. Ee OCOOEHHOCTBIO OBLIO TO, YTO LEHTpau-
3aTOpCcKasl MOJIUTUKA MPOBOAWIACH B KpaiiHe apXaudHbIX (popmax,
Mojiyac Moj JIO3yHroM BO3Bpara K crapuHe. Tak, JUKBUJAUUU MO-
CJIEHUX YAEJOB IMPABUTEIBCTBO CTPEMUIIOCH JIOOUTHCS IyTEM
CO3[JaHMsl HOBOI'O TOCyJlapeBa yjella — ONPUYHUHBL. Y TBEpPXKJasi

42 Zimin, Opricnina..., pp. 376-77.
43 bid., p. 380.

441bid., p. 382. See also pp. 370-71.
45 Ibid., p. 370.
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CaMOJIEP>KaBHYIO BJIaCTb MOHapXa KakK HEINPEJIOXKHBIA 3aKOH rocy-
NapcTBEHHOM >kn3HU, VIBaH I'po3HbIA B TO XK€ Bpemsi iepefiaBal BCIO
MOJIHOTY WCIIOJIHUTEJIBHOW BJIACTH B 3EMIUUHE, T. €. OCHOBHBIX
teppuropusix Poccun, B pyku Bosipckoit gymbl 1 npukasos, (pakTu-
YECKM YCUJIMBas Y/ENbHbIA BeC (DeOJalIbHOI apUCTOKPATUU B MOJIH-
THYECKOM cTpoe Pycckoro rocynapcrsa #¢

1.2. Autocracy or not?
The other perspective which centres upon the fundamental question of
autocracy or not, is, of course, also present in the works of the authors
who attribute great significance to the land policies of opricnina. Al’Sic,
however, whom I have already mentioned, holds the land policies to be of
minor importance. Insofar as there were conflicts and contradictions
between boyars and dvorjane, they did not concern the question of
whether there should be centralization or not, but what kind of
centralization, who should rule the centralized state and how, which
social groups’ interests it should favour*’. Thus, in this perspective
centralization is already decided and acclaimed, if not accomplished, and
therefore an irrelevant question. The crucial issue is who shall have real
power in this state, the monarch himself or his advisors and his apparatus.
This is also the question on which Veselovskij concentrates. More-
over, this perspective has sometimes been brought into focus by several
other historians as well. The reason why it has been rather rarely in the
foreground, is evidently that it was regarded as closely tied to the first
perspective; Zimin, for example, remarks that when opricnina hit at the
remnants of feudal fragmentation, it strengthened the tsar’s autocratic
power8. Other historians who more fully apply this perspective are L. V.
Cerepnin og N. E. Nosov, who in turn inspired the emigré historian
Alexander Yanov#°. Nosov criticizes the “unilinear scheme” in analyses
of the growth of the centralized state, “crep>kHeM KOTOpOii sBisieTCs
OTOKJIECTBIIEHUE caMofiepyKaBus U LeHTpanu3auuu’, and he quotes L. V.
Cerepnin, who wrote that “rocygapcTBeHHasi LEHTDPATM3ALMS MOXKET
NPOXOJUTh B pa3HbIx opmax. LleHTpanuzauust u camopiep>KaBue — He

46 bid., p. 479.

47 Al’sic, op. cit., pp. 238-39.

48 Zimin, Opricnina..., p. 368.

49 Alexander Yanov, The Origins of Autocracy: Ivan the Terrible in Russian History,
Berkeley 1981.
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cunonumbl 0. He believes that there was an alternative to the “autocratic-
bureaucratic” principle which was realized under Groznyj, namely the
“estate-representative principle (soslovno-predstavitel’noe nacalo)™!.
Al’Sic takes up on this and asserts that precisely this was the principle
underlying the policies of the so-called Izbrannaja Rada, or “the govern-
ment of compromise” in the late 1540s and 1550s. And when Ivan did
away with his government in 1560 and increasingly condemned its prac-
tices in the 1550s, it simply meant that he was rejecting this soslovno-
predstavitel’nyj principle in favour of the autocratic principle’2.

Nosov thinks there was a double tendency in the centralization
process towards 1550 — “samoderZavno-krepostnieskaja” and
“soslovno-predstavitel'naja”; they conflicted sharply with each other, but
were at the same time organically interconnected in their manifestations
as well as their final results. It is not clear how he thinks Russia’s
subsequent historical path might have been if “Ivan’s opricnina had [not]
interrupted the organic development of Russian society”>.

S0'N. E. Nosov, “Stanovlenie soslovnogo predstavitel'stva v Rossii v pervoj polovine
XVIv.”, Istoriceskie zapiski, t. 114 (1986), p. 151.

S Ibid. This seems perhaps to be an attempt to make Russian history more ‘European’.
It should, however, first be remarked that these two principles hardly represented two
different alternative forms of centralization in, e.g. French history. Here the estates were
usually fighting against centralization, and in the centralization that was achieved, there
was to some extent a compromise between the two principles. Moreover, in the long run
the estate principle was weakened, partly as a prerequisite for centralization, partly, and
more importantly, as its consequence, in the French Revolution. If there were estates in
16th-century Russia, they were — as argued by some of the above-mentioned historians
— not enemies of centralization. Is it possible to imagine them as taking the initiative for
and being the leading force in centralization? No, not if we consider them as standing in
contradiction to some bureaucratic principle, if they looked upon the alliance between
monarch and bureaucracy as upon an adversary and a foreign, repulsive force. It should
be remarked that no centralization can be imagined without bureaucracies. The estates as
centralizers would themselves either have to be served and supported by a bureaucracy,
or themselves become a bureaucracy.

32 Al’sic, op. cit., pp. 53-61, p. 95, pp. 107f.

33 Nosov, op. cit., p. 175. “VIMeHHO OHa [ONMpUYHMHA] YCHJIMTA B CAMOAEPKABHH MOC-
KOBCKMX Ljapeil YepThl BOCTOUYHOT'O JIECHOTH3Ma CO BCEMU KPAHOCTSIMU €T'0 MPOSIBIICHMSI.
OnpuyHas NONMUTUKA — 3TO MOJUTHKA KOHTppedOopM, NPOBOAUMBIX LAPU3MOM B
MHTepecax GIOpOKpaThH 1 HanboJiee KPenoCTHUIECKH HACTPOECHHBIX CJIOEB JIBOPSIHCTBA U
CTONMYHOrO KynevecTBa. OHa HE CMOIJIA MOJHOCTHIO M3MEHNUTH OOLIMIA XOJ| pa3BUTHS
PYCCKOIl TOCYHapCTBEHHOCTH — 3eMCKHe COOOpbl M 3EeMCKOe CaMOYIpaBlieHue
MPOJIOJIXKANN CYLLECTBOBATh, HO GECCNMIOPHO, YTO ONPUYHMHA CIIOCOOCTBOBAJIA YCUIECHHIO
BIIMSTHUSL ¥ 3HAUEHMS] MpUKa3HOro crpost’ (ibid.).
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2. What was opri¢nina about?

The interpretation I shall propose has something in common with the per-
spective of Al’Sic as well as that of Veselovskij and Kljucevskii, but I
depart from the former’s perspective in that I do not see the constructive
historical meaning which he attributes to Ivan’s ideas and policies. Thus
my position will be closer to that of the two latter historians. It is also
superficially close to the interpretation put forward by the late V. B.
Kobrin and A. L. Jurganov who argued that the Russian state which was
formed in the second half of the 16th century, was a despotic autocracy of
an Eastern type, mainly due to the lack of feudal contract that was charac-
teristic of Western Europe in the Middle Ages*.

I shall first give a brief presentation of my interpretation of
opricnina. In my view it all had to do with how Ivan could wield
autocratic power in a really concrete sense. He complained in his
correspondence with Kurbskij that in the 1540s and 1550s he was
excluded from power and ordered about by his servants, that he was ruler
in name only but not in fact. He felt his position had become somewhat
equal to that of the Polish king, whom he could not but despise. He
regards this as an assault on his divine right, as treason, and from 1560
onwards he tries to put the situation right, by cursing, exiling, tonsuring
and executing those he regards as the main culprits. Applying collective
suretyship (krugovaja poruka), he attains the opposite of what he wants,
that is, he welds together the groups with which he was in conflict.
People begin to run away, which makes Ivan believe that his problem was
not a structural one, but came from moral defects, disloyalty, cowardice,
ungodliness, etc. in the whole body of persons who peopled his court and
chancelleries. It appears to him a many-headed monster; as soon as he
chops off one or several heads, new ones just grow out. To his self-
created problem Ivan finds a solution which consists not only in drawing
away from the hated staff and having a new court with a reliable life-
guard, but also in radically simplifying the political work of governing.

34 V. B. Kobrin, A. L. Jurganov, “Stanovlenie despoti¢eskogo samoderzavija v sredne-
vekovoj Rusi. (K postanovke problemy)”, Istorija SSSR, 1991, no. 4, pp. 54-64. Their
line of reasoning is followed by V. M. Panejach, the author of the first part of the col-
lective work (B. V. Anan’iC otv. red.) Viast’ i reformy: Ot samoderZavnoj k sovetskoj
Rossii, S.-Peterburg 1996, especially pp. 70-91.
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This is the point of dividing the realm: Let the monster take care of
zemscina in the old way; in opricnina he can wield power as he pleases
on a relatively primitive level where nobody will overshadow him with
their brilliance. Opricnina was also called gosudarev udel, which
indicates that it was an old-fashioned appanage principality, the votcina,
the patrimony of the prince, his unconditional private property, where
Ivan at the head of his men could collect riches, take tribute, plunder and
pillage like the first Varangians and Rjurikid princes. There were no
complicating formalities as far as the law, immunities and property rights
were concerned. It was only as votcinnik, and not as a ruler entangled in a
complex network of internal and external dependencies, that Ivan could
make himself an autocrat and realize what he in his letter to Kurbskij
proudly described as “vol’noe Rossijskoe samoderzavie”.

Opricnina aimed at giving Ivan the possibility to exercise power
under much simpler conditions so that the business of governing could be
handled with a small apparatus in which Ivan did not become a dependent
functionary of his subordinates. This had, however, the result that the var-
nish of civilization was peeled off Ivan, as well as many of his opricniki;
they became what was called “sataninskij polk”. In terms of political de-
velopment this was not even reactionary, but rather regressive; we can
regard it as an instance of volja applied in politics, the ruler’s volja.

2.1. The tsar and tradition

I believe that Ivan’s problem emerges as a result of the clash between
subjective and structural, historical factors. It is difficult to deal with them
separately; I shall start with the tradition in which Ivan found himself. It
is easy to see, when reading his writings, that he justifies his ideas and ac-
tions mainly with recourse to tradition.

We should ask: how did Ivan learn about and assimilate tradition?
Mostly as a pupil, by listening to ecclesiastics, by absorbing his cultural
environment, but more and more by reading and self-study. But he lacked
one very essential ingredient: unlike most of his predecessors, as well as
his successors, he could not be present and observe and learn how his
father, the late grand prince, ruled, how he did politics and related to his
boyars. What he did observe while growing up was the political chaos
and the in-fighting of the boyar clans and disrespectful attitudes towards
himself, the grand prince, all of which constituted a negative lesson; what
was righteous, should perhaps be the opposite of this. Having no
experience of his father’s government, Ivan would very likely tend to
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figure out how it really should be in an utterly abstract and unrealistic
fashion. His notions of what autocracy could possibly mean were formed
in an exclusively theoretical way, as the result of reflections on his
reading, and became exaggerated and rigid, lacking the mellowing and
flexibility that comes from practical life.

This bent was likely to be considerably strengthened when he, as the
first Russian ruler, was crowned tsar in 1547.

We have to look at some of the elements of the tradition Ivan assi-
milates. I believe we have to examine Ivan in the light of fundamental
conservative traits of medieval Russian culture. Even if notions like
Moscow as the “Third Rome” or the “New Jerusalem”, “Holy Russia”
and so forth, taken separately, did not have any great influence, they can,
in combination, be regarded as an indication of a more widespread belief
in the perfection of Muscovite Russia as the only truly Christian country
from the end of the 15th century onwards. As Cizevskij puts it: “The
general belief of the time was that all possible and necessary values had
already been found and that they existed in Russia”>. Against this
background, the idea of the normative limits of power acquires a new
sense: the prince shall break neither divine laws nor time-honoured
norms and customs; on the contrary, his role is to defend them.
Misfortune will afflict a country that is ruled by a prince who is
disrespectful of the traditions of the fathers. The conservative writers
showed no sign that they wished a more active state which set itself new
goals and therefore had to enhance its power. In this frame of ideas we
encounter a combination of absolute conservatism and normative
limitation of princely power.

It is also from this perspective that Russian writers depict and
explain the Time of Troubles: the tsars at the time were not rightful ones,
consequently not autocrats, or, in the view of some, they were
autocrats’®; in any case they represented novelties that broke with

33 Dmitrij CiZevskij, History of Russian Literature. From the Eleventh Century to the
End of the Baroque. The Hague 1971, p. 232.

56 For instance, Chvorostinin condemned the Pretender (Pseudo-Dmitrij) for having
placed ‘“autocracy higher than human custom” (quoted in Vladimir Val’denberg:
Drevnerusskie ucenija o predelach carskoj viasti. Petrograd 1916, p. 367).
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tradition, which is why so many calamities were visited upon the
country>’.

To some extent one may agree with Val’denberg when he writes that
Ivan conceded certain limits to his power’®. This we have to relate to
Ivan’s deep conservatism, while he found himself prematurely in a situa-
tion which was modern in the sense of confronting him with new chal-
lenges due to the enormous enhancement of the powers of the realm and
military entanglements with Western neighbors. It is abundantly clear in
Ivan’s writings: he is almost exclusively preoccupied with laws and
norms grounded in religion and history. He saw it as incompatible with
his role to be instrumental to or even tolerate offences against these
norms.

Parts of the correspondence with Prince Kurbskij can be read as a
quarrel about who has broken sacrosanct traditions and who will suffer
the worst punishments after death, the tsar or Kurbskij*®. Kurbskij
complains that Ivan has departed from the tradition of taking advice from
the boyars and the best men in the land and listening to them, while Ivan
laments that he was ousted from power by his servants, that power by
tradition belonged to him and nobody else and he was now taking it back.
This leads us to two issues: First, the image of princely power
traditionally held by the Russian princes as well as by society at large,
and second, the relationship between grand princes and their
subordinates.

57 See Daniel Rowland, “Did Muscovite Literary Ideology Place Limits on the Power of
the Tsar (1540s-1660s)?”, Russian Review, vol. 49 (1990), pp. 125-55, especially pp.
139ff.

38 Val’denberg, op. cit., p. 352, p. 437.

39 In Bjarne Ngrretranders’ apt expression the correspondence is “a piece of
psychological warfare” (op. cit., p. 22). Even if Edward Keenan (The Kurbskii-Groznyi
Apocrypha: The Seventeenth-Century Genesis of the “Correspondence” Attributed to
Prince A. M. Kurbskii and Tsar Ivan 1V, Cambridge (Mass.) 1971) is right, and its real
author was Prince Semen Sachovskoj in the early 17th century, it is still an important
document of Russian political thought of the time, and we have to see it as constructed
on the basis of then extant documents as well as a very sensitive understanding of how
the protagonists were likely to think. Still, in the following I refer to and quote from the
Correspondence on the assumption that Ivan and Kurbskij were its authors. Cf. Row-
land, op. cit., pp. 142-43.
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2.2. Power as patrimony

The wills of the Muscovite princes from the 14th century on are
important evidence of the patrimonial character of power in old Russia®.
The princes’ principal concern was to keep the wealth and property they
already had within the family and to acquire more; they had an
acquisitive attitude towards wealth and power.

This is not the place to discuss at great length how the Russian
version of patrimonial monarchy came about in the first place. I shall just
make a point regarding the idea of the Eastern (Tatar or Byzantine) roots
of patrimonialism and suggest a schematic model. The idea of
patrimonialism as something essentially Eastern has the corollary, or is
dependent upon the assumption, that patrimonial monarchy was a
Russian speciality which was virtually non-existent in Western Europe.
In my view, however, this was not so; cf. also Weber, to whom Richard
Pipes refers when elaborating his concept of patrimonialism®!. The
patrimonial, familial attitude is something very human and will often tend
to prevail for a certain period of time when power is formed and grows
from the bottom up in violent struggles between contestants belonging to
the same ethnic or cultural orbit. By contrast, political power is in a sense
an artificial kind of power. In political history the great task or challenge
has been for political power to bring out and to fruition its political
potential. The strongest blocking forces in this process have been the
human sources of other types of power.

Now, there was in medieval Russian history an opposition between
the political and the patrimonial-possessional. The power of the first
princes (in the 9th and 10th centuries) was mainly predatory and posses-
sional. Then a political, unitary component was added, largely stimulated
by the introduction of Christianity. At the time of the peak of power of
the Kievan princes (in the 11th century) the possessional/political divide
was only slightly visible, mainly because their possessional interests
depended upon the unity of the trade network that constituted the political
factor. It was only with the reduction of the significance of long-distance
trade that the two sides parted because the possessional drive increasingly
found its objects in land and circumscribed territories. The political side

60 See for example V. O. Kljuéevskij, Kurs russkoj istorii (lekcija 22), Socinenija v
vos'mi tomach, Moskva 1957, t. 2, pp. 29-34.

61 See Pipes, op. cit., pp. 21-24. For Weber, see ch. 12, “Patriarchalism and Patri-
monialism” in his Economy and Society (transl. from the German), Berkeley 1978, pp.
1006-69.
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was isolated and reduced to a rather abstract ideal, which was mobilized
only occasionally in defence against common enemies. The final
destruction of the political side came when the Tatar Khan set himself up
as overlord of all Russian princes: he arrogated to himself the politics,
and exempted the princes from any responsibility for common defence
against external enemies. During the 13th and 14th centuries narrow-
mindedness and petty concerns made their mark on the activities of the
Russian princes, while political princely power, which was tsaristic and
autocratic, belonged to the Khan. Beneath this political level there was in
Russia a kind of free-for-all competition to acquire land, assets, and
resources of any kind in which most methods were permitted and applied
so long as they did not harm the Khan’s interests. The princes’
possessional concerns became unrestrained.

Such was the heritage. Slowly the Muscovite princes took back at
least some of the political components, but they tended to a large extent
to become patrimonialized, or to come into a state of tension with the
patrimonial mentality. In the words of Kljucevskij: “...c Tex mop kak
o0ecneyeH ObLT ycrnex MOCKOBCKOro cooupanust Pycu, B MBane III, ero
CTapllEM CbIHE UM BHYKE HAYMHAIOT OOpPOTBbCS BOTUMHHUK M TOCYAaphb,
CaMOBJIACTHBI XO3slMH M HOCHUTEJIb BEPXOBHOM TOCYJAapCTBEHHOMN
BJacTh 02,

2.3. Grand prince and boyars

What kind of relations is such a patrimonial prince likely to have with his
servants or boyars? The relations were often quite problematic. Vladimir
Monomach already complained like a disgruntled landowner in his
Poucenie that he had to look after everything himself because he could
not rely on his servants and officers®. The first perceptions of the tyrant
in Russia share with the West the idea that evil rulers were God’s
punishment for the sinfulness of the people, but quite often they also put
the blame on evil advisors when the evil rule is such as to ruin the people,
in contrast to the Western notions of tyrants®*. One wonders whether this
may be the result of a widespread impression that princely power in some
essential respects was weak. It is indeed quite striking to see how
frequently the theme of evil, young, inexperienced or stupid advisors

62 Kljugevskij, op. cit., (lekcija 26), t. 2, p. 128.
63 Izbornik: Shornik proizvedenij literatury drevnej Rusi. Moskva 1969, p. 155.
64 Val’denberg, op. cit., pp. 110-12.
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occurs in Russian political literature. The idea is structurally analogous to
the later popular belief in the good tsar.

The wills of the Muscovite grand princes of the 14th century
reinforce the impression that reliable men were few and far between.
Grand Prince Simeon Gordyj called on his successors not to listen to
“lichich ljudej”, but to “orma Hamero Biagblku Ounekcesi, TaKoXe
cTapbix 60sip, XTO XOTeJl OTLO HauieMy jo6pa u Ham™. The time of
Dmitrij Donskoj has been said to be the golden age of the Russian
boyars, and he advised his sons thus: “Bosip cBoux mobdure, yecTb UM
BO3/IaBaliTe MO JOCTOMHCTBY U IO CIy>K0e uX, 0e3 coriacusi uX HU4Ero
He nenaite”. In his last speech to his boyars, he said: “Otunny cBoto,
KOTOPOIO Nepefiall MHE OOr U POUTENM MOM, C BAMU COEpET, YTUJI Bac 1
JO0MJI, MOJ| BallluM TPaBJIEHUEM CBOU TOpoja JepXKajl U BEJIUKHUE
BOJIOCTH. [...] BbI ke Ha3bIBaIMCh Y MeHs He 0OsipaMu, HO KHSI3bSIMU
3eMIu Moei” .

Originally, there had been a close and personal relationship between
the grand princes and their boyars. To some extent the boyars were inde-
pendent of the grand prince; they depended on princely power in general,
but not on a particular prince because they could choose between several
princes. In the 16th century, the general dependence upon princely power
was realized by increasing dependence upon the only ruling prince who
remained after the power struggles, the grand prince of Muscovy. The
grand prince himself, who had previously been relatively dependent upon
his boyars since they were a scarce resource, now had a looser and more
impersonal relationship to his boyars and became more independent of
the individual boyar because Moscow was filled with princes and boyars.
But Muscovy’s growth and the growing and more complicated
administration had the consequence that the grand prince became more
dependent on boyars in general as well as other categories of personnel.

In his major 1939 work, Der Prozef3 der Zivilisation, Norbert Elias
pointed out in his analysis of the growth of the French kingdom that
when a powerful person, in casu a king, concentrates in his own hands
and monopolizes increasing power and resources and makes more and
more persons and groups of persons dependent upon himself, he will

65 Duchovnye i dogovornye gramoty velikich i udel’nych knjazej XIV-XVI vv, Moskva —
Leningrad 1950 [Slavica-Reprint Nr. 40, Diisseldorf and Vaduz 1970], no. 3, p. 14.

66 “Slovo o zitii velikogo knjazja Dmitrija Ivanovi¢a”, Pamjamiki literatury drevnej
Rusi, XIV-seredina XV veka, Moskva 1981, p. 217.
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himself tend to become dependent, not upon the dependent individual,
but upon the whole collectivity of dependent individuals, for the
preservation and exploitation of the monopolized resources: “The more
comprehensive the monopolized power potential, the larger the web of
functionaries administering it and the greater the division of labour
among them; in short, the more people on whose work or function the
monopoly is in any way dependent, the more strongly does this whole
field controlled by the monopolist assert its own weight and its own inner
regularities”®’.

It is important to note that it was a similar situation that Ivan Groznyj
found himself in as Tsar and Grand Prince of the whole of Rus’. He has
two options; Elias continues:

The monopoly ruler can acknowledge this and impose on himself
the restraints that his function as the central ruler of so mighty a
formation demands; or he can indulge himself [sich gehen lassen]
and give his own inclinations precedence over all others. In the
latter case the complex social apparatus which has developed along
with this private accumulation of power chances will sooner or later
lapse into disorder and make its resistance, its autonomous
structure, all the more strongly felt6®.

Elias sees this as an effect of what he calls the “monopoly mechanism”.
We must not confuse this with the problems monarchs had for many
centuries with unruly groups of nobles who resisted centralization from
their strongholds in the provinces, nor with the issue of institutional or
constitutional limits upon the power of monarchs®°.

67 Norbert Elias, The Civilizing Process [The History of Manners and State Formation
and Civilization], (transl. from the German) Oxford 1994, p. 348.

68 Ibid., pp. 348-49.

69 For all his speculative endeavours, Andrej Nikitin succeeds in pointing out something
very essential concerning the relations between monarchs and their realms: “Ilpu
abconoTu3Me, faKe B ero HauBbICIIEH (popMe, MOHapX MEHee caMOCTOSITEJIeH U He-
M3MEPHMO MEHBLIE 3HAYMT B YKM3HU CTPaHbl (KaK 9TO HU MOKAXETCs CTPAHHBIM Ha
[EPBBIA B3IUISI]T), YEM KOPOJIM PAHHErO CPENHEBEKOBbsI, JEHCTBUTENBHO YIPABISBLIME
CBOEHl CTpaHOW JMYHO, 00bEe3Kasi €€ B CONPOBOXJECHUU JPYXUMHHUKOB, BEpIIa cyj U
pacnpasy... [...] 3Hakomsice ¢ ucropueit Poccun XVI Beka, si BUJIEN, YTO B HEl OTYET-
JMBee, YeM B KaKyHO-JMOO APYIYIO 3MOXY, MPOCTYHaeT He3aBUCUMOCTb TOCYapcTBa OT
ero npasutrens” (op. cit., pp. 133-35).
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Most monarchs have reacted adequately to this tendency to become
dependent upon a growing staff of supposedly loyal subordinates; Ivan
Groznyj did not. Apparently he was an exemplary monarch until about
1560, but he must have been grinding his teeth if we are to believe what
he writes in his letters to Kurbskij.

We should perhaps be a bit sceptical of Kurbskij’s account of the
advice whispered in the tsar’s ear in 1553 by an old monk: “If you want
to be an autocrat, do not have beside you even one advisor who is wiser
than yourself, since you are better than everybody else. Then you shall sit
safely on your throne and keep everybody firmly in your hand. But if you
have men beside you wiser than yourself, you will involuntarily obey
them”70.

How could Kurbskij know? This fits, however, wonderfully in the
context of Ivan’s life and career. In the will he writes in 1572 he advises
his sons as if his first attempt to heed the words of the monk did not work
out very well, and now contemplates another variant of the same. We saw
above that the grand princes of the 14th century quietly admitted that
they relied on their boyars; here we see that Ivan Groznyj, for his part,
after a life full of self-inflicted trouble with his subordinates, believes it
possible to manage without them by teaching himself all the arts of
governing land and people and he admonishes the carevici correspon-
dingly:

Bceskomy neny HaBbIKaiTe, 1 OOXKECTBEHHOMY, U CBSILLIECHHUYECKO-
MY, I UHOYECKOMY, U PaTHOMY, U CYJECKOMY, MOCKOBCKOMY TIpe-
OBbIBaHUIO U XXKUTEHCKOMY BCAKOMY OOMXOJy, U KaK KOTOPbIE YUHBbI
BENIYTCA 3[IECh U B bIHBIX TOCYIAPCTBAX, U 3[ICLLIHEE FOCYAapPCTBO C
MHBIMU TOCYIAPCTBbI UYTO UMEET, TO Obl €CTE€ CaMM 3HANIN. TakxXe u
BO OOMXOJI€ BO BCSIKMX, KaK KTO XHMBET, U KAK KOMY NIPUTOXe Obl-
TH, U B KAKOBE MEPE KTO JIEP>XKUTCs, TOMYy O €CTe BCEMY HAyUYEHbI
Obutu. MHO Bam J1OgM HE YKa3bIBalOT, Bbl CTAHUTE JIOJSAM
yKa3bIBaTh. A 4ero camu He MO3HaeTe, U Bbl CAMU CTATE CBOMMMU
rOCYJAapCTBbI BIAJIETH U JIIOAbMU’ .

70 A. Kurbskij, Istorija o velikom knjaze Moskovskom. Parts published in Moskovskoe
gosudarstvo (= Istorija oteCestva v romanach, povestjach, dokumentach. Vek XVI),
Moskva 1986, p. 449.

7Y Duchovnye i dogovornye gramoty..., no. 104, p. 427.
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2.4. The law, kings and state-building

Now I return to the two principal questions that have been paramount in
the literature on Ivan IV and his Russia: Centralization or not, and
autocracy or not. To highlight these we have to deal briefly on a
theoretical level with a central question concerning the growth and
development of the European monarchies from the 15th to the 18th
century.

We have to distinguish between three aspects of the growth of the
European monarchies. The first is their nominal growth, the extension of
their borders; the second is their real growth, i.e. political centralization,
the growth and concentration of the power of the state; the third is the
strengthening, or at least preservation, of the power of the monarch in this
consolidated state, i.e. its absolute character. The last two correspond to
the two main perspectives in most historians’ understanding of opricnina
which we have discussed above. What should command our interest is the
connection between the second and third aspects. We should reflect on
the reason why in so many European countries the emergence of a strong,
centralized state power seemed to coincide with, if not depend upon royal
absolutism. Moreover, I think that the Soviet historians were right when
they took as their premise that there was a close correlation between the
two, and if centralization was ‘progressive’, it would not be ‘progressive’
to weaken the power of the tsars of the 16th-18th centuries.

Georg Simmel writes on the sociologically observable phenomenon
that the subordination of a group under one single person can result in a
pronounced unification or homogenization of the group (‘“‘eine sehr ent-
schiedene Vereinheitlichung der Gruppe”); this subordination can even be
the effective reason for the emergence of a spirit of community which
could not otherwise be achieved (“einer sonst nicht erreichbaren, durch
keine sonstige Beziehung angelegten Gemeinsamkeit”)’2. This insight can
be applied to gain a synthetic overview over the development of legal and
political aspects of power from the Middle Ages to the Early Modern
period’3.

72 Georg Simmel, Soziologie: Untersuchungen iiber die Formen der Vergesellschaftung
[1908], Frankfurt a. M. 1992 (= Gesamtausgabe, Bd. 11), pp. 168-70.

73 The overview may seem too simplified. For more on this subject I refer especially to
the following: The Cambridge History of Medieval Political Thought c. 350-c. 1450, ed.
J. H. Burns, Cambridge 1988; Susan Reynolds, Kingdoms and Communities in Western
Europe, 900-1300, Oxford 1984; The Cambridge History of Political Thought 1450-
1700, ed. J. H. Burns, Cambridge 1991.
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The greater part of medieval legal thought was based partly on
locally circumscribed customary law, and partly on the assumption that
the law was already given. There was little room for creativity in
legislation, “new” laws were “discovered”. Hence the fundamental
conservatism and localism of the law. Later, a number of factors called
for a break with this situation. Some of them resulted from the growth in
the scope and complexity of the life-worlds of monarchs and important
social groups, so that more and more cases occurred where neither known
law, nor custom had any answers. The time had come to create new law
and to break with tradition and “the good, old law”. Since new laws had
to deal more and more with issues which no longer had a local or
customary character, they became more remote and abstract. They were
to regulate activities where relations between the actors could not be
perceived and experienced concretely as a whole. They were propagated
in terms of precedent, objectivity, and universal validity which could
hardly be attuned to the habitual perception of reality. There has until
modern times been a tenacious aversion against the objectivity of the law,
and there has been considerable debate, not only in Russia, as to whether
the state was better governed by the best laws or the best men. Power
relationships were regarded as personal; most people saw it as the natural
order of things to subordinate themselves to persons, whereas one would
have a hard time trying to make them comply with abstract principles or
ideals. However, this problem could be overcome when the king was the
sovereign legislator. The king would embody the objectivity and the
universal validity of the law; obedience to the king would imply
obedience to the law.

The way had already been theoretically prepared since the 13th
century by the debates of jurists on the political implications of central
concepts in Roman law. There was the issue of whether princeps was
bound (alligatus) by or freed from the law (legibus solutus), that is,
whether he was subject to or above the law; there was the maxim that
what pleases the prince has the force of law (quod principi placuit, legis
habet vigorem); there was the idea of the prince or the imperator as the
living law (lex animata), that is, the law was supposed to dwell in the
prince’s breast. It was in the evolution of these and other ideas that the
strengthening of royal power was theoretically and ideologically
underpinned from the 16th century on.

But this is not the whole story. As we know, absolutism was transi-
tory. The course from dispersed, locally circumscribed and personally
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styled power to the centralized and impersonal state in which we live,
passed — somewhat paradoxically — through the concentration of power
in the hands of absolute monarchs. Now, an impersonal moment inhered
already in the medieval concept of kingship: it was kingship as duty and
office, the notion of the crown as not just a kind of headgear, but an ab-
stract entity to which all subjects owed obedience even when the king in
person was absent. Most important in this context is the idea of the king’s
two bodies, “the body natural and the body politic”. It is the King body
politic that is above the (positive) law; in his body natural he is bound by
the law as everybody else. Although the physiological metaphors of the
two bodies were used for the first time by English jurists in the middle of
the 16th century, the very idea that kings were “mixed persons” had a
long ancestry. Even Aristotle made a distinction between “the friends of
the prince and the friends of the princedom”, which might have inspired
Alexander to distinguish between “a friend of Alexander and a friend of
the king”’4. In the later Middle Ages the most frequent distinction was
between the king’s public person and his private will; both the king as a
public person and the concept of the crown might serve as restraints on
the private desires of the king. Royal counsellors swore allegiance to the
king as well as to the Crown and were assumed to be “obliged to protect
the Crown even against the king. King and Crown no longer were the
same thing”’7>. The king was only guardian of the Crown, and the Crown
was always in the position of a minor’¢. In English political thought the
King’s body politic was first and foremost the King in Parliament.
Fiction or not, it was powerful enough for Parliament to summon “in the
name and by the authority of Charles I, King body politic, the armies
which were to fight the same Charles I, king body natural”’.

The idea that monarchs were “mixed persons” can easily be found in me-
dieval Russian thought, but it is hard to find someone espousing the idea
of one side restraining the other. One of its best known representatives,
TIosif Volockij, has a bad reputation with those who look for forces of
freedom and abhor autocracy in Russian history. Citing his

74 Ernst H. Kantorowicz, The King’s Two Bodies: A Study in Medieval Political Theo-
logy, Princeton 1957, p. 498.

73 Ibid., p. 360.

76 Ibid., p. 377.

771bid., p. 21.
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pronouncement that the prince “by nature” is like other men, “by his
power, however, he is like God (podoben vySnemu Bogu)”’8, they see
him as ideologically preparing autocracy. The question is whether this
differs much from the Western European or Byzantine versions of the
duality of kings, whether it really is “a purely eastern perception of the
tsar”7® and amounts to “a pure deification of the tsar’s person8. Even if
Iosif after 1503 finally arrives at what D’jakonov calls “a theory of
theocratic absolutism”, there remains a reservation (sderzka), in that he
tries to place the authority of the clergy higher than that of the state
power, “ne buduci uveren v ee stojkosti”. And the faithful Josephite, the
Metropolitan Daniil, adds the same reservation in his lesson (slovo) on
obedience to the power: people should obey only “Boxue nosenenue
TBOpSILLMM”, because “no 3akoHy Boxuto HayanbcTBO UM ecThb’, and if
the powers command us [to do] something “Bae Bosu ['ocnonnu |[...], ma
He mociyiuaem ux’8l.

Most medieval political theory, in the West as well as in the East,
worked with analogies between the heavenly kingdom and the subordin-
ated earthly kingdoms, and as God was the ruler in the former he had
installed the kings as rulers in the latter. The analogy in itself permitted
writers to picture the kings as minor earthly gods, and it was perhaps
more a question of style and effective rhetoric than of conceptual change
when some kings actually were so styled. And a most extreme form of
royal self-divinization is that by James VI of Scotland (from 1603 James
I of England), in whose Trew Law of Free Monarchy, published in 1598,
the following statement is found: “The state of monarchy is the supremest
thing upon earth: for kings are not only God’s lieutenants upon earth, and
sit upon God’s throne, but even by God himself they are called Gods%2.

78 Quoted in M. D’jakonov, Viast’ moskovskich gosudarej: Ocerki iz istorii politiceskich
idej drevnej Rusi do konca XVI veka, S.-Peterburg 1889 [Slavistic Printings and
Reprintings 159, The Hague 1969], p. 99. A chronicler quoted from a Greek source
under the year 1175: “EcTbcTBOM 60 3eMHBIM NOOOEH €CTh BCIKOMY Y€JIOBEKY Iiecaps,
BJIACTBIO Ke caHa siko bor” (ibid., p. 41).

79 Tbid., p. 99.

80 G. V. Plechanov, Istorija russkoj obscestvennoj mysli. T. 1 [Socinenija, t. 20]. Moskva
— Leningrad 1925, p. 140.

81 Quoted by D’jakonov, op. cit., pp. 129-30.

82 Quoted in George H. Sabine and Thomas L. Thorson, A History of Political Theory,
Hinsdale (IIl.) 1973, p. 368. I agree with Robert Crummey that this would have “sound-
ed a note of unimaginable blasphemy” to Muscovite minds (“Court Spectacles in Seven-
teenth-Century Russia: Illusion and Reality”, Articles on Russian and Soviet History,
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Iosif’s formulation may be somewhat different from the formulation
of Maksim Grek who has received higher ratings from the historians:
“ILlapp eCcTb >XMBOM M BUUMBbIA OJYyLIEBJIEHHbII O0pa3 caMoro uaps
HeOecHoro83, and this is also more attuned to Western formulations. It
does not, however, seem to imply any human-royal distinction. Nor does
Metropolitan Makarij when he writes of the crowning of Ivan that the ele-
vation of the prince’s power does not make his power more unlimited; on
the contrary, “eiie OoJibllie €€ OrpaHMYEHHE B CMbICJIE HEOOXOAUMOCTU
715t apst 6oJee cTporo coodioaaTh 60XKeCTBeHHbIe 3aKOHBI 34, He is here
expressing an idea which belongs to another tradition, that of divine law as
distinct from positive law. We thus look in vain for ideas which cor-
respond to the restraining of the king’s will that is implied in the concept
of the king’s two bodies®>.

This is particularly clear when we turn to Kurbskij and Ivan. Accord-
ing to B. Ngrretranders, Kurbskij rejects the distinction “between the
Czar with a divine mandate and a human being under God’s guidance. He
recognizes no divine-humane double role8¢. If this is right, it shows that
Kurbskij’s political thought was rather poor, although from a modern
point of view it can be mistaken for a kind of liberalism.

In Ivan there was much vacillating from one extreme to another,
which might give the impression that he harboured several creatures
within himself, but that has nothing to do with the idea of kings as mixed
persons as set forth above. In Ivan it is difficult to discern any duality;
though aware of the divine character of his royal dignity, having received
his throne from God, he refuses to be saddled with anything other than a
human nature. He wants to be a ‘normal’ human being with ‘normal’

1500-1991. Vol. 1: Major Problems in Early Modern Russian History, New York and
London 1992, p. 135).

83 Quoted in Vladimir Ikonnikov, Opyt issledovanija o kul'turnom znacenii Vizantii v
russkoj istorii (1869), [Slavistic Printings and Reprintings 166] The Hague 1970, p. 313.
84 Quoted in Val’denberg, op. cit., p. 289.

85 There is, though, an old idea taken up by Maksim Grek which may be seen as a first
step in the right direction, and that is when he in his definition of an autocrat says that he
should not submit to his passions (in Ikonnikov, op. cit., p. 313). Perfectly lacking such a
concept is Vassian Patrikeev’s scepticism concerning autocracy: What if the monarch is
insane? (cf. Dmitrij TschiZzewskij, Russische Geistesgeschichte, Miinchen 1974, p. 109).
86 Ngrretranders, op. cit., p. 65.
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human weaknesses®’, but one who is endowed by God with the right to
rule over other men without restriction. This is quite to be expected when
we keep in mind the patrimonial tradition.

2.5. The modelling of an autocrat that failed

Ja. S. Lur’e joins Ngrretranders in the opinion that Ivan must have felt
particularly upset by the first accusation in Kurbskij’s letter which was
included already in the way he addressed the tsar: “Ilapto, Gorom
NPENPOCIIABIEHHOMY M CPE/I NPABOCIABHBIX BCEX CBETJIEE SIBUBLUEMYCS,
HbIHE Y€ — 3a IPeXd HAllll — CTaBLIEMy CYMpOTHUBHbIM (TyCTh pas-
yMeeT pa3yMeIOllHil), COBECTh HMMEIOIEMY MPOKasKEHHYIO, KaKOW He
BCTPETHULIb U Yy HApoyioB 6e300xkHbIX 8. To this reproach Ivan returned
ten times and expended the utmost efforts on its refutation, Lur’e
writes??. The examples he gives are in my view not the best ones. I think
we have to consider Ivan’s immediate answer on the first pages of the
letter as the most indicative of his concerns. Kurbskij is blind and unable
to see the truth, he writes: how could he imagine himself worthy of
standing at the throne of the Almighty when it is actually he, together
with his devilish advisors, who has trampled under foot all the holy
things, they who actually have brought him, Ivan, so much suffering by
their snake-like cunning:

BrI Begb CO BpeMeHU MOEN FOHOCTH, MOJOOHO Oecam, OjaroyecTue
U JepxXKaBy, JAHHYIO MHE OT OOra M OT MOUX IPApOAUTEIIEH, 1O
CBOIO BJIACTb 3axBaTWiu. Pa3Be 3TO M €CTb «COBECTb MPOKAXKEH-
Hasi» — JIep>KaTb CBOE LIAPCTBO B CBOMX PYyKax, a CBOMM padam He
laBaTh TOCHOJICTBOBAThL? DTO JIM «[IPOTHUB pa3yMa» — HE XOTETh

87 Some examples: “CopeTyemb Ham To, 4ero cam He fenaeinn! ITo-HaBaTcKM W TO-
(hapucelicku paccyKpaelllb: Mo-HaBaTCKU MOTOMY, YTO TpeOyelllb OT yejoBeKa OOJb-
LIEr0, YeM MO3BOJSET YeJIOBEYECKOro Mpupofa, no-apuceicku xe NoToMy, YTO caM
He fienasi, Tpedyelllb 3TOro OT APYrux’. “...XOTb 51 U HOIIY Mopdupy, HO, OHAKO, 3HAIO,
4TO MO MPUPOJIE 1 TaK K€ MOABEP>KEH HeMOolIaM, KaK U BCe JIIO[U, a He TaK, KaK BbI
epeTHYeCKU MYJPCTByeTe M BEJIMTE MHE CTaTh BhIIIE 3aKOHOB ecTecTBa’ (Perepiska
Ivana Groznogo s Andreem Kurbskim (perevod), otv. red. D. S. Lichacev, Moskva 1981,
p.- 126, p.148).

88 perepiska..., p. 119.

89 Ja. S. Lur’e, “Perepiska Ivana Groznogo s Kurbskim v obs¢estvennoj mysli drevne;j
Rusi”, Perepiska.., p. 227. Cf. Ngrretranders, op. cit., p. 27.
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ObITh TIOJ] BJIACThIO cBouX paboB? U 3TO nu «mpaBociaBue mpec-
BETJIOE» — OBITh MOJI BJIACThIO U B OBMHOBEHUH Yy padoB? [...] A
0 6e3003KHBIX Hapojiax YTo ¥ ToBopuTh! Tam Befb y HUX LJapu CBO-
MMH LIAPCTBAMU HE BJIAJCIOT, @ KaK UM YKaXYT UX MOJJJaHHbIE, TaK
U ynpaBJsitoT. Pycckue ke camojepKibl U3Havyajla caMu BJIQJICIOT
CBOMM TOCYJapCTBOM, a He ux Oosipe u Beabmoku! W aToro B
CBOEH 037100JIECHHOCTH HE CMOT Thl MIOHSTh, CUUTAas1 OJIaro4yecTUueM,
YTOOBI CaMOJIEp>KaBKE MOJNAIO0 NOJ BJIAaCTh BCEM U3BECTHOIO NoMNa
U TMOJ Ballle 3JI0fIefiCKOe yrnpaBjieHre. A 3TO 10 TBOEMY paccyxjie-
HUIO «HEYECTUE», KOIJIA Mbl caMu 00JIaJjaeM BJIACTbIO, JAHHOW HaM
oT 00ra, u He XOTUM OBbITh MOJI BJACTBIO Y MOMNA U BALLIETro 3J10/eM-
cTBa! DTO JIM MBICIUTCSI «COMPOTUBHO», YTO BAIIeMy 3JI00€CHOMY
YMBICITY TOTIa — OOKbEW MUIOCTBIO, U 3aCTYITHUYECTBOM NIPEYMUC-
TO OOropoAuUbl, U MOJMTBAMU BCEX CBSITHIX, U POAUTEIbCKUM
6y1arocioBeHneM — He J1all moryouTth ce6si? CKONbKO 371a 51 Toraa
ot Bac npetepres! O60 BceM 31o[M] mofpoOHee fanbHeidlme cio-
Ba U3BECTAT.

And, indeed, Ivan does inform the reader in abundance about how he was
cut off from power by the boyars as well as the priest Silvestr and Aleksej
Adasev. In his first letter we encounter about twenty times different vari-
ations of the theme of whether it is right for slaves to command their mas-
ter, thinking that they know the better while the master knows nothing, or
whether the slaves have good reason to be morally disgusted when the tsar
decides that he no longer wants to be pushed around by them. Even
thirteen years later, in his second, much shorter letter to Kurbskij, he harps
on the same theme®!. I consider this to be not only a major component of
Ivan’s political thought, but also the overriding subjective factor
motivating him to institute opricnina half a year after the first letter.
“ITocaanue uAERHO MOArOTOBIISIIO NOYBY JIJIl ONPUYHUHBI U €€ TEP-
popa”, writes Skrynnikov and continues: “BosipckoMy CBOEBOJIMIO LIapb
MOXET MPOTUBOCTABUTD JIMILIb TE3UC O HEOTPAaHUYEHHOM CBOEBOJIMU MO-
Hapxa, BBICTYMAIOLIETr0 B POJM BOCTOYHOrO jiecnora. BnacTe MoHapxa
yTBepKjeHa borom u He MOKET ObITb OrpaHUYEHA B NIOJIL3Y O0OSAp WK

90 Perepiska..., p. 125-26.
91 Tbid., pp. 166f.
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Koro Obl TO HM Obuio Apyroro”®?. I think, however, that Skrynnikov
somewhat misses the point. Neither a Western absolutist monarch nor an
Eastern despot would have had the need to divide up the realm; opricnina
is not explained by reference to Eastern despotism, nor by Ivan’s oft-
quoted statement that he is free to reward as well as to execute his
subjects. The really decisive issue is not accessible in terms of the
ideological question of the limiting of the tsar’s power by other agencies.
He may himself have thought sometimes in such terms, but that would be
a quid pro quo. There will always be a natural way of constraining the
excessively wilful nature of monarchs, either by way of counsel and
advice or by the sheer intractability and unmalleable materiality of the
world in which they find themselves. Both factors tend, as Elias has
shown, to enhance their weight with the growing size of the realm and
increasing power of the state. Nobody is to blame for that, although it
might seem to Ivan that some men have deliberately arrogated to
themselves more power than is their due. Moreover, the power increase
which had taken place in Russia would necessitate or simply imply
policies conducive to breaches of traditions and norms. And it was as
such breaches Ivan felt the imagined presumptions and power-seeking of
the boyars and the duma. When the growth of the realm and its power on
the one hand makes the tsar more dependent upon his subordinates, and
on the other hand makes these subordinates carry out tasks that imply
breaches of norms, Ivan considers both their subjective guilt. They have
broken with tradition and transgressed their limits both in relation to
himself and to society.

It is true that Ivan has absorbed ideas of absolute, unlimited kingship
instituted by God, but it looks as if he does not know how to apply them
beyond a rhetorical level. He does not know how to model in practical
terms his role as autocrat according to these ideas: he is culturally as well
as biographically determined not to attain the cultural resourcefulness
which would enable him to understand the necessary qualities of the
relationship between kingship and enhanced state power which are
covered by the maxim: [’Etat, c¢’est moi. He is only able to utter: the state,
it is mine. The first allows for a perception of the monarch as having two

92 Skrynnikov, Velikij gosudar’..., p. 239.
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bodies, the monarch as partly depersonalized, whereas the second places
the monarch indivisibly outside the state, as an owner who always dis-
tinguishes easily between himself (human being with a normal nature
etc.) and his property.

Behind Ivan’s tragic position lies a misconception of autocracy that
is conditioned by the patrimonial outlook on power, which would fit
better in a small appanage principality than in a large, unified state. Ivan
argues his case by drawing on historical analogies, and what
characterizes autocratic power is essentially the same throughout history,
whether in the old Kingdom of Israel, the Roman Empire in the time of
Christ and Paul or in the time of Constantine, or, finally, in Rus’ from the
time of Vladimir. He does not take historical change into account and
believes that autocracy is the best, the natural and the only God-given
form of monarchical power for any country, large or small, at any
historical time. Countries which deviate from this, he thinks of as
godless. He achieves next to nothing when he applies to Russia
Byzantine or Roman models in which the patrimonial outlook was
virtually absent in politics, or ideas from the tiny Israelitic realm two
millennia earlier.

Of all the ideas on autocratic power which he has in his arsenal, there
is, finally, only one left for him to employ (apart from capricious cruelty
and arbitrary violence). After one of the passages where he rejects the ar-
rogant leading lights who would treat him as a stupid and ignorant infant,
he continues: “MpbI ke ynoBaeM Ha 00XKbIO MUJIOCTb, MO0 JOCTUIJIA BO3-
pacrta XpucToBa, 1, IOMUMO OOXKbEW MUJIOCTHA, MUJIOCTA OOTOPOAULBI U
BCEX CBATBHIX, HE HYXK/JAEMCSl HA B KaKUX HACTaBJIEHUSX OT Jtofied, n0o
HE TOJUTCS, BJIACTBYSl HAJl MHOTMMH JIFO[bMU, CIIPALLMBATHL Y HUX COBE-
Ta”%.

It would seem to be a matter of fact that there is a limit to the number
of people one can rule while asking nobody for advice. This last point
was likely to be more important to Ivan than the first one in the

93 Perepiska..., p. 156. This seems to be a variation on an idea expressed by an
“anonymous” iosifljanec that the tsar in performing his divine tasks acts on his own
(edinoli¢no), because “bor He TpeOyeT HM OT KOro-:Ke MOMOILH, Laphb Ke OT €JMHOro
Bora” (quoted in D’jakonov, op. cit., p. 107).
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circumstances in 1564: Reduce the numbers, the amount of work, the
complications, if only he can get away from the offending excellence of
his own subjects, as well as from real or imagined threats to his life.
Simplify the conditions!%4

There was partly a duplication, partly a transferral to opricnina of
state or court chancelleries from zemscina. There was, however, a clear
tendency for what came to belong to opricnina to be related to court
functions and Ivan’s household and personal security, and not to the
business of governing the tsardom at large. If one can speak of institutions
of “big politics”, they remained in their entirety in zemscina®>.

All this is not to say that Ivan severed his links to them; his
assignment of the affairs of his tsardom to the boyars in the zemscina was
to some extent a formal one. As stated already in the ukaz on opricnina,
all the boyars and remaining personnel that were to stay in zemscina, “...
[MBaH] Besiest ObITH MO CBOMM MPUKA30M U YIIPaBy YNHUTH 11O CTApUHE, a
0 OoMX Jesex NPUXOAUTU K 0osipaM; a paTHbIE KaKOBbI OyAyT BECTU
WIM 3€MCKHUE BEIIMKHME Jiejla, U O0SpoM O TeX [eJieX NPUXOJUTH KO
roCyJapio, M rocyjgapb 3 0GOspbl TE€M JICJIOM yNpaBy BEJMUT YMHHUTH O
Ivan, for instance, kept control of important decisions in the Livonian war
and diplomatic exchanges. And he could have his opricnina guard exert

94 There is, as far as I can see, only one scholar who has previously spoken of simplifi-
cation as a possible explanation of opricnina, and that is Ngrretranders. After a short dis-
cussion of some examples of the psychologization of Ivan, he draws on a British
psychiatrist (William Sargant) who pointed out that people who are continually exposed
to ambivalent and stressful situations often react “by simplifying a situation that, in one
way or another, has become intolerably complicated and uncontrollable. The simplifi-
cation may, formulated in religious terms, consist in the individual’s self-surrender, or,
in psychological terms, it may consist in the refusal to participate in the situation in
question” (op. cit., p. 134). Ngrretranders sees Ivan’s introduction of opricnina, “a state
within the state”, as a kind of simplification, in some kind of analogy with the
psychological simplification, of the political situation, by refusing “to take part in a situ-
ation that had grown too complicated for him, and consequently either he had to
disappear or he had to get rid of his adversaries” (p. 135). I agree with him on this point,
but I find that he makes Ivan’s response too rational when he in the subsequent dis-
cussion tends to regard opricnina as an adequate answer to the real problems of
governing and administering Russia.

93 Cf. Veselovskij, op. cit., pp. 558ff.

9 PSRL, t. 13, p. 395.
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pressure and apply terror, that is, have his power felt everywhere in the
country, as he might wish. The old Boyar duma had its status reduced, and
the leading role in it was played by those boyars who were closest to Ivan
and travelled between Moscow and Aleksandrovskaja Sloboda. As Al’Sic
remarks, although perhaps somewhat exaggerating: “BaxkHo, uTto nyma
KaK yupexJieHue mnepecrayia ObITb ‘BBICIIUM OPraHOM rocyiapcTBa’ U
NpeBpaTWjiacb B IOKOPHYIO, HU3LIYIO MO CPaBHEHHUIO C LAPCKUM
ONPHYHBIM NPABUTEIHCTBOM MHCTAHLUIO .

We have seen above that the notion of kings as mixed persons and the idea
of the king’s two bodies were beyond Ivan’s purview of his situation and
his role. But, having been placed in charge of an empire and pushed into a
personally intolerable situation, he reacts by unwittingly creating some-
thing which parallels the division between the “king body politic” and the
“king body natural”. “Ilapp 3axoren B 3eMiMHE ObITH rocyfapeMm, a B
ONPHYHMHE OCTAThCS BOTYMHHUKOM, yleJdbHbIM KHsi3eM ™3, as Kljucevskij
put it. Ivan is unable to give an adequate form to his role as autocrat, ade-
quate that is to a country like Russia in the second half of the 16th century;
instead he goes on to mould his realm to fit the role he is able and willing
to fullfill. Not suspecting that he must see himself as divided, he divides
the country instead. Ideally, one could for a moment contemplate Ivan’s
division of the country as a possible and constructive method for recon-
ciling the political and possessional-patrimonial sides in historical
development, by permitting the body natural to satisfy itself in opricnina,
while the body politic would be born, grow and mature in zemscina, and
both could then slowly grow together in harmony. As it turned out,
however, no body politic was born, whereas the body natural as well as the
country in its entirety came out utterly disfigured.

E-mail: gunnar.opeide @ hum.uit.no

97 Al’sic, op. cit., p. 125.
98 Kljudevskij, op. cit., (lekcija 29), t. 2, p. 185.



