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Abstract

The present study examines the influence of the Iranian Mithraic cult, or the solar religion,
on the mythology and symbols of ancient Russia, with a focus on Vladimir’s Pantheon in
Kiev. Vladimir Sviatoslavich, known by the legendary epithet ‘Sun King,” established a
pantheon for the purpose of unifying the Slavic tribes, in which, besides Perun, deities such
as Khors and Dazhbog were also present. Linguistic and mythological analyses
demonstrate that ‘Khors,” a word of Iranian origin, entered the Russian language through
the Ossetic language and corresponds to the sun deity.

Furthermore, notable similarities are observed between the birth myth of Dazhbog and the
legend of Mithra’s birth from stone. Additionally, the symbolic role of the horse in the
funerary rites of ancient Russia, adopted from the Ossetians and Alans, bears a close
relationship to the concept of Mithra’s solar chariot. Nevertheless, the adoption of
Christianity in Russia led to the widespread suppression of ancient cults and mythologies,
which has resulted in severe limitations upon the archaeological and historical heritage
related to this subject.

This research aims to answer the question of which deities of Vladimir’s Pantheon were
influenced by the Mithraic cult. Accordingly, since no tangible heritage from that era has
survived, through the aid of available linguistic and historiographical sources—such as the
Primary Chronicle (Tale of Bygone Years) and the Tale of Igor’s Campaign, which provide
limited information about Vladimir’s Pantheon in ancient Russia—it has been
demonstrated that Khors and Dazhbog have roots in the solar cult. The article also
addresses the connection between the horse in Slavic mythology and the solar cult.

Keywords: Vladimir’s Pantheon, Ancient Iran, Ancient Russia, Mithraism, Khors,
Dazhbog.

Introduction

The re-reading of myths from the literature of various nations provides an important
window for understanding the cultural identity and worldview of diverse societies
throughout history. Myths, as enduring expressions of collective experience, reveal a
constellation of values and imaginative perspectives of cultures. Linguistic and
archaeological studies have identified southern Russia as the principal homeland of Indo-
European peoples, whose migrations gave rise to profound cultural interaction and
exchange with other peoples, producing enduring mythological patterns.

These roots led to the unconscious transmission of cultural and mythological elements in
the encounters of Indo-European peoples with indigenous populations. The prominent
linguistic and conceptual similarities between the deities of the Eastern Slavs and ancient
Iran reflect the mutual influences of these civilizations. Scholars have attributed Iranian
origins to certain names in the Kievan pantheon and have pointed to Scythian-Iranian roots.
Although the role of Mithraism in Iran is well known, its influence on Vladimir's Pantheon
has received less scholarly attention.
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This research analyzes the origins and solar connections of the deities of Vladimir's
Pantheon using library sources and Russian texts. Unlike Greek and Roman mythology,
which possess abundant primary sources, Slavic mythology lacks such direct sources, and
beliefs were largely oral and transformed after Christianization. Therefore, the available
information is primarily based on Russian historical chronicles such as the Primary
Chronicle (Tale of Bygone Years) and the Tale of Igor's Campaign. Contemporary Russian
sources also emphasize the dispersion and scarcity of sources. This study focuses on
evidence of Mithraism in ancient Russia and primarily addresses the solar dyad of 'Khors
and Dazhbog' in Vladimir's Pantheon, examining other deities only in relation to solar
mythology.

Research Findings

In 980 CE, Vladimir Sviatoslavich ascended to the throne of Kiev and received the
legendary title 'Sun King,' evoking ancient Scythian and Slavic mythology. To unify the
Eastern Slavic tribes, he constructed a pantheon featuring wooden statues of deities such
as Perun, Khors, Dazhbog, Stribog, Simargl, and Mokosh upon a high hill in Kiev, placing
Perun at its center. Chronicles such as the Primary Chronicle (Tale of Bygone Years) and
the Tale of Igor's Campaign mention these deities and particularly emphasize the solar dyad
of Khors and Dazhbog, which bear linguistic and mythological Iranian influence.

The ritual role of the horse in solar and funerary contexts also attests to Indo-European
connections. Although archaeological findings are limited, linguistic analysis demonstrates
that Khors has Iranian origins, and the characteristics of Dazhbog bear similarities to deities
such as Mithra. Finally, the transformation of Vladimir's Pantheon, particularly after
Christianization, reveals the integration of native Slavic traditions with Iranian solar ritual
and the gradual elimination of pagan rites.

Conclusion

This research demonstrates that the Iranian solar cult, particularly Mithraism, played a
decisive role in shaping the religious beliefs and symbols of ancient Russia. Deities such
as Khors and Dazhbog are directly connected to Iranian solar origins and functions, and
linguistic analysis of the term 'Khors' and the birth narrative of Dazhbog highlight a
profound mythological connection with Mithra.

The horse, both in funerary rites and as a symbol of Mithra's solar chariot, reflects the cultural
bond between Iran and Russia. Despite the loss of a large portion of historical and
archaeological evidence, linguistic traces and surviving texts prove the influence of Mithraism
on local solar beliefs. The solar theology of Vladimir's Pantheon represents a multilayered
process of cultural interaction between Iran and Russia—a context in which Mithraic and solar
symbols played a foundational role in the religious and mythological structure of this region,
traces of which remain discernible even in scattered historical sources.
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