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Council’s Choice for October 2022 from the President, James Raven 

 

 

Francysk Skaryna (c. 1470 – 1552) Belarusian humanist, physician, and translator 

 

 

Francysk  Skaryna’s Little Traveller’s Book (Vilnius, 1522) 

 

2022 marks the 500th year since the first printing house was established in Vilnius, Lithuania, when 

Francysk Skaryna published his Little Travel Book (1522) and printing began in the Grand Duchy of 

Lithuania. The Seimas of the Republic of Lithuania declared 2022 the Year of Francysk Skaryna. 

Skaryna was the first printer in the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, contributing to the development of 

the Belarusian izvod or Church Slavonic language. He was also one of the pioneers of publishing in 

Cyrillic script. He adopted an Eastern Slavic language although there was no standard Belarusian 

language at the time, and it seems that Skaryna's books, mostly in Church Slavonic, were heavily 

saturated with Ruthenian, Skaryna laying the foundations of the Belarusian literary language. 

 

Francysk Skaryna (Franciscus Scorina, Францыск Скарына)  c. 1470 – 1552, was a 

Belarusian humanist, physician, and translator, much travelled but whose most important work was 

conducted in Prague (23 Books of the Hebrew Bible) and in Vilnius, Lithuania (the Little Travel Book 

and the Apostol (Apostle), comprising the Acts of the Apostles and the Epistles). Well known in his 
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homelands, he is comparatively neglected in Western Europe – something that should be corrected. 

There is much reading available. Of recent work for example, in 2021 Ilya Lemeshkin from Charles 

University, Prague, published in Russian (but with French and Lithuanian prefaces and final resumés) 

a major study of Skaryna: Илья Лемешкин (Ilja Lemeškinas), Портрет Франциска Скорины / 

Portrait de Francisk Skorina.  Travaux du Cercle Linguistic de Prague 10.  The broader context is 

given in Aušra Navickienė et al, The History of Publishing in Lithuania, Oxford Research 

Encyclopaedia of Literature, OUP, 2021. The website of the Laboratory of Francysk Skaryna Studies 

has a good range of research articles with abstracts in English (https://skaryna.com/en/) and an 

extensive Bibliography on Skaryna (mainly in Belarusian and Russian): 

https://skaryna.com/en/bibliography.  

 

The portrait of Francysk Skaryna in the Prague edition of his translation of Sirach (1517) and 

in his Ruthenian Bible (Prague, 1517-19) 

 

See the virtual exhibition ‘The Ruthenian Bible of Francysk Skaryna Turns 500’ 

http://web1.mab.lt/skorina/en/ at the website of The Wroblewski Library of the Lithuanian Academy 

of Sciences  

https://skaryna.com/en/
https://skaryna.com/en/bibliography
http://web1.mab.lt/skorina/en/
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Skaryna’s 1519 Prague edition of the Book of Numbers 

 

It has been suggested that the overlapping sun and moon on Skaryna's personal emblem indicates that 

he was born around the time of the 1486 solar eclipse in his birth town of Polotsk. He studied in 

Kraków in 1504 and in 1512 received a doctorate in medicine at the University of Padua.. He arrived 

in Prague in about 1517, possibly also having been a student at Charles University. In the same year, 

he rented a printing house from a merchant named Severin in Prague and started publishing books of 

the Bible in a new translation with his own prefaces, in a distinctive quarto format, and periodically 

over the next few months (23 of the 39 books of the Old Testament between 1517 and 1519). An 

epidemic and civil unrest broke out in the autumn of 1519 in Bohemia and Skaryna moved to Vilnius, 

establishing the first printing house there in 1522. He published The Little Travel Book in that year 

followed by the Apostol in 1525 containing the same textual order still used in Orthodox worship 

today (it is not known for certain whether Skaryna was Catholic or Orthodox) . In the late 1520s or 

early 1530s, he also visited Moscow in an unsuccessful attempt to distribute his books there.The last 

information about Skaryna is mentioned in records of 1534 when he moved from Vilnius to Prague, to 

served in the royal garden until his death. 

Skaryna sought to make the Bible available by printing in an accessible language. He also composed 

prefaces to his editions, in which he emphasized that the purpose of his publishing activities was to 

help ordinary people ‘become acquainted with wisdom and science’. He contributed to the 

development of the Belarusian literary language. His Bible was the second printed Bible in the Slavic 

world, following the publication of a Czech version. 

 

Surviving copies of Skaryna's editions are exceptionally rare but exist in collections in 

Minsk, Moscow, St. Petersburg, Kyiv, Vilnius, Lviv, London, Prague, Copenhagen, and Kraków. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Krak%C3%B3w
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Minsk
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moscow
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/St._Petersburg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kyiv
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vilnius
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lviv
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/London
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Prague
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Copenhagen
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Krak%C3%B3w
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His legacy is extraordinary, with statues and centres devoted to his work in numerous cities. In 

Britain, the Francis Skaryna Belarusian Library and Museum (Belarusian: Беларуская бібліятэка і 

музей імя Францішка Скарыны) is in Finchley, north London, and is the only library outside 

Belarus to collect exclusively in the field of Belarusian studies. It was formally established as an 

independent institution in 1971 and is owned by a charitable trust: see https://skaryna/org. 

It was here that Father Alexander Nadson first dated the book we are celebrating as 500 years old – 

see in English: Alexander Nadson, 'Skaryna's Prayer Book' Journal of Belarusian Studies 1 (1972) 

339-58: http://belarusjournal.com/sites/default/files/JBS_1972_1_Skaryna's%20Prayer%20Book.pdf 

and in Belarusian Аляксандар Надсан. Выбраныя малітвы з Малой Падарожнай Кніжкі. 

Лёндан: Божым шляхам, 1992.  

https://files.knihi.com/Knihi/scanned5/Malaja_padaroznaja_knizka.Vybranyja_malitvy.pdf. 

 

At least four recreations of Skaryna’s typefaces have also been created since the 1990s, Siarhiej 

Šupa’s creation of a very basic font for Nadson of the Skaryna Library to be used on a Mac computer, 

and of  two Skaryna-inspired fonts for a prayer book in 2002, followed by another in 2017 to celebrate 

the 500th anniversary of Belarusian book printing. The Skaryna Press has just been launched in 

London also with a publication on Beirut and plurality, another testimony to the long legacy of this 

Renaissance scholar. See https://www.skarynapress.com/knihi/Ahatanhel-Krymsky. The current 

exhibition at the Francis Skaryna Belarusian Library and Museum concerns Stalin's repressions and 

their current parallels in Belarus under Lukashenka and is titled 'The Unbroken' 

(https://skaryna.org/vystava-niaskoranyja/). New articles on the main figures and artefacts from the 

exhibition are being added to the Library’s website. 

 

Finally and most recently, a major and hugely illuminating international research conference was held 

in Vilnius, organised by the University’s Faculty of Communication and the Wroblewski Library of 

the Lithuanian Academy of Sciences (with support from other partner) - see 

http://www.ibsc2022.kf.vu.lt/en/. Magnificent accompanying exhibitions were held in the Francszek 

Smuglewicz Hall of Vilnius University Library and in the Wroblewski Library. The conference, 

entitled Francysk Skaryna and Renaissance Book Culture,  continued the tradition of interdisciplinary 

Vilnius book history – see for example the journal Knygotra 78 (2022)  available at 

https://www.journals.vu.lt/knygotyra with current volume 78 (2022) at 

https://www.journals.vu.lt/knygotyra/issue/view/2067. The event brought together scholars from 

Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Estonia, Spain, the United Kingdom, Croatia, Latvia, Poland, 

Lithuania, France, Ukraine, Germany (and others), studying the creation, publishing, production, 

distribution and reception of the printing of Skaryna and other prominent Renaissance individuals – 

see https://www.kf.vu.lt/naujienos/bendrai/6330-pranciskus-skorina-suartino-renesanso-knygos-

kulturos-tyrejus (currently in Lithuanian but with an English preface at 

https://www.kf.vu.lt/dokumentai/Programa_atnaujinta_2022_09_27.pdf.  

James Raven, President 

https://skaryna/org
http://belarusjournal.com/sites/default/files/JBS_1972_1_Skaryna's%20Prayer%20Book.pdf
https://files.knihi.com/Knihi/scanned5/Malaja_padaroznaja_knizka.Vybranyja_malitvy.pdf
https://files.knihi.com/Knihi/scanned5/Malaja_padaroznaja_knizka.Vybranyja_malitvy.pdf
https://www.skarynapress.com/knihi/Ahatanhel-Krymsky
https://skaryna.org/vystava-niaskoranyja/
http://www.ibsc2022.kf.vu.lt/en/
https://www.journals.vu.lt/knygotyra
https://www.journals.vu.lt/knygotyra/issue/view/2067
https://www.kf.vu.lt/naujienos/bendrai/6330-pranciskus-skorina-suartino-renesanso-knygos-kulturos-tyrejus
https://www.kf.vu.lt/naujienos/bendrai/6330-pranciskus-skorina-suartino-renesanso-knygos-kulturos-tyrejus
https://www.kf.vu.lt/dokumentai/Programa_atnaujinta_2022_09_27.pdf

