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Constructing Canons: Ruthenian Literatures of the 17th-18th 

-
-

eral new methodological proposals and interpretation patterns aimed at a clearer 
understanding and conceptualization of the literatures of Eastern Central Eu-

the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, later to the Hapsburg and the Russian 

-
-

, the 
pogranicze and 

literature). Suggested comparative approaches indicate possible means of shed-

the real situation of the past often leads to results which, on the one hand, re-

-

th-18th

in several languages in most European countries is not enough to understand the 

-

-
nian literati within the political boundaries of the Rzeczpospolita is still under 

-
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-
tem of the Commonwealth from the perspective of ‘national narratives’ follow 
various ‘models’. Polish and Latin language poets and writers are included in 

-
-

 

legitimate belonging of a writer to another narrative. Belonging to various over-
-

th

methodological approaches pertaining to postcolonial studies, to the conceptu-

-
th th 

centuries, taking into account the function of language in the development of 

It must also be stressed that in the period in question a more general Ruthenian 

plus works belonging to Eastern Slavic literature as a whole, while at the same 
-
-

some new light on the whole issue.

-
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ed a language ( )1

points of reference were Latin and Church Slavonic. What prompted a writer to 

-

Ruthenian lands: Church Slavonic, Latin, Polish, Ruthenian (Ukrainian or Be-
larusian) – in alphabetical order. This list could include even Greek, for the end 
16th th centuries (Frick 1985: 33) and – although with a different func-

Western Ukrainian ecclesiastical tradition. Although the issue of plurilinguism 
-

pects concerning the main four languages used in Ukraine in the late 16th

18th centuries.

th

 for 

-

-

120, v. 46). The language is a good 
-

-

1 I use this term (together with  and ‘middle Ukrainian’ or ‘middle 
th-17th
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Ruthenian-Lithuanian cultural space, but the choice of language and the strong 
-

for the “little fatherland” (

-

-
lemical and theological treatises, the second for the famous funeral Verses for 

familiar to him for writing about doctrinal matters. However, it is also apparent 
-

ter, when he moved to Lublin and became a Uniate monk (1624). Among other 
-

Slavonic and 
Polish as the most suitable (and best known) language for ‘philosophical’ reli-

-
ceived in the Polish institutions (Cracow, Vilnius) made Polish the best-known 
language of culture, even if all Ruthenian literati also wrote in Church Slavonic 
and often .

-
naród

wrote on several occasions)2 -
nian “vulgar tongue” more adequate for a Cossack “hero” engaged in campaigns 

than both the small and the broader fatherland, i.e. the Ukrainian lands and the 

2 -
naród 

szlachecki -
-

but also well separated from Muscovite, in spite of the common faith.
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-

to the European latinitas -

-

against Asian barbarians), while at the same time standing as a corner stone of 
-

ined’ canon of Ukrainian literature between Renaissance and Baroque. 
th -

-

access to the overarching  of Europe. Even more: Latin, and 

-

and learning of the whole  in his Collegium.

contentious and doctrinal works in Polish. In that language he published a nuptial 

version was a public tribute to two of the most powerful families of the Rzecz-

the oral version was in the state language, but the second part was in Moldavian 
when it addressed the bride and the groom, and local public. The sermon was 

-
-

mous , the sacramental book containing the new ordo which became the 

3.

3 Kazanie -
nius in Ruthenian (1620) and Polish (1621). Here too biblical quotations were in Church 
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Paterikon 
-
-

leaders and Cossack notables aware of the ancient roots and glorious tradition of 

Roman Church of the Counter-Reformation and, on the other, to serve the local 
4

-

-

-

Poland and other Western Slavic and European countries. This fashion affected 
th and 18th centuries as well: lines 

-

-

of mental patterns, and represent the paradigmatic and pragmatic function of 

th th

Awareness of the need to give a theoretical and pragmatical conceptualization 

-
 (Frick 1984: 368; 1985: 50). 

4

Brogi Bercoff 1999.
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-

Evan
 (1616) was a translation from Slavonic and Greek into “ruskïi” 

Ruthenian language were to achieve. Whether all four languages circulating in 
dignitas

of  and the degree of consciousness of its separateness from Church 

as Frick maintains) appears as a variable in different groups of writers (or even in 
single writers) and in different epochs, circumstances and situations of commu-

needed to be elaborated and ‘polished’ in the 16th-17th centuries5, its use in po-

Latin together with the translation. Latin thus acted as a model for , but 
also as a sort of ‘mine’ for linguistic structures and poetic modes to be introduced 

-
-

guage, both Latin and Polish served this ‘modeling’ purpose. Thus, the Ruthenian 
-

-
). 

-
ous – ‘high’ and ‘low’ – functions, the sacred character of Church Slavonic for 

. 
Still, I consider that the ‘vulgar tongue’ had a dignitas similar to that of Polish6: 

-

5 For a most recent discussion about the issue, cf. Stern 2013, with the quoted 

6

 remained a used 
means of communication until the 18th
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-
tic situation of the Ruthenian lands still prevented them from having a unique, 

-
ous combinations and functions7.

-

the connective tissue of one literature or another. In its turn, inclusion in one or 

of communication and political circumstances. 

-

Vincenz 1986: 44-45, 118-119, 157-159, 241, 281, 424). Vincenz included a con-
-
-

Polish literature features numerous cases of graphomanic and mediocre writers, 

and political establishment. He wrote two great books of Church Slavonic ser-
mons dedicated to the Tsar, and tried to have them printed in Moscow. His efforts 

-
pean 

7
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of the 17th

of the time. His 

Lives of Saints represents a sort of ‘canon’ of the 

8

the rhetorical ‘baggage’ of the Lives put them close to Western products of the 

Prolog, which 

of the  (written when he was still in Belarus), the  had the func-
-

an alliance between Cossacks and Eastern and Western powers, including Russia 

th c., 

aimed at a union of the Ruthenian naród, where religious differences between 

about ‘blood ties’), the hope for the ‘good of the Rusian nation (naród)’9. He 
draws a clear line between the Lithuanian, Polish and Rusian naród, a line 

included more historical, social and linguistic elements when he wrote that a 
Ruthenian abandoning his confession does not become an Italian or a Spaniard 

naród ruski as a ‘third’ part 

to nought, but its long life indicates the will to distinguish itself from other well-

8 -

9

th-20th

gens rossiaca
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-

through new forms of philosophic thought of Western origin, in the diffusion 
-

During the 17th -

until the end of Mazepa’s time. The distribution of languages and their func-
tion underwent certain changes, but the situation of fundamental plurilinguism 
remained unchanged, and both individual writers and their works continued to 

In the second half of the 17th

-
 of the Baroque culture in Serbian theatre 

the 18th

Tuptalo: their  (L’viv 1665) and  (Novhorod-
10

-

to Russian Church Slavonic of the new copies of Tuptalo’s Runo indicates that 

Slavia orthodoxa
-

-

-

10

1981: 93). 
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Slavia orthodoxa
Lives of the saints 

ecclesia, despite 
Patriarch Adrian’s initial suspicions. A large part of the works of Ukrainian and 

where a regional and a supranational function can be detected, but not separated. 
This supranational character also determined the fortune of these works, which 

devotional and supranational intent should not be overlooked.

 should not be un-
derestimated as it has been even in recent times (Mozer 2008: 102-111). The 

Western or Eastern source, adaptation to the liturgical calendar but also to po-

talented preachers in the churches of the most important ‘regiments’ of the Cos-
-

dignitas than Church Slavonic or Polish (Frick 
1985: 42-50). In the mid 17th -
coming a multi-purpose language with the same dignitas as the languages of the 

I. Gizel – I am thinking of 

of prestige, including Polish, German and French (it was not until the 17th c., for 

-

-
-

ing the 18th

Slavonic language and the kind of tropes and  used, turned the preachers 
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the 17th

presence slowed down the natural development of . In spite of all 
this, until Mazepa’s end, 

-

-

-

-
sia11

were the direct ‘regional’ parallels of the Tsar and the Patriarch. In all likeli-

and Peter, to whom a dedication was written in the frontispiece. The intention 

the Ruthenian baroque world, to the traditional virtutes of the ‘knight’ defending 

-

 (1698), written for the 

sermon and the engraving of the frontispiece is the need for the noble pair to 
-

anate. Indeed, as is well known, Mazepa hoped to see his nephew as the heir 
-

11
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-
ture might have marked the beginning of the laicization of Ukrainian culture, 

languages were considered the most prestigious and suitable for the beginning 
of political centralization. Was the 

 in the 

these poets to write verses in Polish and Latin than in the Ruthenian language. 
-

and ecclesiastic readers. Nor does the use of ancient or biblical comparisons or 

written a decade later, are in Latin, and intermingle biblical and classic refer-

-
-

not Polish) and their evident pro-Petrine attitude, while – on the 
12

the life of the court around Mazepa, including the upper echelons of the church. 
-
-

12 -
 

.
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Ruthenian religious literature into line with Russian Church Slavonic. Since 

court of Mazepa and high ecclesiastic hierarchs.  

prestigious than that of Russia. 
-

dignitas and prestige of Latin and Polish, which made 
them suitable as the languages of the court and the highest sphere of culture not 

-
ferent language choices from the Russian, since it fostered the use of Polish 
and Latin. Thus Russian pressure against -

17th

of the 17th -

-
ing to the Ruthenian ‘people’ – despite the term ‘people’ in itself having had a 
broad spectrum of meanings and nuances (as in the case mentioned above of 

naród
time of Mazepa, the two main languages of the Polish Commonwealth became 
the languages of the hetman’s court and of the metropolitans’ circles13. It is hard 

-

mentioned, but the issue deserves closer attention. The linguistic dominance of 

13 doctor
wrote in  as a preacher and in Ruthenian Church Slavonic for poems dedi-
cated to the Tsars.
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interpreted as Mazepa’s or his circle’s political or religious attitude to Poland, as 
numerous scholars suggested in the past in order to denigrate the ‘traitor’. What 
is certain, however, is that the social and political model of the Polish Common-

were used in various situations of communication and genres, but still had great 
prestige (dignitas) as international languages, as languages of the higher and 

-

-

-

-

-
tial sermon in Russia, where works composed for nuptial occasions remained 

of the printed version of the sermons and their autograph manuscript has ever 

glance, however, shows that in the manuscript the preacher wrote Polish and 
Latin words and phrases, titles and 

 
14. 

well organized 
Slavonic when in Rostov and Moscow. 

-
-

-

14 The manuscript was intended for the preparation of a printed edition of 
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linked more to the Ruthenian Baroque tradition than to Peter’s innovative plans 

-

a ‘convinced’ supporter of Peter, but his Ukrainian period and the functional use 

-

Slavonic Baroque literature.
El

. Written in Latin in 1721, it was addressed to the monks of the 

-
-

dominating the Russian Empire were about to annihilate it. Thus, from the point 
of view of the intellectual terrain that gave birth to the poem, of the author’s 
intention and of his readership, the  occupies a central position in the ‘na-
tional’ framework of Ukrainian literature. The poem, however, also matched the 

, was copied and translated 

theological treatise -
Slavia orthodoxa. This enormous 

-
-

ern religious narrative genres, Renaissance and Baroque , Aristotelian 
-

dients of Baroque culture adapted to Ruthenian needs and main trends. As is 
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-

to come. Its Ruthenian background, without which the work would never have 

1721), -

-
tional character should never be ignored. 

As far as the language used in the Ruthenian lands is concerned, despite the 
reciprocal hatred between Poles and Ukrainians, Polish remained an important 

th

Hetmanate and for Greek-Catholic Ukrainians in Galicia, but also for upper 
class Ruthenians and intellectuals. It was used in  in popular theatre, 

-

wrote his book on  in Polish and published it in Warsaw 
-

inated ecclesiastic literature in ‘Little Russia’, while  declined and 

for the development of a modern Ukrainian language and literature. However, 
th

-
quaintance of some of his best friends of Polish origin15

was no less important in the conscience and narrative of Polish literature than it 

-

place to discuss the numerous Polish language poets of Ruthenian origin (such 
as Sebastian Klonowic or the brothers Sz. and J.B. Zimorowicz), who are a con-

-

15

the poet.
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(Pantherus Leucorussus) as Ruthenian writers, than the former two? The triple-
-

belong to the international 

chovitico) are seldom considered as part of Polish literature. A peculiar case is 

-
istential Russian choice as pedagogue and court poet of the Tsar, the ‘defender’ 

of the Jesuit-modeled Baroque culture he received in the educational institutions 
16.

Eastern Slavia orthodoxa -
ries based on several “post”-inspired trends have challenged traditional nation-
centered methodologies of writing histories of literature and, thus, establishing 

social and cultural ‘communities’, or nations. Inescapable antinomies arise in 

same literature in the homeland and in emigration). Antinomies emerge espe-

in two or more languages. Bilingualism was the norm in Europe until the 18th 
th

ukazes
later also German and French were used in several functions in the Empire of 
the Tsars; on their part, national writers of the Hapsburg Empire wrote each in 

-
, but in the Russian Empire the same happened with 

 in Russian. Similar cases of writing 

16 -
nial’ point of view cf. A. Romanowski, 
2012: 146-161, esp. 153-158).
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-

-

forms between the Baroque and rationalism (Enlightenment) of the 18th

and periods from various points of view, of ‘reading’ them on different heuristic 

the idea of “frontier culture” (pogranicze -

-

be useful for a better understanding of the Ukrainian-Cossack interpretation of 
the , but had a new function 
in Ukrainian literature and its development from the 16th th cen-

17

language border confronts a mental and religious border which separates most 

-
-

-

Belarusian literature in relationship with both Polish and Russian literature.

of pogranicze
-

nomena considered as marginal, hence opposed to a central core of a national 

attempt to present some important works of the Ruthenian tradition in this pa-

17 Even up to the 19th Isto
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of  (or 

-

related to a ‘national discourse’. Besides origin, language and place of birth and 

interpreted as belonging to a core discourse, a ‘center’ of Ukrainian literature, at 
the same time being a (more or less peripherical) part of a ‘national discourse’ 
including Polish, Belorusian, Lithuanian or Russian literature.

late 16th th

also Königsberg, Leiden, Wittemberg, Paris, Padua or Rome, not to be forgot-

-

Steppe-Cossack cultural inputs are all fundamental, even if the dominance of 

social or political events. 
-

be ascribed to Ukrainian literature in the late Renaissance and Baroque periods. 

double or triple belonging of works and authors in a region and a time when the 

-
-
-

-
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Giovanna Brogi Bercoff

th th Centuries in Pluri
lingual Context

-

and intriguing character.

The aim of this paper is to put questions and shed some light on the interrelation 

of the 16th-18th centuries, and the general cultural and historical background. To shed 

the A. takes into consideration aspects concerning their social belonging and education, 

their religious confession, their status in the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth or in the 

-

linguistic register. The Ukrainian literature is viewed as a structure which has its own 

-

eral literatures, such as the Belorusian, Church Slavonic, Lithuanian, Polish, Russian or 

-

‘central’ or ‘peripheric’ position of a work or a writer in one of the several literatures 

dependent on the place of birth or the ‘national’ origin, but is the result of various social, 

determinant for the choice of the language as well. 


