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< RESUME >

THE WHITE COWL OF THE NOVGORODIAN ARCHBISHOP

Eizo MATSUKI

In this paper, some observations made in the third section of the author’s
earlier essay, “Novgorodian Travelers to the Mediterranean World in the Mid-
dle Ages” (in Studies in the Mediterranean World. Past and Present. XI, Tokyo,
1988), are restated in a summarized and modified form. Namely, The Tale
of the Novgordian White Cowl, a popular story in medieval Russia, is brought
into focus here. This paper is meant, however, not to make any philological
analysis of the story, but to briefly sketch the special historical circumstances
of Novgorod around the time this popular legend originated in the 14th cen-
tury and was later completed as a literary work at the end of the 15th century.

The paper has two objectives. The first is to examine the historical back-
ground under which the earliest oral tradition part of this story was created
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among the Novgorodian people around the middle of the 14th century, pro-
bably after the period when the office of the Novgorodian archbishop was
occupied by Vasilii Kaleka, who allegedly received the White Cowl from John
Cantacuzenos and Philotheos (the Emperor and the Patriarch of Constanti-
nople at that time). What is observed in connection with this is the traditional
strong inclination of the Novgorodian archbishops to establish a direct re-
lationship to Constantinople in order to maintain their autonomous status
and avoid interference by the metropolitans and the grand princes of Moscow.

The other objective is to describe the historical situation in which this
tale as a literary work was prepared and written by the so-called “Gennadii
circle of learned men” at the end of the 15th century. The important thing
is that the primitive oral legend was transformed into an ideological and
polemic literary tale, insisting on Novgorod’s special and prerogative status
in the Russian Orthodox Church, by Gennadii, the very archbishop appointed
and sent to Novgorod from Moscow for the purpose of confirming Moscovite
interests in that city. This fact indicates that the religious and cultural tradi-
tion of the autocephalous archbishopric of Novgorod did not disappear as
easily as its political independence, even after the final annexation of “the
Great Novgorod” to Moscow in 1478. Gennadii and his “circle”, which was
filled with many Catholic and western-by-birth intelligentsia, compiled this
tale using a number of European and Byzantine materials. Trying to prove
the religious legitimacy of the Novgorodian church, as well as the superiority
of the church authority to the secular one in general, they hoped to defend
their church property from the confiscation policy of the Grand Prince of
Moscow, Ivan the Great.



