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No reader can appreciate the beauty of a song unless he looks at all the verses. In the same way, no man 
can appreciate the beauty of universal order and governance unless he sees it as a whole. No man lives long 
enough to witness all history with his own eyes; nor can he foresee the future for himself. So the Holy Spirit 
provides him with the book of Holy Writ, whose length tallies with the course of universal governance, whole 
and entire. – St Bonaventure, Breviloquium; Prologue 

When various European groups embraced their new Christian faith, formerly illiterate barbarians came 

into contact with a completely new way of looking at time. The Scriptures presented a Divine Plan for 

humankind, and for Gentiles the cultural transformation meant a significant change in their view of 

time, as their clock of history now began to tick. Not only biblical history, but also the history of all 

people became meaningful, and the past in a form of written history had a profound literary example 

in the Bible itself. 

St Bonaventure’s statement, quoted above, testifies to an attitude that fundamentally shaped the 

content and the ideology of medieval chronicles: the idea that universal governance existed over all and 

that human history was God’s creation. When God created the world, the steady flow of time began, a 

time that was limited and at some point would come to an end. This idea of a clear beginning and end 

dominated the medieval mental world, and human acts were seen through this prism in the chronicles. 

The Scriptures described the beginning and anticipated the end; only the time span between the 

present and the end remained hidden. The secrecy of the end was deeply felt and often reacted to in the 

prophecies, where popular apocalypses lifted the veil of secrecy by means of revelations. 
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The medieval way of looking at time − past, present, and future − is abundantly evident in the 

historiographical genre of chronicles. The articles in the present volume represent the papers of an 

international symposium entitled Past and Present in Medieval Chronicles, which took place in Helsinki 

in January of 2013. One of the focal points of the conference was to determine the ways in which the 

literary etiquette of the medieval chronicle influenced the descriptions of the past and the visions of the 

future. Research into western and eastern chronicle traditions has largely been conducted in separate 

camps under the headings of ‘medieval’ and ‘Byzantine’ studies. The conference whose papers are 

published here brought together historians from both Greek and Latin chronicle traditions, including 

annals and Scandinavian sagas, as well as medieval Russian chronicles. As an historiographical genre, 

the chronicle is a subject that avoids strict rules and sets boundaries. It incorporates a way of seeing the 

past, which flourished especially during the Middle Ages, but which had deep roots in antiquity from 

whence it developed into a great Christian narrative. The chronicles have also survived surprisingly 

close to our modern era. No doubt their longevity and wide popularity rested on the ready accessibility 

of their mental world, from which their views of the past, present and future were easily adopted. Even 

though deeply rooted in medieval mentality, the chronicles themselves were seldom written according 

to strict rules. Even if they often rested on tradition, they were sometimes surprisingly independent 

and original.

The word ‘chronicle’ has a strong medieval echo, since historiographical writings in the Middle Ages 

are usually seen in something of an epic light, as a means of creating a distant world of beginnings and 

forefathers. Despite the medieval focus of the conference, chronicles were discussed across a broad 

time perspective. In our exploration we travelled both geographically and chronologically, beginning in 

antiquity, then moving east to study Byzantine traditions, thereafter entering into the realm of the Rus’ 

letopisi and Scandinavian sagas and finally continuing well into modern times with discussions of later 

western chronicles. The conference brought together scholars from various disciplines in both eastern 

and western medieval studies, which is essential to understanding the wider context of how people in 

the Middle Ages saw their place in history. In a similar way this publication makes a contribution to 

modern chronicle studies through its broad interdisciplinary approach.

Modern historians make distinctions and use words and categories with strict meanings. This also 

applies to classifying medieval genres of history writing, such as annals, chronicles, sagas or histories, 

to mention only the most widespread. Ancient authors or those of the Middle Ages, however, were not 

so precise in their terminology in describing the past. In general, chronicle writing is considered a 
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Christian way of writing, where time is viewed as sacred. However, this Christian view was far from the 

only way of classifying a chronicle, as there were also family chronicles, dynastic chronicles, regional 

chronicles and many others. 

One of the issues brought out in our conference was the flexibility of the medieval chronicle 

as a genre. The question was raised of what makes an historical account a chronicle. The simplest 

answer can be found in the roots of the word itself. As a term, ‘chronicle’ is derived from the Greek 

work χρονικός (meaning chronological), which in turn is an adjective from the Greek word χρόνος 

(meaning time). ‘Chronicle’ was used as a title of a work from at least as early as approximately the first 

century BCE. However, well into the Middle Ages, Greek writers preferred the adjectival forms, as in 

Ephraem of Ainus’ χρονική ίστορία (‘Chronological History’), or they opted for the noun χρονογραφία 

(‘Chronography’). The term ‘chronography’ was widely used among historians in antiquity and meant 

any record of historical events precisely dated through reference to an absolute chronographical system.1 

In antiquity both ιστορικός (istorikos) and χρονογράφος (khronografos) were used to refer either to a 

description of a shorter, local event or to a larger, universal compilation. However, from very early on 

the chronicles were understood as a concise means of presenting history, with large time periods being 

distilled into manageable overviews. 

In Latin no classical writer called his own work a chronicle, although modern scholars later applied 

the terminology to early works. The term chronicus (‘chronological’) first appears in the first century 

AD in Pliny the Elder’s Natural History, both as an adjective (chroniki libri) and as a noun (chronika). 

Jerome translates Eusebius of Caesarea (ca 260–340) with the descriptive adjective chronici canones 

(chronological tables). Only with the first Christian chronicles during the fourth century does the word 

become a standard term.2

Very close to the concept of a chronicle are annals, which are primarily a monastic historiographical 

type of document that describes the past year by year. The Latin form annales is found in the second 

century BCE as a term for historical writing organised according to a sequence of years (anni). ‘Annalistic 

writing’ means a style of reporting that is closely focused on a particular year, identified numerically at 

the beginning of each entry; typical of this style is its brevity, its list format and its tendency to report 

without comment or evaluation.3 

1 In modern usage, the terms ‘chronographic’ and ‘chronography’ are most frequently used in connection with early Greek 
chronology, referring to pre-Eusebian time, that is, a time before the present standard time measurement. Mosshammer 1979, 85–
86.
2 Dunphy 2011 a, 275.
3 With regard to a complete work, the word ‘annals’ is always used in the plural. In the singular ‘annal’ refers to a specific year cited 
within the work. Dunphy 2011b, 45–52. 
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Another way of defining chronicles is through narrative strategy. Chronology has been one of the 

features distinguishing the chronicles from histories, a term reserved for more elaborately woven stories 

and a greater sense of emplotment.4 Hayden White classified annals as the lowest form of historical 

writing when it comes to narrative strategy and especially to the notion of emplotment. Medieval annals 

are usually considered poorly developed as narratives: they are dry pieces of information in chronological 

order without analysis or a sense of development or historical consciousness, and we modern readers 

tend to condemn them for their inability to transform sets of events into a horizontal-linear process. 

As a genre, chronicles, by contrast, are considered further developed in terms of narrativity, yet they 

also suffer from open-endedness and unfinished stories, which was one reason the chronicle was never 

acknowledged as representing the genre of history.5 Chronicles are conceived as monographs, whereas 

annals are intended to grow organically, year after year, as another annal is added to the list of entries. 

The other difference is that the main focus of the annalist is on current affairs of the most recent 

history, whereas the chronicler has a longer perspective – ‘from Adam to me’.

It thus gradually becomes clear that the universal idea of wholeness in history has often been 

mentioned as an important feature of chronicles. However, annals often contain references to the 

more distant past and may have a combination of styles. The Russian letopisi and most of the Primary 

Chronicle of Kiev from the early twelfth century, for example, fall into both categories; they are annals 

in the sense that every single year is listed, yet chronicles in the sense that there is a clear narrative and 

a pattern of seeing wholeness in the events. The Russian medieval chronicles are peculiar combinations 

of the western annalistic tradition and the Byzantine chronicles, which were not arranged by yearly 

entries, but according to the reigns of emperors. 

The third and perhaps the most significant way to answer the question of what is a chronicle derives 

from the tradition inherited from Eusebius.6 This tradition sees the function of a chronicle as recording 

events through time with a universal meaning. Between the Creation and the End, certain happenings 

have special significance, because of their particular relationship and their position in Sacral Time.7 

The Christian world chronicle, as established by Eusebius, provided a model for universal history, 

whereby contemporary times were firmly located within the perspective of God’s plan for humankind, 

and its annalistic layout became a pattern for chronicle writing both in the Greek East and the Latin 

4 In outlining the narrative techniques of different kind of categories of history writing, Hayden White emphasised that the most 
characteristic pattern of thinking about the past is that of historical consciousness. Following his classical notions of the narrative in 
history writing, White pointed out that we tend to have a distinctive and strong need for a perspective on history and a certain kind 
of demand for closure in an historical story, which at the same time is a demand for moral meaning. White 1987, 24.
5 White 1987, 5−6, 16–22.
6 Guenée 1973, 997–1016. See also Guimon 2012, 69–92.
7 See Chesnut 1986, 66−68.
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West. From this great Christian narrative, interpretatio christiana, which constructed Christian 

identity in relation to both Jews and pagans, we begin our series of articles with Maijastina Kahlos. In 

her interpretation Christians were the heirs of Moses and the prophets and eventually domesticated 

the Greco-Roman past, taking in what was considered good and useful there as part of the Christian 

heritage. Kahlos shows how clearly the chronicles of Eusebius and Orosius (ca 375  – ca 418) reflected 

the current situation of the Roman Empire at the time of their writing, pointing out their input to 

Christian apologetic writings. She shows how they reinterpreted the Greco-Roman past to explain and 

legitimize their own present − in Eusebius’s case, articulating the Christian triumph in the course of 

the ‘Constantinian turn’ and in Orosius’s case, to defend the Christian Empire in the early fifth-century 

crisis, precipitated by the barbarian attacks on Rome. Thus, the past and present of the early Christian 

writers were shaped in constant interaction between the historian and society, in contention and in 

debate.

Eusebius for his part functioned as the great example to the line of later Byzantine chroniclers: John 

Malalas (ca 490–570s), George Sýncellos (d. after 810), Theófanes Confessor (ca 760–817) and George 

Hamartolus (d. before 867), whose work, continued by Simeon Logothete up to the year 948, was finally 

translated into Slavic.8 A Greek version of a Christian theological conception of universal history became 

prominent in Christianised Rus’. The term ‘chronicle’ is traditionally used in the English or German 

languages in referring to the Rus’ chronicles that the Rus’ bookmen themselves called letopisi. The term 

letopis’ is a Slavonic adaptation from the Greek word chronograph (χρονογράφος) – formed from the 

words chronos (time) and graphein (to record), thus signifying ‘a record of time’. A deep consciousness 

of time is thus inherent in the whole genre of letopisanie.9

Even though the Christian interpretation played a leading role in the Byzantine chronicles, Staffan 

Wahlgren shows in his article that the authors had numerous choices in usage when they selected the 

framework for their historical narratives. Wahlgren describes how the changes in narrative technique 

influenced to a considerable degree the information in the chronicles by Theophanes the Confessor 

and Symeon the Logothete. Since the chroniclers of the later generations were always dependent on 

the works of their predecessors, the consequences of the narrative choices were far-reaching, often 

shaping the collective memory, because much of the information in the older chronicles was lost in the 

process. Whereas Theophanes, for example, based his writing on an early Byzantine concept, filling 

8 Rosenquist 2003, 30, 75–76, 99–100, and Tvorogov 1987, 474. See also Croke 1982, 195, and Croke 1983, 116, both reprinted in 
Croke 1992. 
9 The word leto, лѣто, had a flexible usage; it could signify ‘time’ more broadly or it could be more specific, ‘summer’. In medieval 
Russian chronicles it was mainly used to mean a ‘year’ and was the opening word for each new annual entry. See, for example, 
Frantchuk 1986, 53–56.
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his history with information about places, events and peoples that were not necessarily even connected 

with each other, Symeon built his chronicle in a mid-Byzantine way on a narrative thread, selecting his 

information so that only the persons and historical events enlightening his narrative choice appear in 

his history. Wahlgren believes that this narrative technique had profound consequences for posterity, 

as it was from Symeon’s format with his carefully selected information about Byzantine life and culture 

that the Slavonic world came to know the Greek world and Roman history. Symeon’s technique with its 

limited choice of peoples and events made the past look fatalistic and predetermined, and reflected far 

into the future. 

Whenever Gentiles translated writings in Greek or Latin, they had to come to terms with words 

that not only described time, but also described books about time. In referring to the chronicle as a 

genre, the Slavonic translation of the Chronicle of George Hamartolus used the words временьникъ 

(vremennik) and образьникъ (obraznik),10 where the key words were время (vremya – time in English) 

and образ (obraz – likeness or example in English).11 Thus, the Slavonic word for a ‘chronicle’ referred 

not only to a record of time, but also incorporated the idea that history as presented in the chronicles 

provided examples, figures and patterns of behaviour. Hence, the universal chronicles, the ‘books of 

time’, кънигы временьныя, included the most important examples of human behaviour throughout 

recorded history.12 

The function of providing examples of human behaviour through historical narratives served as a 

key aspect in all history writing through antiquity and the Middle Ages in all of Europe. Mari Isoaho’s 

article demonstrates one example of how the literary patterns from important texts were adopted and 

transformed in practice: she shows how the Christianised Kievan Rus’ adopted written history from 

Byzantine sources in a very original way, firmly connecting the Kievan chronicle tradition of the early 

eleventh century with the apocalyptic writing of Pseudo-Methodius, thereby placing Kievan rulers in 

the middle of the Apocalyptic scenario. The identification of the roles of the Rurikid rulers with biblical 

and apocalyptic figures took place through names with universal symbolic significance. Medieval 

authors who recorded history year by year not only adopted the significance of time, χρόνος, but also 

accepted the crucial role of Christianity in temporary time. For the newly converted, chronology must 

have been a discovery of immense significance, for it encompassed the totality of human experience 

10 The full name of the Chronicle of George Hamartolus in its Slavic translation is Кънигы временьныя и образныя Георгия 
мниха. See also Vilkul 2007, 84.
11 Shchegoleva 2011, 25–26. Etymologically, the Slavonic word ‘time’ (время; from the verb вертеть, which means to rotate) has 
a cyclic implication, neglecting major change in time and instead understanding time as a movement that always turns back to its 
roots.
12 Shchegoleva 2011, 28–37.
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from the Creation to the Last Judgement. Thanks to chronology, time became Christianised and served 

as a means of Christian self-awareness. The steady march of ‘God’s Years’ in a chronicle was a visible 

manifestation of God’s presence in the world.13 

Christian chronology was important per se, without any further explanations or theories. 

Chronological order did not in itself give meaning to specific events; rather medieval historians 

explained events as God’s just punishment or reward.14 God’s ways, however, remained inexplicable 

and hidden to humankind, and the chroniclers very seldom claimed that they knew how God was going 

to act.15 Alexandr Bobrov’s article examines the dilemma of knowing the future in the medieval Russian 

chronicles; he argues that for the medieval chroniclers it was self-evident that God would lift the veil 

of knowledge about the future for both Christians and pagans alike. Bobrov claims that the chronicle 

examples present strong evidence for a long tradition of dvoeverie, that is, a mixture of Christian and 

pagan beliefs in medieval Russian culture.

The annalistic structure of a chronicle offers some interesting ways to analyse the birth of a text. 

Timofey V. Guimon analyses the content of four key chronicles from medieval Russia, raising the 

question of whether there were guidelines of some kind for the chroniclers in terms of the kinds of 

events they reported. In his analysis Guimon examines the distribution of non-political events and 

comes to the conclusion that there were no strict rules for annalistic writing. Rather the content of the 

chronicles shows that the choice rested with each individual writer, some of whom were passionately 

devoted to political, dynastic and military history, while others faithfully noted down events in princely 

families, changes in ecclesiastical hierarchs, church constructions, natural phenomena and disasters 

in the course of keeping the records. It was ultimately the chronicler himself who selected the kinds 

of information he would leave to later generations. The distinct styles and changes in interests make it 

easier for later scholars to find periods for each chronicler’s recording activity. 

The question of an individual writer’s choice of events is also pertinent in the article by Claes Gejrot, 

who shows how dramatically the viewpoint of a monastic chronicle can change when addressed by 

different writers. Gejrot uses one of the rare Latin chronicles from Sweden, Diarium Vadstenense, to 

illustrate a dramatic change of focus during the 1460s, when the attention of one monastery shifted 

from an internal narrative to the outside world and began depicting wars and political struggles in 

Sweden; now a partisan voice was heard, one with a clear personal opinion and the tendency to back up 

the political career of King Karl Knutsson. Gejrot further demonstrates how its tendentiousness later 

13 Tolochko 2011, 219.
14 Wilcox 1985, 174.
15 Partner 1985, 20–21.
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became a burden for the chronicle, leading to the censorship of some of its most politically sensitive 

passages. 

While the historical narratives of the chronicles tended to present timeless patterns of human 

behaviour, Sverre Bagge asks whether medieval writers were aware of the change in history. It has 

often been stated that the medieval view of the past, present and future was static and that medieval 

people looked back at history without a perspective, without realising the cultural changes that today 

seem so obvious. Did medieval men and women not see progress in history, and were the chronicles just 

an ample repository of examples both good and bad? Bagge examines Snorri Sturluson’s Heimskringla 

and comes to the conclusion that for Snorri, history was not static or changeless, but rather some events 

emerged as markers of permanent change in the dynastic history of Norway, specifically, the unification 

of Norway under one dynasty, and the Christianisation of the country. Bagge writes that for Sturluson, 

the contemporary political practice was clearly the result of change over a long period, and he did his 

best to explain these changes. Nevertheless, Bagge claims that Sturluson and his contemporaries were 

more interested in what was similar between past and present than in what was different, and in this 

basic attitude, history served as an example to show good actions as models to imitate and bad ones as 

warnings to avoid.

With Sari Kivistö’s article we move away from medieval chronicles and confront the pressures 

of the early modern period with more elaborate narrative patterns, as well as certain demands on 

the content of texts when there is a question of what a historical document should contain. Kivistö 

deals with the pressure of creating a glorious past, whether for individual noblemen, churches or 

monasteries. Falsification of written documents and histories is probably as old as writing itself, but in 

her examination of one of the most productive forgers of the early modern period, Alfonso Ceccarelli 

(1532−1583), Kivistö focuses on the wrongdoer’s apology, written when he was accused of forgery and 

put on trial. How an imposter defended his actions leads Kivistö to underline the sensitive cultural 

demands of what is considered good history writing and calls on the modern historian to question what 

is considered truth.

The article by Anna Kuismin ends our publication by presenting a fascinating example of later 

forms of the chronicle. She introduces us to a sympathetic Finnish country tailor, Efraim Lindgren, 

whose handwritten Memorial Book of the Most Remarkable Events (Muisto-Kirja merkillisimmistä 

tapauksista) is a fitting example of so-called grassroots literacy, representing non-elite forms of writing 

in the modern period. Lindgren’s chronicle is a hybrid text, its first part copied from an historical 
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appendix in a popular hymnal, while the latter part is more closely connected with the author’s own 

parish and his private life. This example illustrates how one of the basic ideas of the chronicle, namely 

assembling all the major incidents ‘from Adam to me’ in the same volume – a chronicle –  f lourished for 

a substantial period of time. Lindgren’s choice of information followed the practices of his ancient and 

medieval predecessors, moving from biblical history to events in his parish and in the small country 

church in Laitila, Finland.

No doubt the literary genre of the chronicle influenced much of the text’s structural characteristics 

and narrative economy, but the collection of articles in this publication shows how ultimately it is up 

to each individual writer to choose a personal narrative technique. The writer’s choice of narrative 

technique in turn affects the chronicle description. In these various presentations we learn that aside 

from the genre, it was, most of all, the writer himself and his personal voice, often coloured by his 

political or religious convictions, who shaped the vision of the past and strongly influenced the outcome 

of his work. 
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