SPREAD OF CHRISTIANITY
IN THE RULING DYNASTY OF LITHUANIA IN
THE 13TH-14TH CENTURIES

Vytas Jankauskas

Abstract: Lithuania adopted Christianity in the middle of the 13th century but the pro-
cess of Christianization continued in some of its territories till the beginning of the 15th
century. Although, Christianization as a process is well studied its impact on the dynastic
structure has not been sufficiently evaluated. The article will present how with the expan-
sion of Lithuanian territory into the Ruthenian space the pattern of the relationship with
Christianity changed and how these changes affected the structure of the ruling dynasty.
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The Grand Duchy of Lithuania was a heterogeneous entity, consisting of pagan
Lithuania and the annexed territories orthodox of Rus. The expansion of the
state, which began in the middle of the 13th century, reached its peak in terms
of the number of territories at the beginning of the 15th century.' The politi-
cal elite of the state, with a small exception in the middle of the 13th century,
was pagan,” and the episode when the Lithuanian ruler Mindaugas accepted
baptism did not leave any major changes within the state. Although Lithu-
ania’s early Christianisation process has been studied,’ the factor of baptism
on the dynastic structure has not been sufficiently evaluated. As the territory
of the Lithuanian state expanded into the Ruthenian space, the pattern of the
relationship with Christianity changed. This changing relationship affected the
structure of the ruling dynasty.

The baptism of Mindaugas in 1251 had briefly brought Lithuania into the
ranks of the Christian states of Europe, but this process had no continui-
ty. The remarks about the apostasy of Mindaugas have no real basis in the
sources; moreover, the information about the person of Mindaugas contra-
dicts such a concept. Juozapas Stakauskas has substantiated this claim, and
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the attempt to refute it, although multiplying the historiography, does not
provide any new arguments.* However, Christianity as a phenomenon did
not take hold in Lithuania after Mindaugas’ death. Although his son Vaiselga,
who was an Orthodox monk, and his son-in-law Shvarn, the son of Daniel,
the ruler of Halych-Volhynia, were involved in the struggle for Mindaugas’
inheritance, the dominance of the Orthodoxy was short-lived and did not
have any continuity.’ Already in the time of Mindaugas, we can see that the
ruling family was not homogeneous in terms of religious affiliation. He, his
wife Morta and their children were Catholic.® His eldest son was an Ortho-
dox monk. In addition to this, there was a group of more distant relatives,
including his sister’s son Treniota and his brother-in-law Daumantas, who
were not baptised during Mindaugas’s reign.” Although the circumstances of
Mindaugas’s assassination are not directly linked to the religious factor in the
sources, but it is still possible to see a near-martyr’s death.® It is significant
that the conspiracy was led by the pagans Treniota and Daumantas, which
leads to the question: how far could this factor have played a role? Treniota’s
stance on religion is known from the Livonian Chronicle, where he spoke
negatively about the Teutonic Order. More recently, Rimvydas Petrauskas has
attempted to draw attention to the events of 1262, when the army led by Tre-
niota probably sacrificed the Duke of Mazovia to the pagan gods (a common
enough practice among pagan Lithuanians).” Daumantas, on the other hand,
must have been more moderate, as during the struggle for the succession of
Mindaugas, he fled Lithuania to Pskov and was baptised there.'® This shows
that he was not fiercely anti-Christian.

In Traidenis’s time, the baptism factor was also present in the dynasty. It is
accepted that all of Traidenis’s brothers were baptised, and it is therefore likely
that they were entrusted with the rule of the lands in Rus. This situation sug-
gests that there was a continuity of political culture as the dynasty changed. It is
clear that the reign of Traidenis, although usually presented in historiography
as a reaction of the pagans after the death of Mindaugas and a return to pagan
customs, cannot be interpreted in a straightforward manner. Baptism was per-
ceived as a political factor, so Traidenis’s negotiations with Livonia on baptism
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were a completely natural phenomenon."!

In the last years of the 13th century, a new dynasty came to rule, which was
later given the name of Gediminds in historiography.'> We cannot assess the re-
lationship of its first rulers to Christianity, as we do not have such information.
From the last years of the 13th century onwards, almost all the rulers of Lith-
uania negotiated in one way or another with the representatives of the Chris-
tian world on the issue of baptism: the Pope, the Holy Roman Emperor, local
players who mediated the baptism issue (Poland, Hungary, or Livonia).”* Such
a situation shows that the baptism of Lithuania was a political issue.’* The dy-
nasty’s leaders were not opposed to the baptism idea, but were not in any hurry
to implement it. However, if we look at the figures, we get a very unexpected
result: in the second half of the 14th century, the majority of the ruling dynasty
was baptised and only a few branches - the sons of Kestutis and Algirdas, who
ruled territories in ethnic Lithuania — remained pagan.” This situation is wor-
thy of a more detailed discussion, when we are faced with a dominant baptism
phenomenon in the dynasty, yet the ruler and the most important members of
the dynasty still remained pagan.

In the 14th century, baptism of ruling dynasty’s member is usually de-
scribed as a fact: the dynasty’s member begins to be called by a Christian
name, or a Christian name functions alongside a pagan name. This signals a
transition from one religious condition to another. However, baptisms them-
selves are not a frequently recorded phenomenon, so each of them can be
discussed.

The first of Gediminas’ sons whose baptism is recorded in the chronicles was
Narimantas. He was baptised on his way to Velikiy Novgorod.'® This situation
determined the subsequent career of duke Narimantas. After returning from
Velikiy Novgorod, he was no longer given the right to rule over territories in
the ethnic lands of Lithuania, which could give him the highest status in the
state, but he ruled over territories in the Rus’ lands, first in Polotsk and then
in Pinsk."” He also did not take part in the struggle for the position of ruler of
Lithuania, although he was one of the eldest sons of Gediminas.
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The second episode we can mention concerns the baptism of Jaunutis. Jau-
nutis was Gediminas’ heir in grand duke of Lithuania possition, but the broth-
ers Kestutis and Algirdas conspired against him, and he fled to Moscow.'® Jau-
nutis was baptised in Moscow, or even when he arrived in Moscow, he did it
immediately."” Obviously, in this case, we are dealing with a political act. Jau-
nutis, after his brothers had established themselves in Lithuania, no longer had
the opportunity to return to Lithuania and struggle for supreme power. Bap-
tism in this case can be seen not only as a religious act, but also as a political act:
Jaunutis thus demonstrated that he no longer had a claim to supreme power in
Lithuania. After the baptism, Algirdas took care of Jaunutis’s return to Lith-
uania, granting him the duchy of Zaslavl in Rus’ as a fiefdom.*® Even though
Jaunutis did not claim the highest power, he retained his high status in the state.

One of the most interesting episodes in the baptism cases concerns the bap-
tism of Andrius Algirdas. It is described quite extensively in the Pskov chron-
icle. When Algirdas made a military alliance with Pskov against the Livonian
Order, the representatives of Pskov offered Algirdas to take the position of duke
of Pskov if he would be baptised. However, Algirdas refused, and instead made
his son Andrius duke of Pskov, who was publicly baptised before taking this
position.” There are two important elements to this situation that need to be
discussed.

The problem of Andrius. His mother was a Christian and he must have been
familiar with the principles of the Christian life from his childhood growing
up in Vitebsk in Rus,** so it can be argued that it was not much of a problem
for him to be baptised. However, the fact that children born in marriage to a
Christian wife were not baptised shows the dynasty’s firm line to keep Lithua-
nia pagan. After his baptism, Andrius Algirdaitis ruled Pskov and then received
the domain of Polotsk, which means that he remained the ruler of the Rus’
lands in the Grand Duchy of Lithuania. The historiography raises the question
of whether Andrius Algirdaitis did not claim to be the supreme power in Lithu-
ania. This is related to his war against Algirdas’ chosen successor, Jogaila, which
began immediately after Algirdas’ death. The historiography presents this situ-
ation as a struggle for supreme power. However, the data are not fully analysed:
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in Algirdas’ last year, Andrius Algirdaitis was expelled from Polotsk, while his
younger brothers were never able to establish themselves there.” Therefore, we
can consider the conflict between the Algirdids to be a war over Polotsk. When
Kestutis took the supreme power in Lithuania and Andrius was allowed to re-
turn to Polotsk, the conflict ended.” Thus shows that Andrius Algirdaitis did
not seek the supreme power, but to return to the duchy of Polotsk.

Another issue related to the baptism of Andrius Algirdas is Algirdas™ posi-
tion in this event. As a rule, from the mid-13th century onwards, Lithuanian
princes were baptised when they went to rule territories in Rus’? At that time,
when Pskov’s representatives offered Algirdas baptism, Algirdas was ruling
Kréva (in Lithuania) and Vitebsk (in Rus’).? According to the full traditions
of political culture, he should have been accepted for baptism as the duke of
Vitebsk, but he did not do it. He was married to a Vitebsk princess who was a
Christian.”” Therefore, to enter the field of reflection, it should be mentioned
that Algirdas was probably catechised before being sent to Vitebsk (or perhaps
in Vitebsk itself ), but was not baptised.?® This question has been raised in histo-
riography, but has not been answered. Perhaps the heterogeneous structure of
Algirdas’s holdings could be the answer.” When he was ruling a part of Lithua-
nia, a part of Rus; it is clear that he was primarily associated with the territory of
Lithuania. There are more examples of this: Kestutis and Jogaila in the second
half of the 14th century ruled both Lithuanian and Rus’ territories, but they
remained pagans.

The most interesting case of baptism concerns duke Vytautas at the end of
the 14th century. During the struggle for supreme power in Lithuania, he was
forced to flee to the Teutonic Order. There he was baptised according to the
Latin rite. After reconciling with Jogaila, he returned to the Grand Duchy of
Lithuania, but the question of his inheritance persisted, as Jogaila was unwill-
ing to give up the main centre of ethnic Lithuania.*® Vytautas was sent to rule
over territories in Rus (he received part of Volhynia and Grodno with Brest),
but Jogaila forced him to accept Orthodox baptism and Vytautas was re-bap-
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tised.’! However, this was not the last time: in 1386, when Lithuanian princes
accepted Catholic baptism, Vytautas was baptised once again. Clearly, in all
three cases we have a political relationship with Christianity.

It must be pointed out that in addition to Orthodox baptism, in the 14th
century there was the possibility of being baptised according to Catholic rites.
For example, Kestutis’ son Butautas fled to the Teutonic Order in Prussia and
was baptised there according to the Catholic rites. One might ask, therefore,
what place did he hold in the dynastic structure? The available data on Butautas
indicate that he did not continue to participate in the life of the state: from the
Teutonic Order’s lands in Prussia, he moved to the court of the Holy Roman
Empire’s Emperor and King of Bohemia, Charles of Luxembourg, where he
spent the rest of his life.” In this case, it could be argued that he fell out of the
dynastic structure altogether and did not participate in it. One can also men-
tion the case of Vytautas’ baptism in 1382, when he withdrew to the Teutonic
Order with his brothers and received Catholic baptism there. However, Vy-
tautas declared that he was fighting to regain control of the territory ruled by
his father Kestutis, with the centre in Trakai. We do not know what the conse-
quences for the Grand Duchy of Lithuania would have been if the centre of the
ruling dynasty had been split along confessional lines, only the consequences:
Vytautas returned, but he did not get the possession of Lithuania’s ethnic lands,
which were usually ruled by the pagan dukes. However, this does not mean that
the core of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania continued to be controlled by the pa-
gan dukes, since as early as 1382, the brother of the Lithuanian ruler, Skirgaila,
was given control of Trakai. Although we do not know anything specific about
Skirgaila’s baptismal act, it is likely that he was baptised no later than 1379,
when he was given control over the land of Polotsk.” This can also be taken as
an indicator that the elite of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania dynasty was experi-
encing a certain erosion in terms of religious affiliation: for the first time, since
the middle of the thirteenth century, the ethnic lands of Lithuania began to be
ruled by Christian dukes.

As regards the information from the sources at the time of the Lithuanian
baptism action in 1386, when members of the dynasty were baptised, it is nec-
essary to note that only five persons were baptised and received the Catholic
form of baptism: Algirdas’ sons Jogaila, Karigaila, Viguntas and gvitrigaﬂa34
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and Kestutis> son Vytautas®> (whose brothers Tautvilas and Zygimantas were
already baptised at the time of the flight to the Teutonic Order). This does not
mean that the vast majority of the dynasty opposed baptism or disagreed with
the idea of Lithuania’s baptism - they had already been baptised in the Ortho-
dox form and were functioning in the structures of the state as Christians.*® It
is clear that state baptism primarily affected the dynasty’s elite, who had been
pagan until then (in Vytautas’ case, it was a conversion from Orthodox to Cath-
olic form). Therefore, it can be definitely stated that at the end of the 14th cen-
tury the tradition of paganism in the dynasty had become obsolete, and the dy-
nasty itself (which is synonymous with the state) was ready to accept baptism.
Historical circumstances had arisen in such a way and in such a form that it was
possible to accept Catholic baptism through the mediation of Poland.

To summarise these data, it can be noted that Christianity played an im-
portant role in the internal life of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania. The political
and social aspects of the phenomenon of Christianity, which had a particu-
larly profound impact on the domestic life of Lithuania, are the most evident.
One of the most important aspects of baptism relates to the religious affilia-
tion and identity of the members of the dynasty. Although the dynastic elite
remained pagan, baptism spread within the dynasty because the interests of the
state demanded it: it was possible to rule over the territories of Rus” through
the baptised princes, as such features of the political culture had already been
established in the middle of the 13th century. It is clear from the above exam-
ples that the baptism factor stratified the dynasty. Members of the dynasty who
accepted baptism could no longer rule over the territories of ethnic Lithuania,
nor could they claim the supreme power in the state. Thus, the baptism factor
functioned as a social restriction. As far as the rule of Rus’ lands was concerned,
princes who had domains in both ethnic Lithuania and Rus’ were not baptised.
This situation has been observed since the mid-14th century. It was only just
before Lithuania converted to Christianity that this dynastic social structure
collapsed, which shows that Lithuania was politically ready to be baptised.
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