
Journal of Medieval History 34 (2008) 1e22
www.elsevier.com/locate/jmedhist
The year 1009: St Bruno of Querfurt between
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Abstract

This paper deals with the last mission of St Bruno of Querfurt (d.9 March 1009) which has received
controversial treatment from a number of scholars working independently of each other. This state of af-
fairs may be explained not only by reference to different preferences of scholarly research in the countries
of east-central Europe, but also to the fact that the very sources of the martyrdom are rather problematic in
themselves. Our research has shown that accounts produced by Peter Damian or Ademar of Chabannes
must be taken more seriously than was the case up to now, since they provide details that, taken together
with other sources, show that the martyrdom in question caused a mutual rivalry between Polish and
Rus’ian rulers, Boleslaw and Vladimir, for the benefits that might have been derived from St Bruno’s glor-
ious death and possession of his relics. It is also to be emphasised that St Bruno’s last mission was most
promising to the local ruler named Nethimer who received baptism but finally failed to secure the gains of
his new status as a Christian ruler. This tug of war between Polish and Rus’ rulers may, at least in part,
account for the fact that after some initial steps the incipient cult of St Bruno became extinct in their
respective countries and his memory was condemned to the long centuries of virtual oblivion.
� 2007 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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Introduction

By the middle of the eleventh century most of Europe had already been converted to Chris-
tianity but those parts inhabited by the Baltic Slavs, the Balts and some Fino-Ugrians still
remained pagan. The rivalry between the Latin and the Greek Churches had a major impact
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on developments in this field: it engendered different processes of acculturation, which contrib-
uted decisively to the emergence of Catholic and Orthodox Europe. These two halves of Europe
have remained more or less distinct ever since and the interaction between their respective
cultural circles, fluctuating and often overlapping, has helped to shape the modern map
of Europe. This paper is devoted to one such case, the last mission of St Bruno of Querfurt
(d.1009) who was martyred in the easternmost part of potentially Catholic Europe. His ‘in-
roads’ into Rus’, a country that had already opted for obedience to the Church of Constantinople,
deserve more attention than they have so far received. He is a supreme example of a mission-
ary saint and his activities ranged almost from the Baltic to the Black Sea. Yet despite his
activities, let alone his glorious death, he did not receive much praise from his
contemporaries and still less from later generations. His subsequent cult was rather circum-
scribed and was largely forgotten even in Poland, where his mortal remains came, allegedly,
to rest.1 What might account for this state of affairs and why has his heroic death resulted in
a hagiographical damp squib?

Many of the details of Bruno’s life will always remain unknown and even apparently self-
evident truths can be questioned. The relevant sources are ambiguous and liable to different
interpretations, some of them mutually exclusive. Contemporary scholarship on this topic tends
to be fragmented, with historians from various countries working independently of one another.
Hence this paper is intended to run, as it were, along two tracks. On the one hand, it is an
attempt to make sense of the contradictory evidence of long-known sources, while on the other,
it tries to deal with current controversies.

St Bruno of Querfurt is too important a figure to be ignored in any study of missionary
enterprises undertaken in east-central Europe. The most exhaustive biographical study of Bruno
was produced in 1907 by Heinrich G. Voigt,2 and his book remains unsurpassed to this day.
Another excellent study by Reinhard Wenskus3 focuses on Bruno’s political views, but it
does not tackle his martyrdom, the subject of this article.4 Scholars today tend to use the evi-
dence that Bruno gives about his contemporaries (notably St Adalbert), rather than investigating
the last months of our hero’s life in its own right, and this imbalance of scholarly interest makes
our picture of Bruno’s life less complete than it need be.

The sources

The sources that tell us about Bruno’s death come from widely scattered areas and the in-
formation they offer is quite heterogeneous: from a few lines in the Annales Quedlinburgenses5

to the rather lengthy, albeit slightly enigmatic, digression in St Romuald’s Vita composed by
Peter Damian (d.1072).6 The gap in time between the earliest and the latest of these
1 Compare G. Labuda, ‘Inspiracje misyjne ko�scio1a magdeburskiego w dzia1alno�sci chrystianizacyjnej �sw. Wojciecha

i �sw. Brunona z Kwerfurtu’, in: Chrze�scijańskie korzenie: Misjonarze, �swięci, rycerze zakonni (Poznań, 1997), 49e50;

J. Strzelczyk, Apostołowie Europy (Warsaw, 1997), 227.
2 H.G. Voigt, Bruno von Querfurt. Mönch, Eremit, Erzbischof der Heiden und Märtyrer (Stuttgart, 1907).
3 R. Wenskus, Studien zur historisch-politischen Gedankenwelt Bruns von Querfurt (Mitteldeutsche Forschungen 5,

Münster and Köln, 1956).
4 Wenskus, Studien, 196e7.
5 Die Annales Quedlinburgenses (hereinafter Annales Quedlinburgenses), ed. M. Giese (Monumenta Germaniae His-

torica, Scriptores 3, Hannover, 2004), 527.
6 Petri Damian vita beati Romualdi (hereinafter Petri Damian VBR), ed. G. Tabacco (Fonti per la storia d’Italia 94,

Rome, 1957), 56e61.
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contemporary and near-contemporary sources is also considerable, from the composition of the
Annales Quedlinburgenses (which started in c.1007/08 and went on to c.1030)7 and Thietmar of
Merseburg (d.1018)8 to Ademar of Chabannes (d. c.1034) and Peter Damian, who were writing
a generation or so after the event.9 Considerable difficulties also arise when dealing with the
account of Wibert, who claimed to have been Bruno’s companion on his last mission and
been lucky enough to survive, despite being blinded; his account is dated to c.1020 by H. G. Voigt
and survives in an eleventh-century copy.10 Special emphasis must be laid on the fact that these
sources offer different versions of events, making a plausible reconstruction of Bruno’s death
problematic.

These differences may help explain why some of the sources have been preferred over others
by scholars: from quite early on, Thietmar of Merseburg and the Annales Quedlinburgenses have
tended to receive the most credence. Trust in other sources seems to have fluctuated over time.
Peter Damian’s account was favoured in the early twentieth century over that of Wibert. By the
end of the twentieth century, Peter Damian and Wibert seem to have changed places, since the
latter’s account came to be regarded as the only one produced by an eye-witness.11

Least value has tended to be given to Ademar of Chabannes, who was for a long time
regarded as an ‘arch-forger’; indeed, until recently the third and last version of his chronicle
(version C, or Gamma) was believed to be merely a twelfth-century compilation. Although
Karl F. Werner suggested as early as 1965 that Ademar of Chabannes was the true author of
the third version,12 this does not seem to have had a significant impact on the evaluation of
Ademar’s historical writings. Thanks mainly to Richard Landes, we are now much better in-
formed about this prolific medieval writer;13 however, the increase in our knowledge about
Ademar does not, in itself, do much to help us assess the accuracy, or otherwise, of his account
of Bruno’s martyrdom. Peter Damian has a better reputation among historians than Ademar, but
even his account of Bruno’s last mission tends to be seen as rather confused.14 This article will
argue that we should not simply accept this pecking order of sources and that the accounts of
Peter Damian and Ademar of Chabannes have long been underestimated. It will attempt to put
them in their proper place in the reconstruction of Bruno’s martyrdom and its aftershock. The
fact that near-contemporary sources provide quite different accounts of the same event in itself
deserves further investigation.
7 W. Wattenbach and R. Holtzmann, Deutschlands Geschichtsquellen im Mittelalter. Die Zeit der Sachsen und Salier,

Teil 1.: Das Zeitalter des Ottonischen Staates (900e1050), F.-J. Schmale, new edn (Köln and Graz, 1967), 45.
8 Thietmari Merseburgensis episcopi chronicon (hereinafter Thietmari Merseburgensis chronicon), ed. W. Trilmich

(Ausgewählte Quellen zur deutschen Geschichte des Mittelalters 9, Darmstadt, 1960), 344.
9 Ademari Cabannensis opera omnia, vol. 1: Ademari Cabannensis chronicon (hereinafter Ademari Cabannensis

chronicon), ed. P. Bourgain, R. Landes and G. Pon (Corpus Christianorum Continuatio Mediaevalis 129, Turnhout,

1999), 152e3. The third and last recension of Ademar of Chabannes’s chronicle was composed in 1028e29 (See R.

Landes, Relics, apocalypse and the deceits of history: Ademar of Chabannes, 989e1034 (Harvard Historical Studies

117, Cambridge, MA and London, 1995, 219). Peter Damian’s Life of St Romuald is one of the earliest of his writings

that was composed in about 1042 (See F. Dressler, Petrus Damian: Leben und Werk (Studia Anselmiana 34, Rome,

1954), 239.
10 Voigt, Brun, 458. See also A. Rutkowska-P1achcińska, ‘Pasje �swiętych Wojciecha i Brunona z tzw. Kodeksu z

Tegernsee’, Studia �Zródłoznawcze, 40 (2002), 19e20.
11 Labuda, ‘Inspiracje misyjne’, 46.
12 K.F. Werner, ‘Ademar von Chabannes und die Historia pontificum et comitum Engolismensium’, Deutsches Archiv

für Erforschung des Mittelalters, 19 (1963), 319e22.
13 Landes, Relics.
14 I. Wood, The missionary life: saints and the evangelisation of Europe 400e1050 (Harlow, 2001), 239.
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Scholarship to date has focused on the question of where St Bruno was martyred. Although
attempting to locate the exact place of his death is likely to put too great a strain on the available
evidence, it does offer a useful point of departure in trying to establish the value of the source ma-
terial. The Polish medievalist, Janusz Bieniak, was the first scholar to break down the sources into
three groups on the basis of their provenance. He grouped them by place of martyrdom as follows:15

1. The Bavarian version (Wibert): Prussia as the region of the martyr’s death;16

2. The Italian version (Peter Damian): Rus’ which according to Bieniak and others is a corrup-
tion of Prussia;17

3. The Saxon version (represented by Thietmar of Merseburg and the Annales Quedlinbur-
genses): a frontier region between Prussia/Lithuania and Rus’.18

Bieniak concluded, as Voigt had previously, that the Saxon version is the most reliable one.19

The only problem is that the Saxon sources are equivocal as to the place of the martyrdom: for
Thietmar it took place on the frontier between Prussia and Rus’, while for the compiler of the
Annales Quedlinburgenses this was in confinio Rusciae et Lituae.20 Taking this a step further,
scholars have identified this region as Iatwingia,21 or even as the region of modern Suwa1ky d which
is probably a step too far;22 Iatwingia remains the most popular proposed location for Bruno’s
martyrdom.23 However, the Lithuanian scholar Edvardas Gudavi�cius has suggested that the
Annales Quedlinburgenses offer the most precise information about where the martyrdom
took place, and that this was in Lithuania.24 Even though there is a great deal of uncertainty
as to the nature and extent of the Lithuanian polity around the year 1000, a Lithuanian location
for the martyrdom has been taken up by most Lithuanian historians.25 Gudavi�cius departed from
Bieniak in his identification of Lithuania as the likely location for Bruno’s death; to Bieniak, the
expressions ‘PrussianeRus’’ or ‘LithuanianeRus’’ frontier meant much the same.26

Lithuanian scholars have largely accepted the Polish ranking of the sources in locating the
martyrdom,27 and a revised ranking in the light of their modification would be as follows:
15 J. Bieniak, ‘Wyprawa misyjna Brunona z Kwerfurtu a problem Selencji’, Acta Baltico-Slavica, 6 (1969), 189e91.
16 Monumenta Poloniae Historica (hereinafter, MPH ), ed. A. Bielowski, 6 vols (Warsaw, 1960e61), vol. 1, 229e30.
17 See Petri Damian VBR, 56e61.
18 Thietmari Merseburgensis chronicon, 344. Annales Quedlinburgenses, 527.
19 Compare Voigt, Brun, 128 and Bieniak, ‘Wyprawa’, 190e1.
20 Compare Thietmari Merseburgensis chronicon, 344 and Annales Quedlinburgenses, 527.
21 For example J. Tyszkiewicz, ‘Brun z Querfurtu i jego misje’ in: Z dziejów Średniowiecznej Europy Środkowoe

Wschodniej: Zbiór studiów, ed. J. Tyszkiewicz (Fasciculi Historici Novi 2, Warsaw, 1998), 46.
22 F. Lotter, ‘Brun von Querfurt’, Lexikon des Mittelalters, 9 vols (Turnhout, 1980e99), vol. 2, col. 755.
23 For example A. Bialunskis, ‘Šv. Brunono mirties vieta’, Lietuvos istorijos metraštis, 1997 (Vilnius, 1998), 5e20.

L. Palmaitis, ‘Kur �zuvo šventasis Brunonas Bonifacas?’, Kult�uros barai, 1 (2001), 65e9. Different opinions on this

topic are also reported in G. B1aszczyk, Dzieje stosunków polsko-litewskich od czasów najdawniejszych do

współczesno�sc: vol. 1: Trudne początki (Poznań, 1998), 20e4.
24 E. Gudavi�cius, ‘Šv. Brunono misija’, Darbai ir Dienos, 3 (1996), 115; 119. E. Gudavi�cius, ‘Brunonas Kverfurtieties

ir Lietuva’, in: 1009 metai: šv. Brunono Kverfurtie�cio misija, ed. I. Leonavi�ci�ut _e (Vilnius, 2006), 11; 47.
25 See for example A. Bumblauskas, Senosios Lietuvos istorija: 1009e1795 (Vilnius, 2005), 14e21.
26 Compare Bieniak, ‘Wyprawa’, 192.
27 Ademar of Chabannes’s supposed ‘fourth version’, as recently posited by I. Leonavi�ci�ut _e, is not included here.

Leonavi�ci�ut _e deals primarily with formal aspects of the sources, without attempting to reconstruct Bruno’s martyrdom,

and her argument closely follows that of Gudavi�cius; I. Leonavi�ci�ut _e, ‘Šv. Brunono Kverfurtie�cio ciklo šaltiniai’, in:

1009 metai, ed. Leonavi�ci�ut _e, 212e3.
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1. The Saxon version (the Annales Quedlinburgenses and Thietmar);
2. The Bavarian version (Wibert);
3. The Italian version (Damian).

However well-founded this revised ranking may appear, there is no reason to regard it as
definitive. We can almost certainly discount any reservations over the Saxon version, as this
has been shown to be based on accurate accounts. But the situation is not so clear with Wibert
or Peter Damian. According to Bieniak and Gudavi�cius, Wibert’s Bavarian version has Bruno
dying in Prussia, while the Italian-based Peter Damian’s seems to allege that our hero died in
Rus’. Since Wibert appears to be correct, it has been assumed that Damian made an embarrass-
ing mistake by substituting Rus’ia for Prussia: an apparently easy mistake to make. All it took
was for a Latin author to miss out a single character (the notorious ‘p’!) for wholesale contam-
ination of the term to result. Although Bieniak was far from the first to suppose that Peter Dam-
ian mistook Rus’ia for Prussia;28 he seems to have provided this thesis with critical weight and
his argument has been supported by virtually all those who have written on the topic since,29

making this today’s received wisdom.
There is no reason to suppose that medieval scribes were free from errors. However, there is

every reason to wonder whether modern scholars are not running a similar risk of misinterpret-
ing the source material when they make emendations to a text without any variant readings to
support this.30 Damian simply does not provide us with any evidence to suggest that he ‘erro-
neously’ mistook Prussians for ‘Rus’ians’,31 and we therefore cannot take such a mistake for
granted.

Let us start from a very basic question: was Peter Damian right or wrong in placing Bruno’s
death in Rus’ia? We might begin with a simple observation: today when we hear the terms
‘Prussia’ and ‘Russia’ (or Rus’), although they may sound similar, they evoke quite different
things. Would the same not have been true for a medieval clergyman, Damian himself for
example? Can we assume Peter would not have understood the difference between the Prus-
sians and the Rus’? After all, the former were notorious for the death they had inflicted on
St Adalbert, and Damian refers to them as gentiles; the Rus’, on the other hand, seem to
have been good Christians in his eyes.32 Although these remarks may be self-evident, they
remind us that it was as unlikely as it was likely that Peter would make such a mistake.

Peter Damian refers explicitly to Rus’ on only two occasions: cum Bonifatio viro clarissimo,
quem nunc felicissimum martirem se habere Russiana gloriatur ecclesia and cumque ad regem
Russorum vir venerabilis pervenisset.33 Strictly speaking, these references are not to Rus’ as
a territorial entity, nor do they refer to the same things. However, what they do have in common
is a ‘Rus’ element’, a shorthand term for the references to Rus’ as they appear in the texts of
Damian and Ademar of Chabannes.34 The second reference (cumque ad regem russorum) has
received more attention in the Prussia-Rus’ debate, while the first has gone largely unheeded;
28 For example Voigt, Brun, 126; B. Ia. Ramm, Papstvo i Rus’ v XeXV vekakh (Moscow and Leningrad, 1959), 52.
29 See for example J. Karwasińska [A word in discussion], Acta BalticoeSlavica, 6 (1969), 250.
30 See for example D. S. Likhachev, Tekstologiia na materiale Russkoj literatury XeXVII vv. (Moscow, 1962), 17.

P. Suba�cius, Tekstologija. Teorijos ir praktikos gair _es (Vilnius, 2001), 258.
31 See Petri Damian VBR, 58.
32 Petri Damian VBR, 54: Russiana gloriatur ecclesia.
33 Petri Damian VBR, 54 and 58.
34 Petri Damian VBR, 54, 58 and Ademari Cabannensis, 31, 152e3.
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the reader was perhaps expected to understand its ‘legendary’ character without asking ‘awk-
ward’ questions. Bieniak implies that the expression ad regem russorum refers to Rus’ as a ter-
ritorial unit:35 however, such an identification seems too neat when dealing with this early
period of Rus’ history. Are we to take it for granted that where there is a rex russorum, there
must also be Rus’ territory? For example, in the 970s when Prince Sviatoslav settled at the
mouth of the Danube, can we extend the territorial meaning of Rus’ to that area without qual-
ification? The same may be asked of the princedom of Tmutorokan: was it on Rus’ soil, or was
it a Rus’ strongpoint on another ruler’s territory, or even on no man’s land?

Despite the fact that the term rex russorum is rather vague d certainly much vaguer than
some scholars are ready to admit d there has been a persistent belief that Peter Damian
was talking, albeit mistakenly, about Rus’ as a territorial entity.36 It has been suggested that
beneath the skin of the rex russorum there really lurked a Prussian, Iatwingian, or, more
recently, a Lithuanian potentate, and Wibert has generally been called upon to adjudicate in
this somewhat delicate situation. The received wisdom suggests that if Bruno died in Prussia,
he must have spent some time with one of the local rulers, whether Prussian or Iatwingian: the
idea that a foreign ruler may also have been at large in Prussia or Iatwingia has not been given
serious consideration, and the same goes for those who argue that Bruno’s martyrdom occurred
on Lithuanian territory. There is also the tendency to accept hagiographical accounts too liter-
ally in terms of attempting to uncover the beginnings of Lithuania, a tendency that has recently
been contested quite successfully by Rasa Ma�zeika.37

As noted above, there is no variant reading of rex russorum, and Damian knew the Prussians
only as gentiles,38 both facts which call into question modern emendations that try to make the
medieval text more understandable to contemporary readers, possibly at the expense of its in-
tegrity. This suspicion becomes even more pronounced when one considers that Peter Damian
was talking about the Church in Rus’, a church which is proud of the most glorious martyr
St Bruno of Querfurt. One can hardly imagine that in this case Peter Damian would have
been thinking about the Prussians;39 rather, he may be assumed to have had the Rus’ in mind.

After this critical survey of the received wisdom on the Prussia-Rus’ debate it seems worth
trying to uncover the real message in Damian’s text. Looking at the text ab initio, it appears far
more coherent if one takes both ‘Rus’ elements’ to actually signify Rus’. But to ensure this con-
clusion does not distort the facts, we should consult the other relevant sources.

There is good reason to believe that Bruno set out on his last missionary journey from
Gniezno, where the Polish ruler Boleslaw the Brave (992e1025) held court.40 Bruno indicated
the direction of his travel d towards Prussia d in his well-known letter to Henry II, king of the
Germans.41 Damian’s account indicates that Bruno did indeed reach the Prussians, as he is said
35 Bieniak, ‘Wyprawa’, 190.
36 Bieniak, ‘Wyprawa’, 190.
37 R. Ma�zeika, ‘Probleme der ersten urkundlichen Erwähnung Litauens und der Interpretation der biographischen

Quellen des heiligen Bruno’, in: Lietuvos krikš�cion_ejimas Vidurio Europos kontekste ¼ Die Christianisierung Litauens
im mitteleuropäischen Kontext (Vilnius, 2005), 86e100.

38 Bieniak, ‘Wyprawa’, 57.
39 Some Polish historians’ difficulty in accepting the ‘Rus’ elements’ in Bruno’s martyrdom may be exemplified by

A. Bielowski’s comments in the MPH on the passage under consideration. His opinion that Russiana may refer to

the island of Rügen (see MPH, vol. 1, 327) is highly unlikely, bearing in mind that Rügen was a pagan stronghold

well into the twelfth century.
40 Voigt, Brun, 127.
41 MPH, vol. 1, 225.
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to have passed through the lands of those pagans who were well-aware of the martyrdom of
St Adalbert.42 Bruno’s inflamatory sermons convinced the heathens that he was eager to earn
the martyr’s palm. On this occasion, however, they refrained from killing the missionary and
let him move on. They were reportedly afraid of the miracles his martyrdom might trigger, as
had been the case after Adalbert’s death.43 Thus Bruno was compelled to advance ever deeper
inland and eastwards, until he finally arrived at Damian’s rex russorum. Thietmar’s account con-
firms that his journey covered a comparatively broad swathe of land.44 In any case, Bruno
reached the border regions near Rus’, where he stayed for a while before finally meeting his
violent death. It is not impossible that Bruno arrived in the presence of a rex russorum d one
with no clear political attachment, living in some vaguely-defined frontier area d and there
is no absolute contradiction between Damian’s account on the one hand, and those of Thietmar
and Annales Quedlinburgenses on the other; rather, these sources may even support each other at
some points.

At this point, we should consider the work of those Russian scholars who have worked on
Russo-German relations around 1000, and particularly that of Aleksandr V. Nazarenko, whose
interpretation of Bruno’s martyrdom offers a major challenge to the received wisdom of the
Polish and Lithuanian scholars outlined above.45 The exact place of Bruno’s death, so promi-
nent in Polish and Lithuanian historiography, is of less concern to Nazarenko and he collates
the accounts of Ademar of Chabannes, Peter Damian and Wibert without favouring one over
the other. There is strength and novelty in such an approach: far from seeing Bruno’s martyr-
dom as an everyday story in the life of Baltic folk visited by a missionary from another world,
Nazarenko’s views the whole episode as an echo from the time of Prince Iaropolk of Kiev
(972e78). In his opinion, the descriptions of Rus’ to be found in Peter Damian or Ademar
of Chabannes relate to Iaropolk’s supposed baptism.46 Nazarenko accepts the dating of Bruno’s
death to 1009, to be found in both Thietmar and the Annales Quedlinburgenses, but d apart
from the murder d he associates the rest of Damian and Ademar’s accounts with the supposed
German missionary activities in Kiev during Iaropolk’s reign some 30 years before. Although
right to criticise the earlier historiography which underestimated Ademar of Chabannes,47 and
despite containing some acute observations, Nazarenko’s picture is highly speculative. It also
stretches the facts: we are asked to accept that the various texts recounting Bruno’s martyrdom
somehow simultaneously record events that occurred 30 years apart and that, although Bruno
was martyred in 1009, the rest of the accounts depict the situation in Rus’ under Iaropolk.

Nazarenko has published his views of Bruno’s martyrdom over the last 20 years, and to
judge from the lack of critical engagement to date, they appear to have been quite favourably
received by Russian historians. One of his justifications for seeing a 30 year-old shadow
42 Petri Damian VBR, 58.
43 Petri Damian VBR, 58.
44 Thietmari Merseburgensis chronicon, 344: ad Pruciam pergens, steriles hos agros semine divino studuit fecundare;

. Tunc in confinio predictae regionis et Rusciae cum predicaret, primo ab incolis prohibetur et plus euangelizans ca-

pitur deindeque amore Christi . mitis ut agnus decollatur. The sense of covering the distance from Prussia towards

Rus’, visible in Thietmar and even more in Peter Damian, is virtulally absent in Wibert (Compare MPH, vol. 1,

229: Brunus . cum suis capellanis ambulavit Prusciam . Quando patriam intravimus statim ante regem ducti fuimus.
45 A.V. Nazarenko, Drevniaia Rus’ na mezhdunarodnykh putiakh. Mezhdisciplinarnye ocherki kul’turnych, torgovykh,

politicheskikh sviazei IXeXII vekov (Moscow, 2001), 339e61.
46 Nazarenko, Drevniaia Rus’, 351. Although Nazarenko was not the first to advance this theory (see references for

further literature in his own Drevniaia Rus’ 345), his is the most recent account and it seems worth discussing in detail.
47 Nazarenko, Drevniaia Rus’, 356.
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enveloping St Bruno is a scene depicted in Peter Damian’s account of three brothers at odds;
Nazarenko claims that this bears a striking resemblance to a similar scene from the Russian
Primary Chronicle in which Sviatoslav’s sons Iaropolk, Vladimir and Oleg were embroiled
in fratricidal strife.48 After the death of their father Sviatoslav in 972, his sons Iaropolk and
Oleg came to rule over Kiev and the land of the Derevlians respectively. Some time later a clash
between two hunting parties occured after which Iaropolk was provoked into attacking his
brother with armed forces. Oleg’s men were defeated and he himself was found dead in a ditch
under the corpses.49 This scene is a far cry from that described by Peter Damian in which a frat-
ricidal murder occured when one brother refused to be baptised and was killed for that by
another brother. The Primary Chronicle shows that Vladimir finally won the upper hand in
his fight against Iaropolk, while Peter Damian’s account shows that it was rex, an alleged Iar-
opolk, who showed his mercy to the repentant killers of St Bruno.50 There is no need to mul-
tiply such dissimilarities since it is already quite clear how dissimilar these scenes really are.
Some semblance is no proof for their identity. Despite all this, the conjecture advanced by
A. V. Nazarenko has been supported by Jukka Korpela;51 but the Russian Church historian
Makarii (d. 1882) saw no similarities between Damian’s story and any episode in Vladimir’s
life,52 and to present the future St Vladimir as Bruno’s repentant killer is to impute considerable
distortion to Damian. Even the paralysis that, according to Damian, afflicted Bruno’s assassins,
and Vladimir’s blindness before his baptism, do not offer convincing grounds for identifying
Damian’s rex russorum with Iaropolk of Kiev.53 Nazarenko’s argument that Wibert’s rex,
Nethimer nomine, who accepted baptism after St Bruno had emerged victorious from the trial
by fire, is a variant of the name Vladimir only goes to show how strongly he is committed to
placing Bruno’s martyrdom back in the era of Iaropolk.54 Nazarenko’s argument rests largely
on the view that Peter Damian’s account is of undoubtedly legendary character,55 but if we
follow his argument, we have to assume that Damian simply did not know what he was talking
about. On the contrary, the biographer of St Romuald believed himself to be telling the truth
about Bruno’s death, even while expressing it stereotypically,56 and it is hard to swallow
Nazarenko’s argument that Damian was unconsciously passing down to us obscure reminis-
cences of Iaropolk’s supposed baptism.

So far we have mostly dealt with assumptions which are far from self-evident. There appears
to be no compelling reason to suppose that Damian’s rex russorum is in fact a wrongly-labelled
Prussian potentate. Nor does Nazarenko convince us that Damian’s account depicts events other
than those which the author claims to depict d the circumstances surrounding Bruno’s death
48 Nazarenko, Drevniaia Rus’, 342.
49 Povest’ vremennykh let (hereinafter PVL), ed. D. S. Likhachev, 2 vols (Moscow and Leningrad, 1950), vol. 1, 53e4.
50 Petri Damian VBR, 60.
51 J. Korpela, Prince, saint and apostle. Prince Vladimir Svjatoslavi�c of Kiev, his posthumous Life, and the religious

legitimization of the Russian Great Power (Veröffentlichungen des Osteuropa-Institutes München, Reihe: Geschichte

67, Wiesbaden, 2001), 77.
52 Makarii (Bulgakov), Istoriia Russkoi Tserkvi, vol. 2: istoriia Russkoi Tserkvi v period sovershennoi zavisimosti ee ot

Konstantinopol’skogo patriarkha (988e1240) (Moscow, 1995, repr.), 119e20.
53 Nazarenko, Drevniaia Rus’, 373e5.
54 Nazarenko, Drevniaia Rus’, 374e5.
55 A.V. Nazarenko, ‘Rus’ i Germaniia v 70-e gody X veka’, Russia Mediaevalis, 6:1 (1987), 67.
56 Petri Damian VBR, 60: Verumtamen ego si de hoc mirabili viro cuncta, quę dici veraciter possunt, virtutum dona

referre temptarem, deficeret forsitan lingua non deficiente materia.
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and martyrdom; indeed, doubt has been cast on Damian’s overall ability to concoct legends and
distort events beyond recognition.57 Even the short interval between the martyrdom and Dam-
ian’s account helps to cast doubt on a wholesale remoulding of events at the expense of the
truth.58 The presence of the ‘Rus’ element’ in such diverse authors as Peter Damian and Ade-
mar of Chabannes makes it hard to believe that both committed much the same mistake d that
of unconsciously referring to Iaropolk and his times, yet without making any clear reference to
Rus’ in the 970s. And the similarities between Wibert’s account and that of Damian, noted long
ago,59 make it all the more unlikely that Wibert perpetrated a comparable error in mistaking
Nethimer for Vladimir. It must also be stressed that these three accounts are near-contemporary
to the events they describe, militating in favour of minimal distortion, since this usually in-
creases over time. Moreover they are quite independent of one other, and no sound textual
link can be established between them. All of which leads us to look again at the texts.
Death in no man’s land

As we have already established earlier in this article, although our sources do not indicate
a clear-cut location for St Bruno’s death, most point in the direction of Rus’. The problems
related to the term Rus’ are well-known,60 but ninth- and tenth-century Latin, Greek and Arabic
sources speak of the Rus as Norsemen who from the 850s began to tighten their grip on the
trade routes across eastern Europe. It is easier to show the emerging Rus’ centres than to
draw borders, for this was a political entity ‘on the move’, stretching along the rivers and laying
claims to surrounding territories.61 Thus the term Rus’ could designate territory which had
already come under Riurikid rule or which lay within their sphere of interest. We must bear
in mind the volatile and expanding nature of the early Rus’ polity when trying to characterise
the place of St Bruno’s martyrdom. And this is exactly what has been missing in scholarly
debate over Bruno’s death: it has been wrongly assumed that early Rus’ was well-defined,
with the implication that there was something akin to a frontier between Rus’ on the one
hand and Prussia or Lithuania on the other.

However, a more pertinent question is surely whether Lithuanian territory lay in the Rus’
sphere of interest around 1000. The borders between the newly-emerging polities of Poland
and Rus’ were in reality far from clear in this period, and yet their very proximity prompted
57 See W. Franke, Romuald von Camaldoli und seine Reformtätigkeit zur Zeit Ottos III (Berlin, 1913), 6e7. For dif-
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1991), 365e75.
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59 Voigt, Brun, 11; Bieniak, ‘Wyprawa’, 189.
60 See G. Schramm, ‘Gentem suam Rhos vocari dicebant’, in: Ostmitteleuropa. Berichte und Forschungen (Stuttgart,
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Rus’ bis zum Tode von Vladimir Monomah (Studia Historica Jyväskyläensia 54, Jyväskylä, 1995), 34e5; S. Franklin and
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both ruling elites to try and settle the border question.62 That this process was under way can be
seen from Vladimir’s campaigns against the Cherven’ towns in 980, and against the Iatwingians
in the following year; and one may note Boleslaw’s involvement in Rus’ affairs in the second
decade of the eleventh century.63 The early twelfth-century Rus’ Primary Chronicle sheds light
on how Lithuania was perceived from Kiev, listing Lithuanians as among the various tribes who
paid tribute to Rus’ princes;64 although composed over a century after Bruno’s death, the
Chronicle may well be accurately recording the fact that tribute was paid by Lithuanians to
the Rus’ from much earlier times.65 It should also be noted that tributary dependence was some-
what nominal, as continued resistance was offered by the tribes in question,66 and this enumer-
ation of tribute-paying tribes should probably be seen more as a declaration of territorial claims
than a reliable excerpt from the accountancy ledger. No matter how easily or otherwise the Rus’
were able to implement such claims, Lithuania found itself placed in this sensitive situation
between Poland and Rus’.

Unlike the Lithuanians, the Prussians do not feature in the Chronicle’s far-reaching enumera-
tion of the tribes. Although this may be purely accidental, it deserves further consideration. The
Chronicle enumerates such Baltic tribes as the Semigalians and even the Curonians on the Baltic
coast, who seem largely to have escaped any Rus’ interference from the east. Given the sweeping
nature of the Rus’ princes’ claims, and the fact that the Prussians were no different from the other
Baltic tribes listed by the Chronicle, their absence from the list of the tribute-payers may well in-
dicate that they did not pay tribute to Rus’, but also that they remained outside the Rus’ sphere of
influence. This may partly have been due to the distance separating them from undisputedly
Rus’ territory. But on the other hand, they were close to Poland and seem to have come within
the Polish sphere of interest from a fairly early date.67 The martyrdom of St Adalbert further
strengthened Polish claims to convert the Prussians to Christianity, and it seems quite probable
that Kiev took note of these Polish claims to take the lead in missionary activities in Prussia.
But where did Boleslaw see the eastern border of Prussia as being drawn? To shed light on this
question, we must turn to the Saxon version and its sources of information.

On the issue of how the Germans learned about Bruno’s martyrdom, Bieniak has plausibly
suggested that this may have occurred in 1010 when Walthard, then provost of Magdeburg,
journeyed to Boleslaw’s court for peace talks;68 the information would have passed via
62 See for example J. Shepard, ‘Otto III, Boleslaw Chrobry and the ‘‘happening’’ at Gniezno, A.D. 1000: some possible
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coviensia, 3 (2001), 35.
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Walthard to Thietmar of Merseburg, and also to the authors of the Annales Quedlinburgenses
and the now lost Liber Gestorum of St Bruno of Querfurt.69 This implies that the Saxon version
contains the Polish court’s interpretation of, and location for, the martyrdom. Given the close
link between secular politics and missionary activity in the early eleventh century,70 we should
not be surprised if the placing of Bruno’s martyrdom was not a mere exercise in geography, but
was also charged with a message: Bruno died as far to the east as the Polish ruler’s missionary
influence could reasonably be claimed. In the context of Boleslaw’s expansionist policies,
Bieniak would seem to be correct in his assertion that the border between Prussia and Rus’,
or between Rus’ and Lithuania, means much the same.71

Bieniak has also observed that the Poles regarded the Lithuanians and other Baltic tribes as part
of Prussia.72 Polish indifference to the precise tribal differentiations among the Balts was probably
not so much the result of poor geographical knowledge, as a conscious standpoint adopted by the
ruling elite. Such indifference was beneficial to the Polish court: if Lithuanian territory was re-
garded as part of Prussia, it would have had a similar missionary status in the eyes of the Polish
court. Whether such claims were accepted by others is a different question and we may suppose
that Vladimir the Great would have disagreed with such an ‘expansionist’ view of Prussia.

Peter Damian’s sources for Bruno’s martyrdom are more difficult to identify. The most
convincing suggestion is that Damian received his information from the hermits within St Romuald’s
circle.73 To date, though, less attention has been paid to the question of where the hermits
received their information from. The ‘Rus’ element’ in Damian’s text (noted earlier) and his
distinctive description of the deep spiritual joy felt by the Church in Rus’ at St Bruno’s glorious
martyrdom, suggest the information may have originated from a Rus’ princely and ecclesias-
tical milieu. It is hard to believe that the Polish court, with its own clear-cut agenda, would
have dwelt on the Rus’ spiritual joy. The hermits’ detachment from daily political life, as dem-
onstrated by their refusal to cooperate with Boleslaw in his attempts to receive a crown from the
Pope, would suggest that any information received would have been passed on to Damian in
much the same form as it had been presented to them by the Rus’, without any Polish medi-
ation. Moreover, the absence of any mention of the border ‘issue’ which features so promi-
nently in the Saxon version, and Damian’s reference to a certain rex russorum, both imply
that we are dealing here with the Rus’ view of events surrounding Bruno’s last mission. It
implies that the martyrdom took place on territory that must be viewed as potentially Rus’.

The idea that Vladimir might have entertained hopes, similar to those of Boleslaw, of Bruno’s
last mission has tended to be overlooked, although it has also been suggested that Bruno obtained
his information on the Baltic tribes d and on the Lithuanians in particular d from Rus’.74 It is
well known that around 1008 Bruno’s missionary activities among the Pechenegs were carried
69 Bieniak, ‘Wyprawa’, 189e90.
70 Mayke de Jong noted that the Christian/pagan frontier separating ‘us’ from ‘them’ was there in order to be tran-
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out with Vladimir’s help, and it is therefore unlikely that Vladimir would have been totally indif-
ferent to Bruno’s subsequent mission.75 The ‘Rus’ element’ in Ademar of Chabannes’ account
may also support the idea that Vladimir had an interest in Bruno’s last mission.

As noted earlier, Ademar of Chabannes’ reputation among historians has generally been
poor. Although recent attempts to rehabilitate him have led to his testimony being taken
more seriously, we should still be wary of accepting all that he tells us. Ademar’s basic bio-
graphical details about Bruno of Querfurt are flawed d often referring to his namesakes Bruno
of Augsburg (d. c.1024e29) and Bruno-Prunward of the late tenth century d and in contrast to
the other near-contemporary versions, he claims that Bruno’s killers were Pechenegs (Pince-
nati).76 However, seeing that Ademar believed the murderers of both Adalbert and Bruno to
have come from the same stock, Pincenati could be a corruption of the term for the Prussians.

We should also treat with care Ademar’s assertion that the Rus’ redeemed Bruno’s relics:
this statement has usually been discounted, as it contradicts Thietmar’s version of the story.
According to Thietmar, it was Boleslaw who paid for the recovery of the remains of Bruno
and his companions,77 a line which has been followed by most scholars, even though no evi-
dence has been found of Bruno’s burial on Polish soil, nor is there any credible local tradition
connected with this.78 Indeed, even Thietmar expresses no more than the hope that Boleslaw
and his family would receive future beneficial intercession from the newly-martyred Bruno.
St Bruno could well have interceded for heavenly protection without delay, and Thietmar’s ten-
tative hope implies a somewhat formulaic narration of events, based on what might be expected
to have happened after the martyr’s body was recovered from the pagans, rather than on actual
events. We may only speculate that both Boleslav and Vladimir may have believed that they
recovered the relics of St Bruno, but we are on a much safer ground to tell that the claims
to possession of the relics betray a vested interested on the part of both of them.

Ademar adds greatly to an emerging picture of Polish-Rus’ rivalry over the credit for
Bruno’s last mission. This is well-illustrated by Ademar’s account of a Greek bishop who
post paucos dies arrived to convert that part of the country untouched by Bruno.79 Maybe
Ademar’s details are too colourful for comfort, yet his information is not wholly incompatible
with Damian’s statement that the Church in Rus’ continued to venerate Bruno. So perhaps even
Ademar’s Greek bishop is not a totally fictional character: there is no reason to suppose that
those Greek prelates who travelled to Rus’ in order to baptise its people80 sat idly by in the
face of activity from a missionary of the calibre of Bruno of Querfurt. It has recently been noted
that Vladimir most probably supported missionary work both inside and outside Rus’: yester-
day’s pagan becoming today’s missionary in dealing with other pagans.81 There is also indirect
evidence that Vladimir’s wife Anna, who was still alive in 1009, may have played a prominent
part in spreading and strengthening the faith in her adopted country.82 The circumstances
75 A.P. Vlasto, The entry of the Slavs into Christendom (Cambridge, 1970), 275.
76 Ademari Cabannensis chronicon, 152e3. Compare also Nazarenko, Drevniaia Rus’, 347. Ademar’s use of Pincen-
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77 Thietmari Merseburgensis chronicon, 344.
78 See Voigt, Brun, 127e8.
79 Ademari Cabannensis chronicon, 153.
80 Histoire de Yahya-ibn-Sà €ıd d’Antioche, continuateur de Sà €ıd-ibn-Bitriq, fasc. II, [edited and translated into French
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82 Shepard, ‘Otto III’, 33.
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surrounding the death of Bruno appear to illustrate the rivalry between the western and eastern
Churches, a phenomenon previously observed elsewhere.83

Rus’-Mediterranean-Aquitaine

St Bruno of Querfurt’s story appears in the final (third) version of Ademar of Chabannes’s
chronicle, which was composed around 1028e29.84 Although this account predates that of
Peter Damian, the latter is more reliable. As noted above, Ademar makes some obvious mis-
takes regarding Bruno, but he includes some original and not-so-original information that
strikes the same pro-Rus’ note as Damian does. The editors of Ademar’s chronicle believed
that his information about Bruno may have come from a German traveller,85 possibly on the
assumption that it came together with the information Ademar offers about Emperor Otto
III. However, this does not explain the complete absence of any ‘Rus’ element’ in the German
versions of Bruno’s life, and it seems safer to suppose that Ademar drew on more variegated
and distant sources for his information about Bruno.

Ademar seems to have received news about goings-on in places as far-flung as the Levant,
Byzantium and Bulgaria, most probably passed on to him by two Greek monks visiting
Aquitaine from Sinai, Symeon and Cosmas.86 He may even have had access to information un-
known to other western sources, possibly passed on by travellers from the east, or by those with
eastern connections (be they with Byzantium or Rus’). There would appear to have been more
long-distance travelling in the early medieval Mediterranean than has previously been sup-
posed, judging by a variety of Latin, Greek, Church Slavonic, Hebrew and Arabic sources,87

and although contacts between east and west were more casual than regular, they were by
no means negligible in the tenth and eleventh centuries.88 Moreover, the increase in pilgrimage
activities evident from the early eleventh century on89 implies a corresponding increase in in-
formation circulating around the Mediterranean in this period, making the suggestion that news
about Bruno’s martyrdom travelled to Italy and southern France by way of Rus’ a distinct
possibility.

St Bruno of Querfurt’s virtual oblivion in Poland and Rus’

Although the echoes of Bruno’s death resounded as far away as Italy and south-west France,
with one exception they left no (written) trace in Poland and Rus’. Given that Boleslaw and
Vladimir both met Bruno, and both hoped to gain something from his last mission, why did
Bruno fall into almost total oblivion in their respective countries? Bruno’s absence from our
83 Consider for example the case of Moravia or Bulgaria in the ninth century (Vlasto, Entry of the Slavs). See also
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Rus’ sources may simply reflect their general tendency to downplay contacts with the west. It
would be more surprising to find mention of Bruno in the Rus’ Primary Chronicle than not to
see him there: a clear case of damnatio memoriae.

This need not invalidate Damian’s claim that Bruno was venerated in Rus’ as late as the 1040s:
the Latin and Greek Churches were still formally one Church until 1054, and even after then, the
schism between them did not gain immediate and universal acceptance. There are examples of
eastern Christian monks apparently quite at home in the west, and their Latin counterparts were
probably not totally unacceptable to Orthodox believers. Indeed, Bruno’s own biography helps
illustrate the point: his monastic vows were taken at SS Alexius and Boniface at Rome, a meeting-
ground for western and eastern monasticism, and his appreciation of the eremitic way of life of St
Neilos or St Romuald would in all likelihood have stood him in good stead in his dealings with
the eastern clergy. Bruno must have received some authorisation from the metropolitan of Kiev
for his mission to the Pechenegs in 100890 and the ecclesiastical authorities certainly did not re-
strain Bruno from his missionary journey to the most savage pagans. It is also significant that
Bruno held Vladimir in very high regard. All this helps to make Damian’s account of the spiritual
joy of the Rus’ Church at Bruno’s martyrdom more credible. The presence in Rus’ of western
saints’ cults unknown in Greek Orthodox lands, also helps substantiate the idea that Bruno could
have enjoyed veneration from the Rus’ Orthodox Church before 1054.

It goes without saying that Bruno’s western background would not have been a disadvantage
in Polish eyes and it is therefore all the more surprising that only one local medieval source
mentions his martyrdom: the Cracow Chapter Annals.91 A number of scholars have tried to ex-
plain what appears to be an anomaly d if, that is, one accepts that Boleslaw arranged for the
burial of Bruno’s earthly remains in Poland. One explanation has been the calamities that befell
Poland after Mieszko II’s reign (1025e33). After pillaging the sanctuary at Gniezno, the
Czechs seized the relics of St Adalbert and the Five Brothers and took them back to Prague.
Given that Gniezno contained Adalbert’s remains, it might be thought the most likely burial
place for Bruno, too, for he had consciously followed in Adalbert’s footsteps. However, the
Czechs’ failure to find Bruno’s remains in Gniezno casts further doubt on the theory that Bruno
had ever been buried on Polish soil. Attempts to place his burial at Mogilno are highly
speculative, without any trustworthy written source and relying as they do on contradictory
interpretations of the architectural remains.92 One suspects that the mystery of Bruno’s relics
will only be solved if an archaeological find brings indisputable evidence to light.

Bruno’s posthumous fate is intimately linked to his relationship with Boleslaw. Wenskus
highlighted the virtual absence of any trace of Bruno in Poland, and suggested this might be
the result of some quarrel between Boleslaw and Bruno on the eve of the martyr’s last mis-
sion.93 This suggestion has been dismissed as ‘utterly fanciful’,94 revealing the strength of
the long-standing Polish tendency to idealise the relationship between saint and ruler. Based
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in part on an exaggerated contrast between the policies and style of rulership of Otto III and of
Henry II,95 this picture is also founded on Bruno’s criticism of Henry, and most importantly, on
his praise for Boleslaw.96 Bruno’s laudatory tone has led many scholars to disregard the
qualifications that are to be found in his letter to Henry II, as Wenskus has shown quite con-
vincingly.97 And we must bear in mind that although the letter shows Bruno’s views on Bole-
slaw, they are certainly no mirror of Boleslaw’s opinion of Bruno.

Opinion on this issue today is no less sharply divided than it was in previous years, and
recent studies continue to depict Bruno as a pliable tool in Boleslaw’s hands.98 The height
of this tendency to paint Bruno as pro-Polish have been claims that he was, in fact, the second
Polish metropolitan-bishop mentioned so enigmatically by Gallus Anonymus.99 A more
balanced view, portraying Bruno of Querfurt as a missionary bishop with no jurisdictional at-
tachment to any ecclesiastical province, is probably nearer the truth.100 It is an indisputable
fact that Bruno received his pallium from Archbishop Tagino of Magdeburg in 1004, with Henry
II’s approval, and this would seem to show Bruno’s respect for the missionary claims of this
Saxon metropolitan.101 Indeed, Korpela has recently suggested that Bruno’s activities were
so pro-German and pro-Rus’ as to make him Henry II’s agent, intent on striking an anti-
Boleslawian alliance with the Rus’ ruler Vladimir the Great:102 he goes so far as to implicate
the Poles in Bruno’s death, the murder only later being pinned on pagan scapegoats.103

Although no evidence can be found in our near-contemporary sources to support Korpela’s
interpretation, making his final conclusions untenable, it does show how widely varied views
of Bruno can be.

We should be cautious about associating St Bruno too closely with any of the lay rulers whom he
encountered: his positive remarks about Otto III and Henry II are counterbalanced by criticism of
them both when they fell short of his high expectations. Although we have insufficient evidence to
make similar observations about Boleslaw or Vladimir, it is safe to assume that Bruno was no more
subservient to these rulers than he was to his German overlords. Bruno seems to have been someone
who managed to keep a relatively free hand, even in the most complicated situations. Although his
room for manoeuvre was sometimes limited, he appears to have kept his freedom of action when-
ever he could. Bruno was driven by the overriding belief in the importance of mission work among
the pagans;104 in wearing his pallium, Bruno was primarily acting as the servant of St Peter.
95 See Otto III. d Heinrich II.: Eine Wende?, ed. B. Schneidmüller and S. Weinfurter (Sigmaringen, 1997), 23e5.
96 MPH, vol. 1, 224e8.
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With the exception of the Irish missionaries, differences can be seen in the conduct of Chris-
tian missions from the early middle ages onwards. Missions initiated by the pope should be
distinguished from those launched by a ruler.105 The latter were often motivated by the desire
to submit neophyte peoples to their own Christian rule for political reasons, and the
Carolingians provide a good example of this. Papacy-inspired missions, on the other hand,
could result in the emergence of an ecclesiastical province directly subjected to Rome, a devel-
opment which usually fitted in well with the political aspirations of newly-baptised rulers.106

However, the pope was generally involved with all types of missionary organisation, and his
relations with lay rulers were characterised by mutual dependence, common interests and
even rivalry.107 This distinction between ‘papal’ and ‘royal’ missions should be borne in
mind when considering Bruno’s missionary activities, although this has not generally been ap-
preciated to date.

St Bruno took pains to understand the characteristics of a region due to be evangelised, the
better to implement Christ’s injunction to preach the faith to all the peoples on earth (Matt.
28:19e20).108 A champion of the peaceful evangelisation of pagans untouched by the Word, Bruno
openly condemned the violent measures taken against the ‘Black Magyars’.109 However, if
peaceful missionary efforts failed, he was ready to call for a missionary war to be waged against
any pagan elite obstinate enough to block the spread of the Word. For example, Bruno advo-
cated military action against the Liutizi, without any regard for their potential as allies of
German king Henry II during the war between this ruler and Boleslaw. Given that Bruno’s mis-
sionary approach was very much determined by the particular situation he faced, how did he act
on his last mission?

Both Damian and Wibert tell us that Bruno’s last mission was initially quite successful. The
pagan ruler and his followers were receptive to the Word, heeded Bruno’s preaching and d after
a miraculous trial by fire d received baptism,110 obviating the need for force. This may have
devalued Bruno’s last mission in Boleslaw’ eyes if, as a number of Polish historians have sug-
gested, the Polish ruler had territorial expectations and interests invested in it.111 This would
have been quite natural for a ruler who instinctively grasped at the opportunities offered by mis-
sionary warfare, or missionary policy in general, for the sake of his regime.112 Boleslaw’s
political acumen can be seen in the way he managed to exploit St Adalbert’s martyrdom and
its aftermath to his own advantage.

It is difficult to overestimate the importance for Poland d and possibly for Europe d of the
‘happening’ at Gniezno in 1000. Despite some recent criticism of the conception of a Renovatio
imperii Romanorum,113 Gniezno is still best seen as part of imperial policy, as understood by
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Otto III and his following, in which propagation of the faith played a prominent role.114 Otto
played the part of an apostle, eager to win new souls and to reinforce the faith far to the east of
Latin Europe.115 In 1000, Poland received two pillars of statehood: an archbishopric and the
trappings of royalty;116 effectively Poland’s second birth, at which the polity may even have
received its proper name, as Johannes Fried suggests.117 Boleslaw in turn was made ‘brother’
of the emperor, and imperial collaborator in spreading the faith.118 In formal support for this
activity, Otto conceded Boleslaw’s right to nominate bishops, both for territories already under
Polish control, and also for those that would be seized from the pagans in the future.119 It is no
accident that Gallus Anonymus extols Boleslaw as conqueror of the Liutizi, Pomeranians and
the Prussians, whose defeat was so crushing that the Polish ruler was able to build churches and
nominate bishops in their regions,120 and scholars have recently discovered more references to
Boleslaw’s attempts to bring his pagan neighbours beneath his sway.121

Such policy-making offers a graphic picture of the ‘royal’ mission in which territorial gains
and the spreading of the faith were inextricably interwoven.122 Having adopted universal Chris-
tian ideas, Boleslaw made the conversion of pagans the basis of his concept of the state.123 Otto’s
influence on Boleslaw, their cooperation in the promotion of the faith (if one takes Renovatio im-
perii Romanorum to mean nothing more than a Godly order of things), and their shared veneration
of Charlemagne help us understand the ideological basis of the early Polish state.124 Bruno may
have had a point when he compared Boleslaw with Constantine the Great and Charlemagne:
according to Stefan Weinfurter, Boleslaw was even more committed to the cult of Charlemagne
in the conversion of pagans to the faith than was Henry II.125 But does this ideology of preaching
with an iron tongue sit comfortably with Bruno’s last d and peaceful d mission?

One distinctive feature of St Bruno is that, while acknowledging the important role played
by the German ruler in spreading the faith, he believed himself to be acting directly on behalf of
St Peter.126 Bruno’s path to becoming a missionary archbishop shows how careful he was in
paying heed to both pope and king. Given Bruno’s commitment to evangelism, it is hardly sur-
prising that the missionary should have regarded Boleslaw as Henry II’s devoted supporter in
the latter’s universal mission to spread the faith. Thus any attempt to tie Bruno too closely to
any one ruler, whether Boleslaw or Vladimir, let alone Henry II, seriously distorts the picture.
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Bruno could utilise the support of different rulers effectively only if he was not too closely
linked to any one of them. His relative independence from the secular authorities was guaran-
teed by his status as archiepiscopus gentium. In Bruno’s capacity as missionary archbishop he
was able to consecrate bishops for newly-converted territories and we have evidence that he did
this.127 His penultimate mission to the Pechenegs was conducted under the flag of St Peter and
its partial success can be ascribed to its peaceful character.128 This way of spreading the faith
could be rewarding and beneficial even for the ‘most savage pagans’.129 Bruno’s last mission
was similarly peaceful, and promised much to its recipient, whom we know as rex russorum
or Nethimer. But the critical question remains: exactly who was he?

Difficulties in recognising the ‘other’

As discussed above, there have been several suggestions as to the meaning of the term rex
russorum. From different ends of Europe, A. Nazarenko and Ian Wood have come to the same
conclusion: that rex russorum refers to Vladimir, even though the term does not necessarily
imply the rulers of Kiev.130 Some believe that the term duces/reges Ruthenorum does not nec-
essarily refer to Rus’,131 and many scholars see Nethimer as a Baltic tribal chieftain. There has
been considerable debate as to whether the name Nethimer derives from the Iatwingians or
from the Lithuanians.132 The possibility of a Slavic provenance has not been seriously consid-
ered, despite its plausibility.133 This lack of debate betrays a more general view held by some
local scholars, who see the Baltic lands as almost impervious to outside influences, and who
have therefore not given serious consideration to the idea that a foreign adventurer might
have established himself on Baltic territory. This theory should not be ruled out, even though
it is impossible to establish ethnic origin from the provenance of a name alone: Nethimer could
equally well have been a man of Slavic, Norse or even Baltic origin. Although ethnic origin is
not vital to our argument, Nethimer’s status deserves further consideration.

A strong characteristic of Franklin and Shepard’s study, The Emergence of Rus, is its ability
to bring out the role of chance in the formation of Rus’.134 There were certainly some stable
features, such as geography and climate, and other not-so-stable ones, such as tribes and trade
routes; but the Riurikids’ ascent does not seem to have been as straightforward as the Rus Primary
Chronicle would have us believe. The Riurikids were not the only family to claim rule over the
vast territory that Imperial Russia later came to occupy. Perhaps the best known example is that
of Rogvolod of Polotsk, who was eliminated by Vladimir around 978; another adventurer was
Tury, who established himself on the Pripet’ river and after whom present-day Turov is
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probably named.135 Although we cannot be sure that Nethimer was an opportunist in the mould
of Rogvolod and Tury, it is clear that the western fringes of Rus’ were still relatively open to
newcomers from the Scandinavian world; it is also reasonable to assume that early-eleventh-
century counterparts to Rogvolod or Tury were to be found on Rus’ periphery, despite the ab-
sence of most of them from our written sources. In this sense, Nethimer is an exception.

There is a good case to be made that Wibert and Peter Damian are referring to one and the
same man: Wibert knew him as Nethimer; Peter Damian as rex russorum. Although many
have argued that rex russorum denotes the ruler of a ‘unified’ Rus’ this view owes much to
the Russian autocratic tradition so prominent in the country’s later history, and there is a danger
in viewing this case through the lenses of hindsight. Damian’s hagiographical writing was
certainly not meant to be a full diplomatic record, and he could well have used the shorthand
rex russorum without any idea of the heavily-charged message that later generations have
read into it.136 There is no more reason to believe that Damian was using rex russorum in a -
technical sense of ‘monarch’, than there is for supposing that a fourteenth-century Livonian
chronicler was trying to present the Lithuanian prince Narimantas as the sole ruler of the
Rus’, when he termed him rex Rutenorum after his conversion to Orthodoxy.137 Catholic and
Uniate authors who portray Peter Damian’s rex russorum as sole ruler of Rus’, baptised in the
Latin Church and obedient to Rome, seem to lay too heavy a burden on this individual’s shoul-
ders. Yet by continuing to tweak the dates of Bruno’s last mission back to before 988 and Rus’
conversion to Orthodoxy, and by arguing that this rex russorum was none other than Iaropolk,
Nazarenko in his way continues this line of interpretation. Russian historians seem to have dif-
ficulty in conceiving that a certain rex russorum might have been baptised by a Latin missionary
even after the official baptism of Rus’. But why not, if such a prince were an adventurer on the
western fringes of Rus’, too far from Kiev or Novgorod to be pushed aside by the Riurikid princes
and their followers?

A failed upstart

As we have seen, both Boleslaw and Vladimir had a vested interest in Bruno of Querfurt’s last
mission; but however far-sighted they may have been, no-one could have known beforehand what its
ultimate outcome would be. We may reasonably assume that the decision to journey eastwards was
taken in advance, possibly while Bruno was still in Poland. After failing to receive the martyr’s palm
at the hands of the Prussians Bruno was forced to move on, and he did so in the direction of Rus’.

Bruno may well have had a hand in the marriage of Boleslaw’s daughter to Vladimir’s son
Sviatopolk,138 which has been dated to sometime between 1008 and 1013.139 Although it is
unclear what role Bruno played in mediating between the courts of Poland and Rus’, he may
well have been heading towards Sviatopolk’s domains when he encountered the rex russorum,
Nethimer. Barefoot and ill-dressed, Bruno did not make a favourable impression on Nethimer
and his pagan followers; but this soon changed when he donned his episcopal garments and in-
signia.140 This was typical behaviour for a missionary bishop who wanted to impress the pagans
135 Franklin and Shepard, Emergence of Rus, 152.
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137 Hermanni de Wartberge Chronicon Livoniae, ed. E. Strehlke (Scriptores Rerum Prussicarum 2, Leipzig, 1863), 76.
138 Rhode, Die Ostgrenze Polens, 59.
139 Korpela, Beiträge, 213.
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he was about to address.141 Nethimer was clever enough to recognise how extraordinary this vis-
itor was: his initial joke at the expense of the ragged Bruno, and his subsequent readiness to
convert, would imply some previous acquaintance with the Christian world on Nethimer’s part.
Bruno’s miraculous success in his trial by fire helped Nethimer encourage his men to convert
to the new faith.142 Some of the hagiographical elements in Damian’s account need not concern
us now: Nethimer’s flowery statement about Bruno’s ignorance of veritas; the baptismal lake
which evokes the river Jordan; Nethimer’s readiness to follow St Bruno.143 The message of the
story is quite clear: it was an attempt on Nethimer’s part to legitimise his rule. In turn, Bruno could
have no objection to the baptism of the newly converted pagan(s). Nethimer’s conversion seems to
have been sincere, in that he even killed one of his brothers who refused to adopt the new faith.
However, he failed to provide adequately for Bruno’s safety. Bruno fell into a trap set by another
of Nethimer’s unconverted brother, who swiftly had the missionary put to death.144

We can only speculate as to what might have happened if Bruno had lived longer, but there
was too little time and conditions were too harsh for Nethimer to succeed in consolidating his
rule with Bruno as his people’s pastor. Although Wibert and Damian report that a church or
monastery was built over Bruno’s grave145 d and this is echoed also by Ademar of Chabannes146

d we simply do not know what happened to Nethimer, and the impact of Bruno’s last mission
was as fleeting as were his attempts to convert the Pechenegs or the Swedes. He had, literally,
gone too far: to a region beyond the effective control of the emerging powers of Poland or Rus’.
Their rulers may well have been eager to reach out to the far eastern or western fringes of their
respective realms, but they lacked both the resources and the desire to make good their claims.
Bruno also went too far in his benevolence towards the newly-emerging ruler Nethimer. Even if
this rex russorum represented an abortive attempt to establish a more tangible structure between
Poland and Rus’ d as would be the case with Lithuania two centuries later d his efforts would
hardly have been looked on favourably by the ruling elites of Poland or Rus’.

Gerard Labuda’s explanation for why we have no Life of St Bruno is therefore not altogether con-
vincing: according to Labuda, thewars between Henry II and Boleslaw made it impossible for the latter
to promote the cult of Bruno, as he had St Adalbert’s.147 Nor is it likely that there was simply no-one
capable of writing Bruno’s Life.148 These circumstances did not prevent Boleslaw from venerating the
Five Brothers, begging the question whether Boleslaw was actually interested in promoting the cult of
St Bruno. The difference in the stimuli for ‘papal’ and ‘royal’ missions has already led us to question
Boleslaw’s political interest in promoting Bruno’s cult. But the main reason for the Polish ruler’s lack
of enthusiasm is to be found in the chasm between what Boleslaw wanted, and what Bruno did.149

The latter’s missionary vision was not easy to be made to fit in with Boleslaw’s concept of missionary
activities.

However, we are now better placed to understand the message contained in Thietmar and the
Annales Quedlinburgenses. Both sources depict Bruno as virtually a carbon-copy of Adalbert,
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and although some similarity in the course of events is undeniable, they would also have us
believe that the events of 1009 were on a par with those of 997. Had we no other sources,
the significant differences between the two episodes might have gone unremarked. Even the
reports of Bruno’s 18 murdered companions should not be taken at face value, for Damian
does not record such utter carnage, and we should be similarly cautious about accepting
Wibert’s account at face value; for although he claims to be an eye-witness and survivor of
the mission, his account contains several mistakes suspiciously similar to those made by
Ademar of Chabannes.150 The Annales Quedlinburgenses’ assertion that the whole company
of 18 was massacred is tantamount to saying that no-one can tell us any more detail about
what happened. Peter Damian, Ademar of Chabannes and Wibert make it clear that this is
not quite the case.

The Polish court does seem to have succeeded in making some Germans believe that, in
comparison with St Adalbert’s death, nothing of particular note had taken place in 1009, and
a dearth of information in Germany about St Bruno’s end may also be inferred from Wibert’s
account. He could have posed as a survivor only if he was relatively sure that he would meet no-
one who could seriously challenge his claim to know the ‘truth’. On the other hand it is clear
that Wibert did manage to obtain some credible information, for his account certainly shows
parallels with Damian’s. We cannot know for certain where Wibert gained his information.
But as the only manuscript witness of his account comes from Tegernsee, one may assume
that he was active in Bavaria, a region not so very far from the communication channels sup-
plying Peter Damian and Ademar of Chabannes with news from abroad. Wibert’s account was
anyway valued highly enough to have been copied by a Tegernsee scribe next to the passio of
St Adalbert.151

Conclusion

This study has tried to unravel a tightly-woven knot of mutually contradictory and yet sparse
evidence, the better to understand how St Bruno ended his days on earth and what impact his
death had, all of which is far from clear. We have tried to show how Bruno has been appropri-
ated d if not hijacked d by various national historical traditions, whether Polish, Lithuanian
or Russian, and how we need to lift off these distorting lenses. It is ideas of universalism
circulating in the middle ages that can best help us to understand Bruno’s life and death. Per-
haps most helpful to us in this task are the millennial fears and hopes of the period, and the
genuine desire to win the martyr’s palm by preaching the Word, an aim which St Bruno finally
achieved.152 This article has argued that one of the main stumbling blocks to understanding the
circumstances of Bruno’s death has been the attempts made to emend Peter Damian’s text by
proposing emendations to the term rex russorum, often from a desire to dispel an unwelcome
‘Rus’ element’ in the region. Yet Russian scholars for their part have not questioned the idea
that a Rus’ leader could have been baptised by a Latin bishop in the land of Rus’ after 988.
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In my opinion, Damian’s text is correct, and the rex russorum was neither specifically Kievan
Rus’ nor a Balt. This line of approach has received little attention, although it was first sug-
gested by Franciscus Verovius, the commentator of the Acta Sanctorum in the early eighteenth
century.153 This shows once again how much modern scholarship owes to the Bollandists.
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