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KIEVAN SYNOPSIS 1674:

THREE CENTURIES OF PUBLICATION
1
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tries of the Kievan Synopsis, the famous collection of historical information. It was first 
published in 1674 and continues to be published to this day. The image of Great Prince 
Vladimir Svatoslavich, the Baptizer of Rus’, takes a central place in the narrative.
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The Kievan Synopsis is one of the most remarkable editions of the Kievo- 

Pechersk Lavra Publishing House, a famous collection of a variety of 

historical information, first published in 1674 and continuing to be published 

to this day. “Synopsis or а brief collection from different Chroniclers …” was pub-

lished “with the blessing of … Innokenty Gisel … archimandrite … Lavra.” The idea 

of all-Russian unity was expressed in it for the first time. The narrative in the 

book, beginning from the time of the Old Testament, ended with the events of 

the middle of the 17th century. A central place in the narrative is occupied by the 

image of the baptizer of Russia, Grand Prince Vladimir Svyatoslavich. The Synop-

sis of 1674 contained a total of 124 pages in Church Slavonic typeface, and the 

word “synopsis” was printed in large Greek letters. As an illustration, it contains 

a woodcut made by the famous master Eliyah, depicting the sacrifice of the bib-

lical Noah after the flood. Synopsis became the most widespread historical work 

in Russia of the 18th century.

1 The work was carried out with the financial support of the RFBR (grant № 18–512–76004).



332 SHCHAVINSKAYA Larisa L.

A second, somewhat supplemented 

edition of Synopsis was published by the 

Kievo-Pechersk Lavra Publishing House 

in 1678, containing information regard-

ing recent events related to the “Ortho-

dox victory near Chigirin over Turkish 

for ces” in 1677. The next three editions of 

Synopsis issued by Lavra are dated 1680, 

but in fact they were published later than 

the specified year: apparently, even to-

wards the end of the century. The design 

of all of these publications remained the 

same, but their volume almost doubled, 

exceeding two hundred pages. A number 

of very large sections appeared in them, 

for example, about the Mamay’s Massa-

cre. A new article, “On Freedom or Slavic 

Liberty,” became a true manifesto of East 

Slavic sovereignty and world significance 

despite the obviously fantastic nature of 

the facts presented in it. A section “About 

the Russian people …” appeared, representing an entire, albeit very fabulous, ex-

cursus into the naming of “Russian or more Russian.” The compilers of Synopsis 

added a special section, “On the dialect of the Moscow People and the Royal City.” 

The Synopsis gives a very in-depth and almost unchanged assessment of the ac-

tivities of Holy Prince Vladimir. “The great autocrat of Russia …” is how Grand 

Prince Vladimir Svyatoslavich is referred to in the pages of the Kievan Synopsis.

The first edition of Synopsis was published using “civil type” (Russian type) 

in 1714 in Moscow, and the second in 1718 in St. Petersburg. Somewhat later, 

Synopsis began to be printed by the printing house of the St. Petersburg Acade-

my of Sciences, which continued this task until the beginning of the 19th cen-

tury. Very unusual and noteworthy was the inclusion of the text of Synopsis in 

the collected works of St Dimitry Metropolitan of Rostov, which were published 

up to the 20th century. In 1805–07 the Moscow Synodal Printing House print-

ed its extensive four-volume edition, the last volume of which contained “the 

annals of this Saint relating the Acts from the beginning of the world to the 

Nativity of Christ, with the addition of Synopsis or a short description of the 

beginning of the Slavonic people.” In the future, this collection of works of the 

saint would be repeatedly reprinted in both Church Slavonic and civil fonts. 

It was reprinted for the first time in Kiev in Church Slavonic type in 1824–25 

under Metropolitan Eugeny (Bolkhovitinov). At the current time, we know of 

approximately thirty printed editions of the Kievan Synopsis published during 

the 17th — 21th centuries in Church Slavonic and civil fonts. One of the most 

The title page of the first edition
of the Kievan “Synopsis,”

1674



333The Kievan “Synopsis” 1674: three centuries of tradition

recent attempts to publish Synopsis was 

made by the Moscow publishing house 

“Europe” in 2006. A considerable num-

ber of handwritten manuscripts of Sy-

nopsis have been preserved, which have 

been made from various editions over 

the course of two centuries.

The fate of this work over more than 

three centuries is very remarkable. In the 

17th century Synopsis had the value of an 

almost scholarly treatise, while taking into 

consideration the realities of the time; 

even in the 18th century it continued to 

be considered an academic work and was 

even repeatedly printed by the printing 

house of the St. Petersburg Academy of 

Sciences. However, by the 18th century a 

debate had already begun in the acade-

mic community about Synopsis, which 

had become a kind of guide to Russian 

history. In the second half of the 18th 

century, Synopsis already provoked a 

sharp, ironic assessment on the part of many educated people, because a lot of 

it turned out to be myth. Nevertheless, Synopsis was successfully reprinted later, 

and its title became almost a household name. From the first Kievan editions 

of Synopsis, handwritten copies were made almost immediately, including in 

Russia. Many of them have survived. Apparently, the most scientifically verified 

and authoritative in the history of Synopsis should be considered the editions 

of 1823 and 1836, carried out with supplements by the Kievo-Pechersk Lavra 

Publishing House in civil print. They were prepared by no less than Metropolitan 

Eugeny (Bolkhovitinov), an expert on Slavic antiquities.

Nowadays the Kievan Synopsis is still a largely mysterious book for research-

ers. For most of them, the authorship of this collection, as before, is considered 

an almost insoluble problem; some see Innokenty Gisel as its creator and others 

consider it the work of an entire team of authors. The latter seems to us more 

likely. Many libraries today still have a large number of manuscript copies of 

Synopsis from the 17th–19th centuries, which can serve as a valuable histo-

riographic base for the study of the existence of the copies of the document 

among the readers of several Slavic countries. It would be very useful for clari-

fying the boundaries of the areas of its distribution and the magnitude of its 

impact on the consciousness of the Slavic Orthodox peoples.

Translated by Igor Kaliganov

The title page of the second edition
of “Synopsis.”

Kiev, 1678
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Žilenko Ì.V. Sinopsis Kiïvs’kij. Lavrs’kij al’manah / Red. rada: V.M. Kolpakova (vìdp. red.) 

ta ìn. Kiïv, 2002. Spec. vip. 2: Sinopsis Kiïvs’kij / Ì.V. Žilenko. 194 s.
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