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IDENTITY, SECRECY, AND WAR:
THE LETTERS OF IVAN III OF MOSCOW TO
HIS DAUGHTER, ELENA OF LITHUANIA

Abstract

This paper addresses the public Orthodox identity of the Muscovite ruling
family during the late 15" century, by focusing on the case of Elena Ivanovna
(1474/6-1513), daughter of lvan lll of Moscow and wife of Alexander Jagiellon
of Lithuania. Through an analysis of the diplomatic correspondence between
the grand prince of Moscow and his daughter, it discusses the implications
Elena’s religious identity had both on an individual level and for the image of the
Muscovite dynastic identity.

Keywords: lvan Ill of Moscow, Elena of Lithuania, Muscovite-Lithuanian Wars,
religious identity.

The late 15" century emergent definitions of Muscovite dynastic
identity incorporated this idea of the embodiment of the true Orthodox
tradition. When describing events concerning the reign of Ivan Ill of
Moscow (1462-1505), the chroniclers developed extensive arguments of
political succession or justifications of military actions entrenched in the
grand prince’s role as defender of the faith. Such definitions are visible
in discussions concerning dynastic marriages, in this particular case the
marriage of Elena Ivanovna (1474/6-1513), Ivan’s eldest daughter from
Sof’ia Paleolog, to Alexander Jagiellon, grand prince of Lithuania. From
a diplomatic perspective, this event was meant to complement a peace
treaty. However, due to lvan’s requests regarding his daughter’s Orthodox
identity at the Latin Lithuanian court, turned into a permanent source of
tension between the two neighboring polities. When negotiations started,
in 1494, lvan’s main request from Alexander was to not pressure Elena to
convert to the Roman faith.! She was supposed to remain Orthodox and
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profess her faith publicly. Since the marriage, in 1495, until his death (in
1505), lvan kept sending her instructions through letters, envoys, and gifts,
with the explicit intention of consolidating her position as an Orthodox
patron. The main purpose is considered to have been political. Elena was
supposed to gather around her possible supporters of Ivan’s policies and
act as her father’s agent, by providing him with valuable information from
the Lithuanian court. lvan envisioned Elena’s public identity as the rallying
point for the Orthodox nobility of Western Rus’, who had previously been
under the ecclesiastical jurisdiction of the Moscow-based metropolitan.

Elena’s case offers a unique perspective into the Orthodox
self-identification of the Muscovite ruling family. It is one of the rare
instances when this identity goes beyond the formulaic explanations
offered by chronicle writing, where usually the good Orthodox Muscovites
fight the bad Pagan Mongols. This was an identity that was supposed to
be actively asserted outside an Orthodox community. It was meant to
transform Elena into a patron of Orthodox believers in Lithuania and a
symbol of Ivan’s legitimate rulership over all the Rus’ lands. Thus, the scope
of this article is twofold, addressing Elena’s individual religious identity
and the contribution this identity was supposed to have to the definitions
of Muscovite dynastic power. The analysis will focus on the diplomatic
correspondence between Muscovy and Lithuania, as kept in the Russian
archives and published in collections of documents beginning in the 19"
century.? Elena’s identity was discussed in letters Ivan sent directly to her,
in separate letters to Alexander reminding him of the terms of the marriage,
and in peace negotiations with Lithuania and European political figures
aiming to mediate peace between the two polities. Two separate stages
can be identified. After the marriage until 1500 most of Ivan’s instructions
were directly for Elena and usually comprised performative advice, on
how to act, what to say, on what topics to intervene. After 1500, when
Ivan started a new war, the instructions regarding Elena’s identity were
more often used as political arguments in negotiations and better reflected
the Muscovite dynastic image.

Although the article promises to discuss the identity of an elite
Muscovite woman, what it archives is an analysis of her father’s
expectations. This approach reflects the information available in the
sources. The diplomatic correspondence carefully records Ivan’s side of the
conversation, while Elena’s rare answers show much less agency. | aim to
follow the development of Elena’s personal religious identity, according to
Ivan’s instructions, in three stages, by identifying: (1) the elements which
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were assumed to contribute to fashioning her Orthodox identity, (2) how
was this identity supposed to be asserted and acknowledged publicly
and (3) how was she supposed to navigate opposition. The instructions
she received were not limited to the question of religious identity. They
also offer glimpses of the political role she was expected to play and of
the Muscovite diplomatic practices. Ivan asked for information on the
activities of the Lithuanian Court, kept Elena informed of his negotiations
with Alexander, and urged her to intervene on his behalf. She was told how
to approach the discussions with her husband, which part of her father’s
messages to disclose, and even how to send secret letters back to Moscow.

From a dynastic perspective, this identity was closely related to Ivan’s
claims, namely defender of the Orthodox faith and “grand prince of all
Rus’”. These titles referred not only to Muscovy but to all the former
territories of Kyivan Rus’ under Lithuanian rule. It meant that Ivan could
assert an active political role in relation to the Orthodox community living
under Lithuanian suzerainty. Thus, Elena’s faith was reflecting her father’s
patrimonial claims. At the same time, the instructions were just not passive
explanations in support of a dynastic ideology but were meant to have an
active use, balancing the religious identity with the realities of everyday
life at a Latin court. The letters from Ivan focused more on performative
aspects of Elena’s identity, intended to be seen and acknowledged, rather
than on theological justifications. As a result, her identity was represented
only in relation to her Muscovite family, and no efforts were directed
towards a genuine integration at the Lithuanian court.

Background

We know little about Elena prior to the marriage negotiations.? The late
15"-century Muscovite chronicles recorded the birth of two daughters of
Ivan Il named Elena, the first one on 18 April 1474, and the second on
19 May 1476.% Although there have been debates on which of them is
the one who reached adulthood, usually the second one is considered
to have become the grand princess of Lithuania.> No direct information
regarding her upbringing or education has reached us. Based on the scarce
information we have regarding the lives of elite Muscovite women, one
might speculate that she was raised together with her sisters and brothers
in the separate living quarters for women, later known as the terem, and
received an education focused on religion and household management.®
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She might have witnessed the public activities of her mother, the Byzantine
prince Sof’ia Paleolog, who was receiving foreign envoys, such as the
Venetian Ambrogio Contarini, or ambassadors discussing marriage plans.”

When negotiating the 1494 peace treaty with Lithuania, the question
of a dynastic marriage arose. During the initial visit of the Lithuanian
embassy, between 17 January and 12 February 1494, the largest part
of the negotiations revolved around lvan’s territorial claims. When the
issue was settled, a dynastic union was proposed. The only request the
documents mention on lvan’s part was for Elena to keep her Orthodox
faith and he asked for a letter signed by Alexander, promising not to force
Elena to convert to the Latin faith. The envoys agreed and an engagement
by proxy took place in Moscow, with one of the envoys replacing
Alexander. In October the final marriage treaty was concluded.? In January
1495 Alexander’s emissaries arrived to take the bride to Vilnius. Elena
left her home accompanied by a large retinue of Muscovite noblemen
and their wives, a considerable dowry, and a detailed plan on how
the ceremonies should take place. Ivan wanted this wedding to be a
completely Orthodox one, to take place in an Orthodox cathedral, and
to be performed by Orthodox clergy. Elena was expected to dress like
and follow all the customs of a Muscovite bride, and even the necessary
garments for Alexander were provided. In Vilnius, however, Ivan’s plans
were not followed. This led to a mixed ceremony performed by both a
Latin bishop, for Alexander, and an Orthodox priest, for Elena. After the
ceremonies, most of the Muscovites were sent back to lvan.?

The mixed ceremony was just the first sign that Alexander would not
agree to Ivan’s interference in the Lithuanian court’s life. This prompted a
series of letters from Ivan to both his daughter and his son-in-law restraining
his requests. Their content with regard to Elena remained rather similar
for the first four years. The situation changed in 1499 when Ivan was
informed that both Elena and the Orthodox population from Lithuania
were being pressured to convert. Arguing that it was his duty to defend
the faith, lvan attacked Lithuania in 1500.'° Elena found herself in a
difficult situation, having to navigate her duties as Alexander’s wife and
her father’s expectations."’

Ivan’s accusations turned into a sort of self-fulfilling prophecy in 1501.
In an attempt to find allies against Muscovite aggression, Alexander sent
an embassy to Pope Alexander IV. The pope asked for Elena’s conversion,
but the sources do not indicate whether Alexander acted on this request.
In the same year, however, he was also elected king of Poland, after the
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death of his brother, John | Albert. The crowning ceremony took place
on 12 December 1501 and the Orthodox Elena could not be crowned
together with her husband. In 1505 Ivan died but his son and successor,
Vasilii lll, continued his father’s policy towards Lithuania and Elena. Shortly
after, in 1506, Alexander also died and the sources do not mention Elena
as present at the funeral. The couple had no children. She was never
permitted to return to Moscow and died in 1513. She was buried in the
Orthodox Church of the Most Pure Mother of God in Vilnius, the same
church where she was prepared alone to become the wife of the grand
prince of Lithuania upon her arrival.'?

The Muscovite- Lithuanian Diplomatic Correspondence

The letters between lvan and Elena can be described as both diplomatic
and personal correspondence. They were kept as part of the diplomatic
records, together with all other discussions with the Lithuanian political
power. The envoys carrying letters for Elena would, most often, have
separate messages for Alexander or were in charge of conducting
negotiations on Ivan’s behalf. There were some instances when the envoys
reached Vilnius expressly for Elena, but most often such a journey would
be made only if there was a strong motivation behind it.!* But, at the
same time, these were the only opportunities to talk (even with the help
of mediators) to a daughter living in another kingdom. Some traces of
parental care, such as questions about her health, everyday life, or gifts,
offer some glimpses of family life. In this sense, the letters to Elena could
be read together with the letters of Vasilii Il to his wife, Elena Glinskaia,
as personal correspondence of the Muscovite grand princes.'

The perception of diplomatic encounters most likely changed during
Ivan’s reign, as a comprehensive Muscovite archive of diplomatic contacts
with Lithuania beginning in 1487 (only 8 years before Elena’s marriage)
has survived to these days."® Previously, most of the information regarding
embassies, political or military activity, and negotiations would be recorded
in chronicles. The structure of the entries a far more comprehensive
than simply the letters exchanged. Under the date of a letter, one finds
information on which envoys left and when, the text of the letters, how the
letters or message were delivered, possible discussions between the envoys
and the recipient, and even the answer received. At some points, the
exchange of messages can have narrative interpolations, detailing events
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connected to the debated topics. For example, the marriage negotiations
contain separate entries for discussions taking place on separate days
and a description of how Elena left Moscow. The exchange of letters was
put into a context and, in the case of negotiations extended over a longer
period of time, it recorded several meetings and events.

The messages were mediated through the envoys. Ivan’s instructions
were sent either as letters or as messages delivered orally by the emissaries
when discussing with Elena, Alexander, or Alexander’s own envoys. The
texts largely document the means by which the message was transmitted,
either in direct speech or by introducing the content of the letter. Some
of Elena’s answers were also delivered by the Muscovite envoys, but the
degree to which the records of discussions documented her exact words
can be debated.'® The audience of these letters does not seem to exceed
the court of the grand prince. As Lur’e pointed out, not even the extensive
letters Elena sent in 1503 seem to have been available outside the family
circle." Language did not seem to be a hindrance in this exchange
of letters. Just as Orthodoxy was widespread within Lithuania, so was
the Ruthenian language at the court. Although at the turn of the 16%
century several languages were in use in Lithuanian diplomatic practice,
Ruthenian remained dominant.'8 The diplomatic exchanges did not need
the mediation of translators.

Within the 10 years between the marriage and his death, Ivan strived
to have his requests regarding Elena carried out. Despite the extensive
extant correspondence (43 entries varying in length from one page to over
20 pages, included in the SIRIO alone for the period January 1495 to April
1505), Ivan’s requests sometimes strike as repetitive. The moment which
offers a change in his discourse was the 1500-1503 war. Before 1500,
his requests and instructions were mostly directed towards Elena herself
and addressed religious issues and the way in which she was expected
to act. After 1500, Elena and her identity became a much better-defined
argument exploited in political negotiations, by transforming her into the
representative of the entire Orthodox community in Lithuania.

Elements of a Personal Orthodox Identity

Ivan set up his expectations regarding Elena’s identity beginning with the
marriage negotiations. His requests remained largely the same afterward
and were energetically reinforced through letters, mostly during the first
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years after the marriage. These requests can largely be subsumed to three
main issues: Elena should keep her Greek faith, an Orthodox church should
be built for her at the court, and she should be given a retinue comprising
of local Orthodox nobility. Sometimes the letters were accompanied by
gifts, such as books, adding up to the considerable amount of objects
Elena brought with her as part of her dowry. When connected to Ivan’s
instructions and expectations, these objects can be interpreted as a means
of reinforcing a Muscovite cultural identity, as part of her religious heritage.

Elena’s religious identity was negotiated for almost one year. The main
guarantee for the enforcement of lvan’s terms was a letter with Alexander’s
seal. The Lithuanian attempt to specify that Elena could convert of her
own free will was promptly rejected.’ Reminders regarding the issue left
Moscow even while the bride was still on her way to Vilnius. In February
1495, lvan sent Vasilii Romodanovskii and his wife to serve Elena, together
with a letter restating his requests concerning the marriage, in a shorter
form. Elena was told to remember her father’s instructions regarding the
Greek faith and the “other issues” without further details.?°

These instructions did not receive many explanations even though they
were a constant element of diplomatic correspondence. When addressed
to Alexander, the letters reminded him of his promises, when addressed
to Elena, her duties as a daughter of the grand prince of Moscow were
emphasized. The religious issue was raised by Ivan while discussing
with Alexanders” envoys two months after the events, in May 1495. lvan
pointed out that none of his requests were met. The wedding ceremony
was not performed by the metropolitan Makarii, no church was built at
the court, and his boyars were sent back, while Elena was surrounded
by Alexander’s people, all following the Roman faith.?! In a similar letter
dated August 1495 lvan complained that the ceremony was not performed
in an Orthodox fashion, that Alexander sent back to Moscow a large part
of Elena’s retinue, and delayed the building of an Orthodox chapel at the
court. At the same time, Elena was once more advised to keep her faith.?2

Faith alone, however, was not enough. According to Ivan’s instructions,
Elena was supposed to present herself as a Muscovite princess, as her
considerable dowry suggested. The dowry contained a complete set
of objects necessary for a Muscovite-style wedding, such as garments
for both bride and groom, jewelry, furs, objects used for the wedding
bed and the following ritual baths, and a significant number of religious
objects, crosses, and icons.?? Afterward, the gifts sent to Vilnius decreased
considerably. A letter from March 1495 mentioned a sable fur sent by
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Sof’ia, and gold coins known as korabelnik, sent by her father.?* Envoys
reaching Vilnius in November 1497 brought her thirteen books from Ivan.
Unfortunately, the letters did not discuss the books in detail, but it could
be assumed that they probably had religious content. 2*> In May 1503 Ivan
wrote to her about Sof’ia’s death and sent her a golden cross with wood
from the Holy Cross and relics, from her mother, and three black sable
furs as a gift from him.2°

All the objects Elena received and was expected to use became a
mark of her cultural identity. While lvan was actively portraying himself
as a defender of the Orthodox faith, his instructions to Elena reveal his
understanding of her identity as primarily connected to her Muscovite
ancestry, rather than to her new role as the grand princess of Lithuania.
The Orthodox faith and the Muscovite cultural identity go together in
forming Elena’s relational identity not as a wife, but rather as a daughter.
The gifts she received became an act meant to reinforce this identity and
advance Ivan’s political interests.

Already since leaving Moscow, Elena was forbidden by her father to
enter Latin churches.?” She was expected to pray in the already existing
Orthodox church in Vilnius until Alexander kept his part of the bargain
and built her a chapel at the court. However, the church issue became
a constant debate in the correspondence, as a more and more impatient
Ivan kept asking for his demands to be met. In a letter from March 1496,
Alexander argued that a new church was not necessary, as there were
Orthodox churches all over his kingdom, in all the towns Elena would
visit, and she was free to pray in any of them.?® Over time, this issue was
connected to the importance of having Orthodox priests in Elena’s retinue.
Even previous disputes regarding ecclesiastical jurisdiction between
the Moscow-based metropolitan of all Rus’ and the Lithuanian-based
metropolitan of Kyiv were forgotten in favor of asserting a public religious
identity. lvan had insisted that the metropolitan Makarii of Kyiv should
perform the marriage ceremony. Since this proposal was rejected, the
priest Foma, who had come with the princess from Moscow, became the
center of lvan’s requests. Several letters addressed to members of Elena’s
retinue mention him and the need of having an Orthodox priest with the
princess.??

The political goals of this marriage could be reached only if Elena
was to become a patron of Orthodoxy and an active link between her
father and the Lithuanian nobility. The issue of Elena’s retinue, which
Ivan envisioned as comprising both Muscovite and Orthodox Lithuanian
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nobility, would bridge the political and religious aims. In the instructions
for the envoys sent to Vilnius in August 1495 lvan argued that when it
would be time to attend church service, the Latin members of the retinue
would go to their own Latin churches while Elena would be left to travel
alone, to a church far away from the court.?® These unfulfilled promises
soon became a source of tension between father and daughter. In a letter
from November 1497, he expressed his discontent regarding Elena’s lack
of interest in his instructions. Since she had failed to keep him informed
and had not described the situation properly, he had to conclude that
Alexander did not keep his word and no local Orthodox nobility was
assigned to her service. A short answer was also recorded, where Elena
tried to defend herself by saying she discuss the issue with her husband.
The same entry contained a letter from Sofi’a Paleolog, who was asking
for news about her health and inquired about a possible pregnancy.®!
Considering the importance Elena’s faith had in the negotiations and the
subsequent correspondence, the lack of theological arguments becomes
surprising. There are no discussions regarding why the confessions
professed by the Muscovites and the Lithuanians were different, no
theological justifications for Ivan’s instructions, or debates on what
exactly was “wrong” with the Roman faith. The end of the 15™ century
was marked by the heresy of the “Judaizers”, considered to have appeared
in Novgorod and later spread to Moscow. According to their accusers,
Orthodox priests had been converted to Judaism by a certain Jew from
Kyiv arriving in Novgorod in 1470 with the prince Mikhail Olel’kovich.3?
The movement prompted several local church councils and led to severe
punishment for those considered heretics, and even to the first complete
translation of the Bible into Slavonic.?? Although considered to have
originated in the Lithuanian-ruled Kyiv, the letters exchanged between
Moscow and Vilnius do not indicate that the concerns regarding Elena’s
faith were connected to any contemporary theological debates, neither
anti-heretic nor anti-Latin. In Lithuania, late 15" century discussions
regarding the religious differences between the Latin and Greek rites
revolved around papal primacy, the doctrine of the filioque (addition to
the Creed, stating that the Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father and the
Son), or the practice of baptism through immersion.3* None of these topics
were present in Ivan’s letters. At the same time, there is no evidence that
any Muscovite prominent religious figure (such as the metropolitan or a
monk or priest) was involved in writing these instructions. Certainly, the
possibility should still be considered, but any such discussions were not
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disclosed in Ivan’s letters. Given the political implications this marriage
had, it is safe to assume this is the closes we can get to how a grand prince
of Moscow actually envisioned a public Orthodox identity.

Only on one occasion, the instructions lvan sent were clearly connected
to possible dangers to Elena’s immortal soul, rather than to elements meant
to construct a publicly asserted identity. This happened when conversion
actually seemed possible. In May 1499, Ivan received a letter from Boris
Mikhailovich, prince of Viazma, stating that Alexander was pressuring
Elena to convert to the “cursed Latin faith” (v” latynskuiu prokliatuiu
very) and she refuses out of loyalty to her father.?> lvan immediately sent
an envoy to Elena, to find out whether these accusations were true. The
letter explained the danger she faced and what was expected of her, as
she herself should remember how she was advised by her father. She
should resist any conversion attempt and if necessary, suffer for her faith
with blood and even until death, as the soul was from God and this kind
of disgrace had never been their way and it would never be. Finally, he
asked whether all these accusations concerning her husband were true.
A letter from Sof’ia was also sent, following closely the structure and the
requests already included in Ivan’s letter.3® In return, an answer from
Alexander arrived, claiming Elena was unwell and thus unable to receive
the envoy.?” Later, in another letter from December 1499, Ivan complained
she did not answer. He restated the danger to her soul conversion would
pose, together with her duty to obey the parental command.3® The possible
pressure to convert Elena to the Latin faith became one of the main grounds
for the 1500 military campaign launched by Ivan.

How to Assert a Religious Identity Publicly

The public assertion of Elena’s religious identity was mostly supposed to be
ceremonial and performative. She was expected to be seen in public as a
patron of Orthodoxy, to attend religious services and surround herself with
Muscovite and Orthodox Lithuanian nobility, and avoid any association
with the Latin faith. Later, her identity became intertwined with the one
of the Orthodox community, as Ivan developed accusations of religious
persecution as the reason for war.

When Elena left Moscow, in January 1495, she received her first
direct instructions from Ivan. The text recorded only the ban on visiting
Latin churches (using the word bozhnitsy, as opposed to tserkvi, used
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for Orthodox churches). She could, however, enter Latin churches
or monasteries once or twice, if she were curious, but no more. The
instructions also took into consideration practical aspects of Elena’s future
life at a Latin court. If her mother-in-law was to ask Elena to accompany
her to church, she was not supposed to refuse; instead, she could go as
far as the church’s entrance. The text continued by adding that many
other instructions were offered by Ivan, on how to maintain her faith.
Unfortunately, these were not recorded.?”

Considerable attention was paid to the manner in which the bride was
to present herself on her way to Vilnius. Before meeting Alexander, the
Orthodox residents of the disputed border territories were to see a large
retinue of Muscovites, accompanying their future grand princess, who
was to stop in the most important towns, to visit and pray at the Orthodox
churches and monasteries there. The list of these places of worship had
been provided by Ivan.° In Zvenigorod, they were to stop at the church of
the Virgin Mary, in Mozhaisk at the church of Saint Nicholas, in Smolensk
at the church of the Virgin Mary, in cathedral church of Vitebsk, and in
Polotsk at the Saint Sophia Cathedral.*! After the wedding, the boyars had
to send back to Moscow a detailed report of the events. The description
started from Viazma, where they were greeted by the local prince. The
report carefully recorded the places visited, how they were received, by
whom, and any gifts offered or celebrations. The report contained elaborate
descriptions of how the local clergy received her, especially on Lithuanian
territory, and of the religious ceremonies she attended.*

New arguments concerning Elena’s identity were developed beginning
with the 1499 letter from Boris Mikhailovich of Viazma. At this point,
all direct instructions on how to behave or how to assert her individual
identity were no longer of interest to Ivan. The previous unfulfilled
requests and an assumed attempt to convert Elena served as a justification
for war.*? In a sense, this was the moment when she embodied the role
of leader of the Orthodox community living in Lithuania. According to
Ivan’s claims, a certain priest from Smolensk (together with the bishop
of Vilnius, in later letters) who had renounced the Orthodox faith was
sent to Elena, to persuade her to do the same. In a similar fashion, the
same message reached the Orthodox political elite of Lithuania, despite
Alexander’s promises.** Another element of change was the context of
these arguments. Apart from some initial letters sent to Elena, asking for her
confirmation of the events, and a letter after the 1503 peace negotiations,
Elena’s religious identity, and alleged persecution turned into an almost
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exclusive political argument. It was employed mostly in negotiations
with Alexander or in answers to the pleas for peace and unity coming
from other European rulers.*> As the military conflict progressed, vivid
images of religious persecution were invoked: Latin churches were being
built in Rus” towns, wives were separated from their husbands, children
from their parents and people were forcibly converted.*® The gradual
transformation of this argument over time can actually be traced, from an
interest in Elena’s individual situation, in 1499, to the general religious
persecutions, forcing Ivan to intervene in his capacity as a defender of
the Orthodox faith, after 1500.

Despite the lack of any evidence such persecution actually took place,
Ivan turned the argument into his justification for breaching the 1494 peace
treaty and accepting the allegiance of local princes under Alexander’s
rule.#” Several events, such as the papal letters asking for Elena’s conversion,
might have been the basis of these accusations. However, no indications
have been found that actual persecution took place. In 1498, the bishop
of Smolensk sent a letter to the Patriarch of Constantinople asking for an
opinion on the Union of Florence. In the same year he became metropolitan
of Kyiv, but not even the confirmation from the Patriarch, in 1500, could
convince the Muscovites of his Orthodox credentials and to stop the war.*®
Another famous letter was allegedly sent by the metropolitan losif of Kyiv to
Pope Alexander VIin 1500, asking for the union of the Churches. The actual
letter was lost and its content is known only from the Pope’s interpretation
of it. As Senyk pointed out, a careful analysis of the answer and of the
political context indicates that the metropolitan was actually trying to
obtain permission to build Orthodox churches in masonry (forbidden at
that time in Lithuania), rather than a union.*’

During the negotiations from March-April 1503, Elena’s situation,
linked to the similar persecution of all Rus’, remained central to the talks.
At the request of her brother-in-law, the cardinal Fryderyk, Elena sent
separate letters to her parents and brothers, urging them to conclude peace
with Lithuania.>® These letters received more scholarly attention for their
extensive literary qualities, as they differ in content and length from other
messages.”' She tried to convince her family that lvan’s claims were not
based on facts and she extensively described how the situation affected
her and her position. Elena wrote about the sadness the war caused her,
of her husband’s love and care for her, despite Ivan’s constant demands,
and explained how Alexander’s family hoped that this marriage would
secure peace, but it became a new reason for war.>2 Elena’s letters and
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tears seemed to have little impact. lvan showed a detailed knowledge of
the letters Pope Alexander VI sent, concerning Elena’s conversion, and
could be convinced neither by his daughter’s letter nor by Alexander’s
envoy addressing the issue directly, that no action was taken.>® As part of
the peace agreement, he wanted a new confirmation letter from Alexander,
claiming he will not pressure Elena to convert. But this time, the letter was
expected to have the seals of the archbishop of Krakow and of the bishop
of Vilnius. Moreover, as Elena’s mother-in-law was old, Ivan wanted
Alexander to allocate his mother’s possessions to his wife. Separately, he
answered his daughter’s pleas insisting on the reality of the persecution
and accusing her of hiding the truth.>* No answer from her brothers or
mother was recorded.

How to Navigate Opposition and Diplomatic Secrecy

Elena’s faith would concern not just Alexander, but his entire family. As
the Jagellonians were one of the most powerful families of Central Europe,
Ivan wanted to make sure they would attend the Orthodox wedding of
his daughter. Elena was given information on how to behave around her
mother-in-law, while the Muscovite boyars had to give details in their
reports about the entire family. Elisabeth of Austria, Alexander’s mother,
and his brothers, the bishop (Frederick Jagiellon), the king of Hungary
(Vladislaus Jagiellon), and Sigismund (the king of Poland) were expected
to go to Vilnius for the wedding. But Ivan’s fears turned out to be correct,
as Alexander’s mother arrived only after the ceremony.>

During the first years after the marriage, lvan seemed to hope his
daughter would have a direct influence over Alexander’s decisions.
The correspondence with his daughter provides valuable insights into
the manner in which Ivan actually envisioned this influence and his
expectations. What is most striking about these letters is the extent of
micromanagement (to put it in modern terms) and secrecy employed. He
kept pointing out the issues Elena should bring up to her husband, from
those concerning her faith to political decisions, and sometimes even
offered the exact words she should say. Displeased with Alexander’s
decision to send back the Muscovite boyars after the wedding, in May 1495
Ivan wrote to Elena. The envoy used the pretext that word had reached
Moscow that the grand princess was unwell. The letter, however, did not
relate to that but rather dealt with the issue of her retinue. Firstly, Elena
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was advised to speak to the envoys alone and to make sure no one read
her messages to her father. Then, Ivan described the discussion he had
with Alexander’s envoy regarding her retinue and asked her to bring the
matter up and outline all the promises made to Ivan. In case Alexander
would not agree, Ivan’s message should be delivered, namely that “(...)
you did not marry a Latin, nor did he give his daughter to be converted to
Latinism.”>® Even if Elena would not deliver the message herself, one might
assume Alexander could read the letter and see his father-in-law’s words.
In May 1496, Ivan urged Elena to discuss with Alexander the question of
authority over Kyiv, but as if it was her idea, not as coming from Ivan.>”

The letter from May 1495 opens up the question of the political
expectations Ivan had from his daughter living at the Lithuanian court.
In various letters, the separate instructions for the boyars delved into the
manner in which communication should be ensured and who could be
trusted. The grand princess was expected to wish to write ,secret letters”
(gramota kakova tainaia) to her father, and when that happened, the scribe
Ivan Kotov was to be in charge of drafting the messages. Afterward, a
list of four boyars was provided, to be presented to Elena as trustworthy.
These four “trustworthy” boyars were to ensure the connection between
Elena and Ivan after Vasilii Romodanvskii and Prokofii Skurat were to
leave Lithuania.>® Precautions were also taken when the envoys delivered
messages aimed only at Elena’s ears. They were instructed to speak to
her alone, or with just one boyar in attendance. One might assume the
boyar had to be from the “trustworthy” list.>® Elena’s presence at the
Lithuanian court was perceived by lvan as a diplomatic asset. At a time
when diplomatic practice throughout Europe was starting to become
institutionalized, Elena was expected to act almost as a permanent
ambassador, providing valuable information that temporary envoys could
not access.® As the one requesting the information was her father, she
was also expected to act out of devotion to her family, a tie much more
difficult to overcome than the changing loyalty of a subject. As lvan put
it in a letter from March 1947, he had sent her to Alexander in order to
keep peace and good understanding between Muscovy and Lithuania.®

Elena seemed to be of the best politically informed Muscovite women
of her time, at least from what the sources indicate. If she was to play an
active role in her father’s actions, she had to know what was going on.
When Ivan’s envoys reach Vilnius, in most cases separate letters were sent
to her, detailing the negotiations with Alexander and lvan’s diplomatic
intentions. Some instances of attempted mediation on her part were
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recorded. A Lithuanian envoy reaching Moscow in July 1495 brought
two letters from Elena, one for lvan and one for Sofi’a, similar in content.
She was asking about the health of her family and urged them to consider
the issue the envoy would put before them, namely Alexander’s request
for help in a possible conflict with the Crimean Khan.®? lvan answered,
informing Elena that he had discussed with the Crimean envoys and told
them of the treaty and friendship between Muscovy and Lithuania.®?

Before 1499, the messages for Elena regularly contained information on
issues of interest to Ivan. He would detail his discussions with Alexander’s
envoys regarding her faith, the permissions for Muscovite envoys to pass
through Lithuanian territory on their way to other polities, or the political
alliances he was planning. For example, in a letter from May 1496, Ivan
described to Elena his attempt to mediate a treaty between Alexander,
the Crimean Khan, and Stephen of Moldavia. He continued by asking
her about some rumors he was informed of, that Sigismund of Poland,
Alexander’s brother, would like to take Kyiv and some other towns from
Lithuania under his authority. By pointing out the struggles with family
members he himself faced, which Elena must have heard of or even
remember, lvan was asking whether the rumors were true. Separately,
the boyars are instructed to find out from Elena which other foreign
envoys reached the court of Vilnius.®* Not even questions of internal
administration were left out. In a letter from March 1498, Ivan informed
Elena that he wrote to Alexander, asking him to grant his wife the lands
traditionally held by the grand princesses of Lithuania, an issue he would
bring up again in the 1503 negotiations.®

Elena’s position proved to be of value to Ivan on a matter where
women’s opinions seemed to be of interest. In May 1503, after Sof’ia
Paleolog died, Ivan wrote to his daughter about a family issue. His sons
and her brothers had reached the age of marriage and he would like to
find a bride for Vasilii, the eldest. Elena was asked to make inquiries
regarding the daughters of Greek and Latin monarchs, their ages, and
their mothers. The request was restated in a letter from November 1503.6¢
Elena’s findings were recorded on February 1504. A list of monarchs
and their daughters was provided, including their ages, and information
on whether the mothers are still alive. She had very little luck in finding
an Orthodox princess and pointed out the difficulties in finding a Latin
bride. Their Latin faith is so strong that they would not convert without a
papal dispensation, a difficult task as they call them (those of Greek faith)
non-Christians (nekrestmi).®”
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Conclusions

The image of 15" and 16™ century Muscovite grand princesses reaching
us today is one highly idealized. They were mostly defined in religious
terms, in their capacities as mothers and vessels of the future of the dynasty,
or through their piety and saintly image.® This is due to the nature of the
surviving sources, such as chronicles and religious writings. Thus, we
know little of their public role, limited mostly to religious veneration.
Elena, however, was different. Her portrait comes to us through the
exchange of letters with her father, and later with her brother, the grand
prince Vasilii Ill. The letters were not concerned with her gendered and
ideal role as grand princess of Lithuania, but with very practical current
political affairs. Although the letters contained some formulaic expressions
(mostly connected to the obedience she owed her father, health and
greetings), lvan employed them as a means to his political ends. During
the first five years after the marriage, lvan constantly strived to influence
her public image in Lithuania, sending instructions to Elena and to
Alexander on practical and performative aspects of a public Orthodox
identity. A possible answer to the repetitive nature of Ivan’s requests
regarding faith, the existence of a church at the court, and the retinue of
local Orthodox nobility might have been Elena’s refusal to comply with
her father’s demands.

Ivan’s instructions also reveal a different side of the roles elite
women were expected to play in diplomatic exchanges and political
life. Although Elena appears to be regarded as a pawn in complicated
political and military strategies, at the same time, she seems to be one of
the best politically informed Riurikid women. One might assume that lvan
discussed political issues with his wife, Sofi’a Paleolog, but no surviving
sources can prove such speculations. Elena, on the other hand, received
information through letters and envoys on how the negotiations between
the two sovereigns were going, what lvan’s intentions were, and what
kind of news she was expected to send to Moscow. This information
was offered to her not from a sort of respect for her position, opinion or
agency, but because it was deemed necessary for her to play the role Ivan
envisioned. The closest analogy with other Riurikid women would be the
position of the mothers of incumbent princes, like Mariia laroslavna, Ivan’s
mother and Elena’s grandmother. She has constantly mentioned in the
chronicle formulations of the council the grand prince sought on various
matters, together with his brothers, the metropolitan, the boyars, and the
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court. Another example of a powerful woman in her own right was Anna
Vasilievna, Ivan’s sister and regent of Riazan for her underage son.® It
should be pointed out that such authority does not seem to appear in the
sources connected to Ivan’s wives, either Maria of Tver or Sof’ia Paleolog.
Thus, a woman’s political power within the ruling family was connected
with either seniority or regency.

Ivan’s instructions do not go beyond his own interests. The religious
issue was never placed on theological grounds but rather focused on
performative aspects, such as visiting churches. The aspects of domestic
life revolve around formulaic greeting messages, sometimes including
Elena’s brothers and sisters, and questions about health. The gifts sent to
her, such as books, furs, or coins, we connected to her cultural Muscovite
identity and diplomatic practices. Only one such gift seems to have had
an impact beyond Elena’s life. One of the icons brought as part of her
dowry seems to have been venerated as miracle-working in the Orthodox
cathedral of Vilnius until the 17% century.”® There is also little evidence
of any interest in her life and integration at the Lithuanian court, beyond
some of Sof’ia’s questions regarding possible pregnancies. Even the letters
exchanged by mother and daughter were rather similar in content to those
sent by lvan and reflect very little on family relations, focusing more on
diplomatic expectations. One explanation might be that Elena’s religious
identity was first and foremost a tool for fashioning a dynastic identity.

As the daughter of one ruler and the wife of another, Elena was more
than a simple member of the Orthodox community. Her identity was
directly related to Ivan’s patrimonial claims and reflected the emergent
dynastic conceptualization of princely power. The best evidence in this
respect was lvan’s insistence on being referred to as “sovereign and grand
prince of all Rus’”.”! From the beginning of the marriage negotiations,
in 1494, Ivan’s goal was to convince the Lithuanians to use this title
when addressing him. As it referred to all the former territories of Kyivan
Rus’, under Muscovite and Lithuanian authority at that time, it was
significantly based on previous Muscovite ideological developments,
claiming to embody the true Orthodox tradition inherited from Vladimir
the Great, the baptizer of Kyivan Rus’.”? The political circumstances
forced the Lithuanians to accept it in 1494, but it was eliminated from
official correspondence, as soon as the circumstances changed. The
title would become a recurrent topic in future letters. Already after the
marriage was concluded in Vilnius, the Muscovite envoys wrote to Ivan
complaining Alexander refused to use “of all Rus’” when asked to write
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to his father-in-law.”? The issue would be discussed again in March
1498, and after the new Muscovite-Lithuanian war began, it became a
constant argument for Ivan to breach the 1494 peace treaty.”* Apart from
the religious persecution, lvan claimed Alexander was the one who did
not comply with the terms, as he refused to use the title “sovereign and
grand prince of all Rus’”, as convened in the treaty, did not allow free
passage for Muscovite envoys going to other polities and maintained
friendly relations with lvan’s enemies.”

An Orthodox dynastic identity, in this case, was at the same time a
political one, and differentiating between the two might be misleading.
During Ivan’s reign, we cannot discuss a coherent ideology of power
actively enforced by Moscow, but rather an emerging image actively
shaped by current events. Even if his requests regarding Elena’s faith might
have been motivated by a real concern for her immortal soul, Ivan was
aware of the political advantages the situation might bring. As the title
“of all Rus’” indicates, the main goal of this identity-building process was
claiming pre-eminence among the other Rus’ polities and appropriating
the succession of Kyivan Rus’, including the territories of Western Rus’.
As such a debate would not be defined in ethnic terms at that time, the
Orthodox identity of the Muscovites as proof of their right became the
main argument. Thus, Elena’s personal identity implied, most of all, a
dynastic identity. She would represent Muscovy in Lithuania, thus she
had to act and dress like a Muscovite princess, and surround herself with
nobility loyal to Ivan.

The active interest in shaping a dynastic identity around Elena became
more obvious in the letters and negotiations taking place after 1500. As
she was portrayed as a representative of the Orthodox community, lvan
actively assumed the role of defender of the faith against the supposed
Lithuanian Latin persecution. From this point on, Elena’s identity was
not dealt with as personal, it became completely an element for political
negotiations and a representation of her father’s claims. There were no
instructions on how to act or what to say, and her pleas for the end of the
war were ignored. Moreover, the letters display a gradual emergence of
Ivan’s patrimonial claims. He was not just fighting for religious freedom,
he was defending his otchina, the lands inherited from his ancestors, as
the only legitimate Riurikid successor. 7

All of these discussions regarding dynastic identity were reflecting a
change in the conception of Muscovite princely power during the reign of
Ivan lll. Roughly 80 years before Elena’s marriage to Alexander, another
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dynastic union between the two polities took place. In 1390, Sof’ia
Vitotovna, daughter of Vitautaus of Lithuania, married lvan | of Moscow.
Vitotovna was born in 1371, before her father renounced paganism
and converted to Roman Catholicism, and probably had to convert to
Orthodoxy to become the grand princess of Moscow. Although her
religious identity could have attracted at least a mention in Muscovite
chronicles, this was not the case. What was mentioned, however, was
the close connection Sof’ia kept with her Lithuanian family, by describing
her visits to Vitautaus’ court in Smolensk, sometimes together with her
son, the future Vasilii Il, father of Ivan 11177 The different approaches to
religious identities during the reign of lvan and the case of his Lithuanian
grandmother show how much the dynastic conception changed. At the
beginning of the 15" century, religious identities could be more fluid and
less important than the political advantages such an alliance would bring.
At the end of the 15" century, however, the Orthodox identity became a
symbol of Muscovite political power.
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