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INTRODUCTION

UKRAINIANS PROBABLY HAVE just as much right to brag about their role in
changing the world as Scots and other nationalities about which books
have been written asserting their claim to have shaped the course of human
history. In December 1991, as Ukrainian citizens went to the polls en masse
to vote for their independence, they also consigned the mighty Soviet Union
to the dustbin of history. The events in Ukraine then had major interna-
tional repercussions and did indeed change the course of history: the Soviet
Union was dissolved one week after the Ukrainian referendum, and Presi-
dent George H. W. Bush declared the final victory of the West in the pro-
longed and exhausting Cold War.

The world next saw Ukraine on television screens in November 2004,
when festive orange-clad crowds filled the squares and streets of Kyiv de-
manding fair elections and got their way. The Orange Revolution gave a
common name to a number of “color revolutions” that shook authoritarian
regimes from Serbia to Lebanon and from Georgia to Kyrgyzstan. The color
revolutions did not change the post-Soviet world, but they left a lasting leg-
acy and the hope that it would change one day. Ukrainians reappeared on
the world’s television screens in November and December 2013, when they
poured onto the streets of Kyiv once again, this time in support of closer ties
with the European Union. At a time when enthusiasm for the European
Union was at a low ebb among its member countries, the readiness of the
Ukrainians to march and stay on the streets in subzero temperatures for days,
weeks, and months surprised and inspired the citizens of western and central
Europe.

X1X



XX Introduction

Events in Ukraine took an unexpected and tragic turn in early 2014,
when a confrontation between the protesters and government forces vio-
lently disrupted the festive, almost street-party atmosphere of the eatlier pro-
tests. In full view of television cameras, riot police and government snipers
opened fire, wounding and killing dozens of pro-European demonstrators in
February 2014. The images shocked the world. So did the Russian annex-
ation of the Crimea in March 2014 and, later that spring, Moscow’s cam-
paign of hybrid warfare in the Donbas region of eastern Ukraine. In July, the
downing by pro-Russian separatists of a Malaysian airliner with almost three
hundred people on board turned the Russo-Ukrainian conflict into a truly
international one. The developments in Ukraine had a major impact on Eu-
ropean and world affairs, causing politicians to speak of a “battle for the fu-
ture of Europe” and a return of the Cold War in the very part of the world
where it had allegedly ended in 1991.

What has caused the Ukraine Crisis? What role does history play in those
events? What differentiates Ukrainians from Russians? Who has the right to
the Crimea and to eastern Ukraine? Why do Ukrainian actions have major
international repercussions? Such questions, asked again and again in recent
years, deserve comprehensive answers. To understand the trends underlying
current events in Ukraine and their impact on the world, one has to examine
their roots. That, in very general terms, is the main task of this book, which
I have written in the hope that history can provide insights into the present
and thereby influence the future. While it is difficult, if not impossible, to
predict the outcome and long-term consequences of the current Ukraine
Crisis or the future of Ukraine as a nation, the journey into history can help
us make sense of the barrage of daily news reports, allowing us to react
thoughtfully to events and thus shape their outcome.

This book presents the longue durée history of Ukraine from the times of
Herodotus to the fall of the USSR and the current Russo-Ukrainian conflict.
But how does one distill more than a millennium of the history of a place the
size of France, which has close to 46 million citizens today and has had hun-
dreds of millions over the course of its existence, into a couple of hundred
pages? One has to pick and choose, as historians have always done. Their
approaches, however, differ. The founder of modern Ukrainian historiogra-
phy, Mykhailo Hrushevsky (1866-1934), who is a character in this book
and the scholar for whom the chair of Ukrainian history at Harvard Univer-
sity is named, regarded his subject as the history of a nation that had existed
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since time immemorial and known periods of flourishing, decline, and re-
vival, the latter culminating in the creation of Ukrainian statehood in the
course and aftermath of World War I.

Hrushevsky established Ukrainian history as a distinct field of research,
but many of his critics and successors have questioned his approach. Hru-
shevsky’s students put emphases on the history of Ukrainian statehood; So-
viet historians told the history of Ukraine as one of class struggle; some
Western writers have emphasized its multiethnic character; today, more
and more scholars are turning to a transnational approach. These latter
trends in the writing of Ukrainian and other national histories have influ-
enced my own narrative. I have also taken advantage of the recent cultural
turn in historical studies and research on the history of identities. The ques-
tions I ask are unapologetically presentist, but I do my best not to read mod-
ern identities, loyalties, thoughts, motivations, and sensibilities back into the
past.

The title of the book, The Gates of Europe, is of course a metaphor, but
not one to be taken lightly or dismissed as a marketing gimmick. Europe is
an important part of the Ukrainian story, as Ukraine is part of the European
one. Located at the western edge of the Eurasian steppe, Ukraine has been a
gateway to Europe for many centuries. Sometimes, when the “gates” were
closed as a result of wars and conflicts, Ukraine helped stop foreign invasions
east and west; when they were open, as was the case for most of Ukraine’s
history, it served as a bridge between Europe and Eurasia, facilitating the in-
terchange of people, goods, and ideas. Through the centuries, Ukraine has
also been a meeting place (and a battleground) of various empires, Roman to
Ottoman, Habsburg to Romanov. In the eighteenth century, Ukraine was
ruled from St. Petersburg and Vienna, Warsaw and Istanbul. In the nine-
teenth century, only the first two capitals remained. In the second half of the
twentieth, only Moscow ruled supreme over most of the Ukrainian lands.
Each of the empires claimed land and booty, leaving its imprint on the land-
scape and the character of the population and helping to form its unique
frontier identity and ethos.

Nation is an important—although not dominant—category of analysis
and element of the story that, along with the ever changing idea of Europe,
defines the nature of this narrative. This book tells the history of Ukraine
within the borders defined by the ethnographers and mapmakers of the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, which often (but not always)
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coincided with the borders of the present-day Ukrainian state. It follows the
development of the ideas and identities linking those lands together from the
times of the medieval Kyivan state, known in historiography as Kyivan Rus’,
to the rise of modern nationalism and explains the origins of the modern
Ukrainian state and political nation. In doing so, the book focuses on Ukrai-
nians as the largest demographic group and, in time, the main force behind
the creation of the modern nation and state. It pays attention to Ukraine’s
minorities, especially Poles, Jews, and Russians, and treats the modern mul-
tiethnic and multicultural Ukrainian nation as a work in progress. Ukrainian
culture always existed in a space shared with other cultures and early on in-
volved navigating among the “others.” The ability of Ukrainian society to
cross inner and outer frontiers and negotiate identities created by them con-
stitutes the main characteristic of the history of Ukraine as presented in this
book.

Politics, international and domestic, provide a convenient storyline, but
in writing this book, I found geography, ecology, and culture most lasting
and thus most influential in the long run. Contemporary Ukraine, as seen
from the perspective of longue durée cultural trends, is a product of the inter-
action of two moving frontiers, one demarcated by the line between the
Eurasian steppes and the eastern European parklands, the other defined by
the border between Eastern and Western Christianity. The first frontier was
also the one between sedentary and nomadic populations and, eventually,
between Christianity and Islam. The second goes back to the division of
the Roman Empire between Rome and Constantinople and marks differ-
ences in political culture between Europe’s east and west that still exist to-
day. The movement of these frontiers over the centuries gave rise to a unique
set of cultural features that formed the foundations of present-day Ukrainian
identity.

One cannot tell the history of Ukraine without telling the story of its
regions. The cultural and social space created by the movement of frontiers
has not been homogenous. As state and imperial borders moved across the
territory defined by Ukrainian ethnic boundaries, they created distinct cul-
tural spaces that served as foundations of Ukraine’s regions—the former
Hungarian-ruled Transcarpathia, historically Austrian Galicia, Polish-held
Podolia and Volhynia, the Cossack Left Bank of the Dnieper with the lower
reaches of that river, Sloboda Ukraine, and finally the Black Sea coast and the
Donets basin, colonized in imperial Russian times. Unlike most of my prede-
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cessors, | try to avoid treating the history of various regions (such as the
Russian- and Austrian-ruled parts of Ukraine) in separate sections of the book
but rather look at them together, providing a comparative perspective on their
development within a given period.

In conclusion, a few words about terminology. The ancestors of modern
Ukrainians lived in dozens of premodern and modern principalities, king-
doms, and empires, and in the course of time they took on various names
and identities. The two key terms that they used to define their land were
“Rus’ and “Ukraine.” (In the Cyrillic alphabet, Rus’ is spelled Pycs: the last
character is a soft sign indicating palatalized pronunciation of the preceding
consonant.) The term “Rus’,” brought to the region by the Vikings in the
ninth and tenth centuries, was adopted by the inhabitants of Kyivan Rus’,
who took the Viking princes and warriors into their fold and Slavicized
them. The ancestors of today’s Ukrainians, Russians, and Belarusians ad-

>

opted the name “Rus’” in forms that varied from the Scandinavian/Slavic
“Rus” to the Hellenized “Rossiia.” In the eighteenth century, Muscovy ad-
opted the latter form as the official name of its state and empire.

The Ukrainians had different appellations depending on the period and
region in which they lived: Rusyns in Poland, Ruthenians in the Habsburg
Empire, and Little Russians in the Russian Empire. In the course of the
nineteenth century, Ukrainian nation builders decided to end the confusion
by renouncing the name “Rus’ and clearly distinguishing themselves from
the rest of the East Slavic world, especially from the Russians, by adopting
“Ukraine” and “Ukrainian” to define their land and ethnic group, both in
the Russian Empire and in Austria-Hungary. The name “Ukraine” had me-
dieval origins and in the early modern era denoted the Cossack state in
Dnieper Ukraine. In the collective mind of the nineteenth-century activists,
the Cossacks, most of whom were of local origin, were the quintessential
Ukrainians. To link the Rus’ past and the Ukrainian future, Mykhailo Hru-
shevsky called his ten-volume magnum opus History of Ukraine-Rus’. Indeed,
anyone writing about the Ukrainian past today must use two or even more
terms to define the ancestors of modern Ukrainians.

In this book, I use “Rus’” predominantly but not exclusively with refer-
ence to the medieval period. “Ruthenians” to denote Ukrainians of the early
modern era, and “Ukrainians” when I write about modern times. Since the
independent Ukrainian state’s creation in 1991, its citizens have all come to be
known as “Ukrainians,” whatever their ethnic background. This usage reflects
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the current conventions of academic historiography, and although it makes
for some complexity, I hope that it does not lead to confusion.

“Come, and you will see,” wrote the anonymous author of History of the
Rus’, one of the founding texts of modern Ukrainian historiography, at the

end of his foreword. I cannot conclude mine with a better invitation.
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CHAPTER 1

THE EDGE OF THE WORLD

HE FIRST HISTORIAN of Ukraine was Herodotus, the father of history

himself. This honor is usually reserved for the histories of countries and
peoples belonging to the Mediterranean world. Ukraine—a stretch of
steppes, mountains, and forests north of the Black Sea, which was known to
the Greeks as the Pontos euxeinos (Hospitable Sea, latinized by the Romans as
Pontus euxinus)—was an important part of that world. Its importance was of
a particular nature. The world of Herodotus was centered on the city-states
of ancient Greece, extending to Egypt in the south and the Crimea and the
Pontic steppes in the north. If Egypt was a land of ancient culture and phi-
losophy to study and emulate, the territory of today’s Ukraine was a quintes-
sential frontier where Greek civilization encountered its barbaric alter ego. It
was the first frontier of a political and cultural sphere that would come to be
known as the Western world. That is where the West began to define itself
and its other.

Herodotus, known in Greek as Herodotos, came from Halicarnassus, a
Greek city in what is now Turkey. In the fifth century BC, when he lived,
wrote, and recited his Histories, his birthplace was part of the Persian Em-
pire. Herodotus spent a good part of his life in Athens, lived in southern
Italy, and crisscrossed the Mediterranean and Middle Eastern worlds, travel-
ing to Egypt and Babylon among other places. An admirer of Athenian de-
mocracy, he wrote in Ionic Greek, but his interests were as global as they
could be at the time. His Histories, later divided into nine books, dealt with
the origins of the Greco-Persian wars that began in 499 and continued until
the mid-fifth century BC. Herodotus lived through a good part of that
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period and researched the subject for thirty years after the end of the wars in
449. He depicted the conflict as an epic struggle between freedom and
slavery—the former represented by the Greeks, the latter by the Persians.
Although his own political and ideological sympathies were engaged, he
wanted to tell both sides of the story. In his own words, he set out “to pre-
serve the memory of the past by putting on record the astonishing achieve-
ments of both the Greeks and the Barbarians.”

Herodotus’s interest in the “barbarian” part of the story turned his atten-
tion to the Pontic steppes. In 512 BC, thirteen years before the start of the
wars, Darius the Great, by far the most powerful ruler of the Persian Empire,
invaded the region to avenge himself on the Scythians, who had played a
trick on him. The Scythian kings, nomadic rulers of a vast realm north of the
Black Sea, had made Darius march all the way from the Danube to the Don
in pursuit of their highly mobile army without giving him a chance to en-
gage it in battle. This was a humiliating defeat for a ruler who would pose a
major threat to the Greek world a decade and a half later. In his Histories,
Herodotus spared no effort in relating whatever he knew or had ever heard
about the mysterious Scythians and their land, customs, and society. It
would appear that despite his extensive travels, he never visited the region
himself and had to rely on stories told by others. But his detailed description
of the Scythians and the lands and peoples they ruled made him not only the
first historian but also the first geographer and ethnographer of Ukraine.

THE LANDS NORTH of the Black Sea were first settled ca. 45,000 BC by Nean-
derthal mammoth hunters, as we know from archeological excavations of
their dwellings. Some 3,000 years later, humans who moved into the Pontic
steppes domesticated the horse—according to more evidence provided by ar-
cheologists. In the fifth millennium BC, bearers of the so-called Cucuteni-
Trypilian culture settled the forest-steppe borderlands between the Danube
and the Dnieper, engaged in animal husbandry and agriculture, built large
settlements, and produced clay statues and colored ceramics.

Before Herodotus began to recite parts of his work at public festivals in
Athens, most Greeks knew very little about the area north of the Black Sea.
They thought of it as a land of savages and a playground of the gods. Some
believed that it was there, on an island at the mouth of either the Danube or
the Dnieper, that Achilles, the hero of the Trojan War and Homer’s //iad, had
found his eternal rest. Amazons, the female warriors of Greek mythology who
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cut off their right breasts to better steady their bows, also lived in that area,
supposedly near the Don River. And then there were the ferocious Taurians of
the Crimea, a peninsula known to the Greeks as Taurica. Their princess, Iphi-
genia, showed no mercy to travelers unfortunate enough to seek refuge from
Black Sea tempests on the mountainous shores of the Crimea. She sacrificed
them to the goddess Artemis, who had saved her from the death sentence pro-
nounced by her father, Agamemnon. Few wanted to travel to lands as danger-
ous as those bordering the “Hospitable Sea,” which was in fact very difficult to
navigate and known for severe storms coming out of nowhere.

The Greeks first heard of the lands and peoples north of the Black Sea
from a nation of warriors called the Cimmerians, who appeared in Anatolia
after the Scythians drove them out of the Pontic steppes in the eighth cen-
tury BC. The nomadic Cimmerians moved first to the Caucasus and then
south toward Asia Minor, encountering Mediterranean cultures with a long
tradition of sedentary life and cultural accomplishment. There the nomadic
warriors became known as quintessential barbarians, a reputation recorded
in the Bible, where Jeremiah describes them as follows: “They are armed
with bow and spear; they are cruel and show no mercy. They sound like the
roaring sea as they ride on their horses; they come like men in battle forma-
tion to attack you.” The image of the Cimmerians as savage warriors also
made its way into modern popular culture. Arnold Schwarzenegger played
Conan the Barbarian—a fictional character invented in 1923 by the writer
Robert E. Howard—as the king of Cimmeria in a 1982 Hollywood hit.

The Crimea and the northern shores of the Black Sea became part of the
Greek universe in the seventh and sixth centuries BC, after the Cimmerians
were forced to leave their homeland. Greek colonies then began to spring up
in the region, most of them founded by settlers from Miletus, one of the
most powerful Greek states of the era. Sinope, founded by Miletians on the
southern shore of the Black Sea, became a mother colony in its own right.
Colonies on the northern shore included Panticapacum near today’s city of
Kerch, Theodosia on the site of present-day Feodosiia, and Chersonesus near
the modern city of Sevastopol, all three in the Crimea. But by far the best-
known Miletian colony was Olbia at the mouth of the Southern Buh (Boh)
River, where it flows into the estuary of the even larger Dnieper, their com-
bined waters emptying into the Black Sea. The city featured stone walls, an
acropolis, and a temple to Apollo Delphinios. According to archeologists,
Olbia covered more than 120 acres at its peak. As many as 10,000 people
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lived in the city, which adopted a democratic form of government and man-
aged relations with its mother city of Miletus by treaty.

Olbia’s prosperity, like the well-being of other Greek cities and emporia
(trading places) in the region, depended on good relations with the local
population of the Pontic steppes. At the time of the city’s founding and
throughout its most prosperous period, the fifth and fourth centuries BC,
the locals happened to be Scythians, a conglomerate of tribes of Iranian ori-
gin. The Greeks of Olbia and their neighbors not only lived side by side and
engaged in commerce but also intermarried, giving rise to a large population
of mixed Greek and “barbarian” blood whose customs combined Greek and
local traditions. Olbia’s merchants and sailors shipped cereals, dried fish, and
slaves to Miletus and other parts of Greece, bringing back wine, olive oil,
and Greek artisanal wares, including textiles and metal products, to sell at
local markets. There were also luxury items made of gold, as we know from
excavations of burial mounds of Scythian kings. The steppes of southern
Ukraine are full of such mounds, now largely reduced to small hills and
known in Ukrainian as kurbany.

BY FAR THE most impressive piece of so-called Scythian gold, a three-tier pec-
toral, was discovered in southern Ukraine in 1971 and can be seen today at
the Ukrainian Museum of Historical Treasures in Kyiv. The pectoral, which
probably dates from the fourth century BC and once decorated the chest of a
Scythian king, offers a view of the inner workings of Scythian society and
economy. At its center is a depiction of two kneeling bearded Scythian men
who hold a sheepskin coat. Given the material of which the entire pectoral is
made, this reminds one of the golden fleece of the Argonauts—a symbol of
authority and kingship. To the right and left of the central scene are images
of domesticated animals—horses, cows, sheep, and goats. There are also im-
ages of Scythian slaves, one milking a cow, another a ewe. The pectoral leaves
little doubt that the Scythians lived in a male-dominated society of steppe
warriors whose economy depended on animal husbandry.

If the images of Scythians and domesticated animals take us inside the
Scythian world, those of wild animals depicted on the pectoral tell us more
about how the Greeks imagined the farthest frontier of their universe than
about real life on the Pontic steppes. Lions and panthers pursue boars and
deer, while winged griffins—the most powerful animals of Greek mythol-
ogy, half eagles, half lions—attack horses, the animals most important to the
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Scythian way of life. The pectoral is an ideal symbol not only of Greek cul-
tural transfer but also of the interaction of the Greek and Scythian worlds in
the Pontic steppes.

That intertwining of cultures allowed Herodotus to collect the kind of in-
formation about Scythian life that no archeological dig could provide. The
founding myth of the Scythians certainly belongs to that category. “According
to the account that the Scythians themselves give, they are the youngest of all
nations,” stated Herodotus in his Histories, allegedly descended from a certain
Targitaus, who had three sons. “While they still ruled the land, there fell from
the sky four implements, all of gold—a plough, a yoke, a battle axe, and a
drinking cup,” as Herodotus retold the Scythian founding myth. Two elder
brothers tried to take the gifts from the sky, but they burst into flames, and
only the youngest brother managed to take and keep them. He was immedi-
ately recognized as the supreme ruler of the realm and gave rise to the Scythian
tribe known as Royal Scythians, who dominated the Pontic steppes and kept
the gold that had fallen from the sky. The Scythians apparently saw themselves
as an indigenous population. Otherwise, they would not have claimed that the
parents of their founder, Targitaus, were a sky god and a daughter of Borysthe-
nes, known today as the Dnieper, the main river of the realm. The same myth
suggests that although ruled by nomads, the Scythians also thought of them-
selves as agriculturalists. The tools given to them by heaven included not only
a yoke but also a plow, a clear sign of sedentary culture.

Indeed, Herodotus described the Scythians as divided into horsemen and
agriculturalists, each group occupying its own ecological niche in the north-
ern Black Sea region. On the Right Bank of the Dnieper, as viewed from a
ship sailing southward, directly above the Greek colony of Olbia, from
whose citizens and visitors Herodotus took most of his knowledge of the re-
gion, he identified a tribe called the Callipedae, probably descendants of
Greek intermarriage with local Scythians. To the north, along the Dniester
and north of the steppes controlled by the Royal Scythians, were the Alazo-
nians, who “in other respects resemble the Scythians in their usages but sow
and eat grain, also onions, gatlic, lentils, and millet.” North of the Alazoni-
ans, on the Right Bank of the Dnieper, Herodotus located the Scythian
plowmen, who produced corn for sale. On the Left Bank of the river, he
placed the Scythian agriculturalists, or Borysthenites. He wrote that these
tribes were quite different from the Scythians to the south, who inhabited
the Pontic steppes.
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Herodotus found the lands along the Dnieper to be among the most pro-
ductive in the world:

The Borysthenes, the second-largest of the Scythian rivers, is, in my opinion,
the most valuable and productive not only of the rivers in this part of the
world but anywhere else, with the sole exception of the River Nile—with
which none can be compared. It provides the finest and most abundant pas-
ture, by far the richest supply of the best sorts of fish, and the most excellent
water for drinking—clear and bright—whereas that of other rivers in the vi-
cinity is turbid; no better crops grow anywhere than along its banks, and

where grain is not sown, the grass is the most luxuriant in the world.

An apt description indeed. The black soil of the Dnieper basin is still consid-
ered among the richest in the world, earning modern Ukraine the nickname
“breadbasket of Europe.”

The lands of the middle Dnieper, settled by agriculturalists, were not yet
the end of Herodotus’s frontier. There also existed peoples to the north
about whom not only the Greeks of the colonies but also Scythians of differ-
ent walks of life knew little if anything. These peoples inhabited the ultimate
frontier. On the Right Bank of the Dnieper, they were called Neuri; on the
left, farther to the east and north, they were simply called Cannibals. Hero-
dotus did not know much about them, but the location of the Neuri in the
Prypiat marshes on today’s Ukrainian-Belarusian border coincides with one
of the possible homelands of the ancient Slavs, where a cluster of some of the
oldest Ukrainian dialects is to be found.

If one trusts Herodotus and his sources, the Scythian kingdom was a con-
glomerate of ethnic groups and cultures in which geography and ecology
determined the place of each group in the general structure of the polity and
its division of labor. Greeks and Hellenized Scythians occupied the coast,
serving as intermediaries between the Mediterranean world of Greece and
the hinterland in terms of both trade and culture. The main products of
trade—cereals and dried fish, as well as slaves—came from the parklands or
mixed forest-steppe areas. To reach the Black Sea ports, those products, es-
pecially cereals and slaves, had to pass through the steppes inhabited by
Royal Scythians, who controlled trade and kept most of the proceeds for
themselves, leaving part of their golden treasure in the mounds of the region.
The division that Herodotus described between coast, steppe, and forest
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would become one of the main divisions of Ukrainian history—Ilasting for

centuries, if not millennia.

THE MULTILAYERED SCYTHIAN world depicted in the Histories came to an end
in the third century BC. The Romans, who took control of the Greek colo-
nies of the northern Black Sea region and extended protection to them in the
first century BC, had to deal with different masters of the steppes.

A new wave of nomads from the east, the Sarmatians, defeated, pushed
aside, and eventually replaced the Scythian horsemen, who controlled the
trade routes between the agricultural regions and the Greek colonies. These
newcomers, like the Scythians, were of Iranian stock. Herodotus, who lo-
cated them east of the Don River, recorded a legend according to which they
were descended from the Scythians and Amazon women who escaped Greek
captivity. Like the Scythians, the Sarmatians included different tribes and
ruled over a variety of peoples, including the Roxolani, Alani, and Iazyges.
The Sarmatians ruled the Pontic steppes for half a millennium, until the
fourth century AD. At the height of their power, they controlled the whole
area from the Volga in the east to the Danube in the west and penetrated
central Europe all the way to the Vistula.

The Sarmatians were no less intimidating a power in the region than the
Scythians had been, but we know much less about them. This is mainly be-
cause the trade between the Greek colonies and the Ukrainian hinterland
(and, with it, the flow of information) that had flourished under the Scythi-
ans came almost to a halt under the Sarmatians. They drove the Scythians
into the Crimea, where the former rulers of the realm created a new kingdom
known as Scythia Minor. The Scythians controlled the peninsula and the
steppes immediately to its north, including the Greek colonies. The Sarma-
tians held the rest of the Pontic steppe but had no access to the colonies. The
Scythians, for their part, lost control over the steppe and the hinterland. The
conflict between the new and old masters of the steppes undermined local
trade and prosperity and, in time, the security of the Greek colonies (the
Scythians and other nomads demanded money and goods from the colonists,
whether trade was flourishing or not). Another equally powerful factor reduc-
ing commerce was the appearance of new suppliers of agricultural produce to
the Mediterranean markets. Grain was now coming to the Aegean and Ionian
shores from Egypt and the Middle East along trade routes secured by the
conquests of Alexander the Great and the rise of the Roman Empire.
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When the Romans extended their reach to the northern shores of the
Black Sea in the first century BC, they revived some of the former commerce
by providing the Greek colonies now under their tutelage with a degree of
security, but that proved an uphill battle at best. Ovid (Publius Ovidius
Naso), who was exiled by Emperor Augustus in 8 AD to a place called Tomis
on the Black Sea shore of present-day Romania and died there ten years
later, left us a vivid description of the dangers of everyday life in a Greek
maritime colony at the turn of the first millennium AD:

Innumerable tribes round about threaten fierce war,

and think it’s a disgrace to exist without pillage.

Nowhere’s safe outside: the hill itself's defended

by fragile walls, and the ingenuity of its siting. . . .

We're scarcely protected by the fortress’s shelter: and even

the barbarous crowd inside, mixed with Greeks, inspires fear,
for the barbarians live amongst us, without discrimination,
and also occupy more than half the houses.

This sorry state of affairs, caused by hostile relations with “barbarian”
neighbors and a lack of security, could not but reflect poorly on the state of
the once prosperous colonies of the region. Dio Chrysostom, a Greek orator
and philosopher who claimed to have visited the city of Olbia (known to the
outsiders of his age as Borysthenes) at the end of the first century AD, left a
vivid account of a colony in decline:

The city of Borysthenes, as to its size, does not correspond to its ancient fame
because of its ever-repeated seizure and its wars. For since the city has lain in
the midst of barbarians now for so long a time—barbarians, too, who are
virtually the most warlike of all—it is always in a state of war. . . . For that
reason the fortunes of the Greeks in that region reached a very low ebb in-
deed, some of them being no longer united to form cities, while others en-
joyed but a wretched existence as communities, and it was mostly barbarians

who flocked to them.

Such was the state of the Greek colonies more than a century after the
arrival of the Romans. The region never recovered the prosperity, trade, and
links with the hinterland that it had enjoyed in the days of Herodotus. Con-
stantly at war or in fear of war with the local population, the colonists knew
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little about their neighbors. “The Bosphorus, Don, the Scythian marshes lie
beyond it,” wrote Ovid, looking north and east from his exile in Tomis, “a
handful of names in a region scarcely known. Further there’s nothing but
uninhabitable cold. Ah, how near [ am to the ends of the earth!”

Ovid’s contemporary Strabo, author of the acclaimed Geographies, knew
more about the Pontic steppe than did the famous Roman exile. From
Strabo we learn the names of the Sarmatian tribes and the areas under their
control. According to him, the lazyges and Roxolani were “wagon dwellers,”
or nomads, but the famous geographer gives us literally nothing about the
sedentary population of the forest-steppe areas around the Dnieper, not to
mention the wooded areas farther to the north. Unlike Ovid, however, he
did not live among the peoples of the region; nor were his sources as good as
those of Herodotus. They knew nothing about the “northerners,” and Strabo
complained about the ignorance that prevailed “in regard to the rest of the
peoples that come next in order in the north; for I know neither the Bastar-
nae, nor the Sauromatae, nor, in a word, any of the peoples who dwell above
the Pontus, nor how far distant they are from the Atlantic Sea, nor whether
their countries border upon it.”

Strabo’s informants came from one of the colonies, but if Herodotus
made numerous references to the Dnieper, Strabo seemed more familiar
with the Don. His sources likely came from Tanais, a Greek colony at the
mouth of the Don that belonged to the Bosporan Kingdom, the most pow-
erful union of Greek colonies revived with the arrival of the Romans. For
Strabo, the Don had a special meaning. It served as the easternmost bound-
ary of Europe, the term used in the Aegean homeland to describe the ex-
panse of the Greek presence in the outer world. Europe lay to the west of the
Don, while Asia began to the east of it.

Thus, at the beginning of the first millennium AD, when the Romans
came to the Pontic colonies, the Ukrainian territories found themselves once
again at the very edge of what would become Western civilization. The
northern frontier of the Hellenic world had now become the eastern bound-
ary of Europe. There it would remain for almost two thousand years, until
the rise of the Russian Empire in the eighteenth century redrew the map of
Europe, moving its eastern boundary all the way to the Urals.

The division of the Pontic steppes into European and Asian parts did not
mean much in the time of the Romans. Strabo wrote about the Sarmatians
on both the left and right banks of the Don, and Ptolemy, one of his succes-

sors, wrote in the second century AD about two Sarmatias, one European,
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the other Asian—a division that would remain constant in the works of Eu-
ropean geographers for another millennium and a half. More important than
the imagined eastern boundary of Europe was the real civilizational frontier
between the Mediterranean colonies on the northern shore of the Black Sea
and the nomads of the Pontic steppes. Unlike the Greek colonies with their
surrounding fortifications, that frontier was never set in stone, creating in-
stead a broad zone of interaction between colonists and locals in which lan-
guages, religions, and cultures intermixed, producing new cultural and social
realities.

The all-important boundary between the steppe nomads and the agricul-
turalists of the forest-steppe areas that was known to Herodotus became in-
visible for Strabo. Whether it disappeared altogether or Mediterranean
writers simply did not know about it is hard to say. Geography and ecology
stayed the same, while the population probably did not. It certainly refused
to stay put in the middle of the first millennium AD, when we next encoun-
ter references to the region in the writings of learned Greeks.



CHAPTER 2

THE ADVENT OF THE SLAVS

‘ N J HEREAS TRADE AND cultural exchange largely defined the relations of

the ancient Greeks with the peoples of the Ukrainian steppes in the
last centuries BC, the Romans of the first centuries AD had no choice but to
mix trade with war. Their relations with the peoples of the steppes became
primarily warlike in the fourth century, with the beginning of a period called
the “barbarian invasions” in older historiography and now known as the
period of migrations. It saw a major movement of peoples and tribes from
Eurasia and eastern Europe toward the center and west of Europe that led to
the collapse of the Roman Empire under pressure from the “barbarians” in
the second half of the fifth century. Although weakened, the eastern part of
the empire, known in historiography as Byzantium, managed to survive the
onslaught of the steppe nomads and accompanying agriculturalists from the
north. It continued to exist until the mid-fifteenth century.

Ukraine played an important role in the drama of the migrations. Some
of the key actors in the invasions that led to the fall of the Roman Empire
lived in or passed through its territory. Among them were the Goths and
Huns, the latter led by their king, Attila “the Hun.” In the Pontic steppes,
the migrations ended the lengthy era in which the region was controlled by
nomadic tribes of Iranian origin, including the Scythians and Sarmatians.
The Goths were of German stock, while the Huns, whom most scholars be-
lieve to have originated in the steppes of Mongolia, came into the region ac-
companied by numerous Central Asian tribes. By the mid-sixth century, the
Huns were gone, replaced by tribes speaking Turkic dialects.

13
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All the above-mentioned actors in the story of the migrations came to
Ukraine, ruled its steppes, stayed for a while, and eventually left. One group,
however, once brought to the surface by the upheaval of the migrations, re-
fused to leave the scene. These were the Slavs, a conglomerate of tribes de-
fined in linguistic and cultural terms and represented in various political
formations. The Indo-European origins of their languages suggest that they
came to Europe from the east sometime between the seventh and third mil-
lennia BC and thus settled in eastern Europe long before Herodotus first
described the region and its inhabitants. Claiming the forested areas north of
the Pontic steppes as their home, they remained invisible to Mediterranean
authors throughout most of their early history.

THE SLAVS FIRST came to general attention in the early sixth century AD,
when they showed up en masse on the borders of the Byzantine Empire,
which had been weakened by the Goths and Huns, and moved into the Bal-
kans. Jordanes, a sixth-century Byzantine author of Gothic descent, distin-
guished two major groups among the Slavs of his day. “Though their names
are now dispersed amid various clans and places,” he wrote, “yet they are
chiefly called Sclaveni and Antes.” He placed the Sclaveni between the Dan-
ube and the Dniester, reserving for the Antes the lands between the Dniester
and the Dnieper, “in the curve of the sea of Pontus.” Linguistic data suggests
that the ancestral homeland of the Slavs lay in the forests and forest-steppe
zone between the Dnieper and the Vistula, mainly in Volhynia and the Pry-
piat marshes of today’s Ukraine. By the time Jordanes wrote, the Slavs must
have moved from their forest recesses into the steppes, creating a serious
problem for Emperor Justinian the Great.

Justinian ruled the Byzantine Empire between 527 and 567 and was am-
bitious enough to attempt a restoration of the Roman Empire in its entirety,
both east and west. On the Danube frontier, where the empire faced unceas-
ing attacks from local tribes, Justinian decided to take the offensive. Pro-
copius, a sixth-century Byzantine author who left a detailed account of
Justinian’s wars, writes that in the early 530s Chilbudius, a commander per-
sonally close to the emperor, was sent to wage war north of the Danube. He
scored a number of victories over the Antes, which allowed Justinian to add
“Anticus” (conqueror of the Antes) to his imperial title. But the success was
short-lived. Three years later Chilbudius was killed in battle, and Justinian
returned to the old policy of defending the border along the Danube instead
of trying to extend it.
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Justinian brought back the old Roman tactic of “divide and rule.” By the
end of the 530s, not without Byzantine encouragement and incentives, the
Antes were already fighting the Sclaveni, while Byzantine generals recruited
both groups into the imperial army. Even so, the Slavic raids continued.
While at war with the Sclaveni, the Antes managed to invade the Byzantine
province of Thrace in the eastern Balkans. They pillaged the land and took
numerous slaves, whom they brought back to the left bank of the Danube.
Having manifested their destructive potential, the Antes offered their ser-
vices to the empire. Justinian took them under his wing and designated the
abandoned Greek city of Turris, north of the Danube, as their headquarters.

Like many other enemies of the empire, the Antes became its defenders
in exchange for regular payments from the imperial treasury. They tried to
enhance their status by claiming to have captured the emperor’s best general,
Chilbudius, whom they wanted to recognize as their leader. Since Justinian
had granted Chilbudius the title of magister militum, or commander of all
the imperial troops in the region, such recognition would have made them
legitimate citizens of the empire, not merely its gatekeepers. The plot did not
succeed. The true Chilbudius was, of course, long dead, his impostor was
captured and sent to Justinian, and the Antes had to accept the status of
foederati—allies rather than citizens of the great empire.

WHO WERE THESE new allies of the Byzantine Empire? What did they look
like? How did they fight? What did they believe in? Procopius wrote more
than once that the Antes and the Sclaveni shared a common language, reli-
gion, and customs. We can thus attribute his rather detailed description of
the Slavic way of life to both groups. According to Procopius, the Slavs were
seminomadic, living “in pitiful hovels that they set up far apart from one an-
other.” They constantly changed their dwelling places. The Slavic warriors
were “exceptionally tall and stalwart men.” Procopius had the following to
say about their looks: “Their bodies and hair are neither very fair nor blond,
nor indeed do they incline entirely to the dark type, but they are all slightly
ruddy in color.” The Slavs lived a “hard life, giving no heed to bodily com-
forts ... and . .. [were] continually and at all times covered with filth; how-
ever, they [were] in no respect base or evildoers, but they preserve[d] the
Hunnic character in all its simplicity.”

Although covered with filth, the Slavs entered history under the banner
of democracy. “For these nations,” wrote Procopius, “the Sclaveni and the
Antes, are not ruled by one man, but they have lived from of old under a
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democracy, and consequently everything that involves their welfare, whether
for good or for ill, is referred to the people.” They preferred to fight their
battles half naked, but, unlike the medieval Scots in Mel Gibson’s Holly-
wood blockbuster Braveheart, were more modest when it came to their pri-
vate parts. “When they enter battle,” wrote Procopius, “the majority of them
go against their enemy on foot, carrying little shields and javelins in their
hands, but they never wear corselets. Indeed, some of them do not wear even
a shirt or a cloak, but, gathering their trews [trousers] up as far as their pri-
vate parts, they enter into battle with their opponents.”

Additional information on the Slavic way of making war comes from the
Byzantine Strategikon, written around the year 600 and attributed to the
emperor Mauricius. The author describes in some detail the Slavs who
crossed the Danube frontier and settled in the Balkans. He found them hos-
pitable to travelers but freewheeling and reluctant to honor treaties or abide
by majority opinion. In their homeland north of the Danube, they built
their dwellings in forests along rivers and in marshy areas difficult of access
to invaders. Their favorite tactic was the ambush. They preferred not to fight
in open fields and did not favor regular military formations. Their weapons
were short spears, wooden bows, and short arrows, some of them tipped with
poison. They made slaves of their prisoners, but the period of enslavement
was limited to a certain term.

Procopius had some interesting things to say also about Slavic religion.
The Slavs were anything but monotheists. “They believe that one god, the
maker of lightning, is alone lord of all things, and they sacrifice to him cattle
and all other victims,” he wrote. While honoring one principal god, how-
ever, the Slavs by no means renounced their old habits of worshipping na-
ture and offering sacrifices. As Procopius wrote, “They reverence . . . both
rivers and nymphs and some other spirits, and they sacrifice to all these also,
and they make their divinations in connection with these sacrifices.” The
Byzantine author found surprising not the Slavs’ habit of making sacrifices
to their gods, a tradition that they had in common with the pre-Christian
Romans, but their failure to accept the Christian religion, as other imperial
subjects had done long before. “They neither know it nor do they in any
wise admit that it has any power among men,” wrote Procopius with some
amazement, if not disappointment, “but whenever death stands close before
them, either stricken with sickness or beginning a war, they make a promise
that, if they escape, they will straightway make a sacrifice to the god in return
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for their life; and if they escape, they sacrifice just what they have promised,
and consider that their safety has been bought with this same sacrifice.”

What Procopius and other Byzantine authors tell us about the Slavs finds
some corroboration in Ukrainian archeological data. The Antes are usually
associated with the Penkivka archeological culture, named after a settlement
in Ukraine. The bearers of that culture lived in the sixth, seventh, and early
eighth centuries in the Ukrainian forest-steppe zone, between the Dniester
and Dnieper Rivers, settling both banks of the Dnieper. That area would
include the territories assigned by Jordanes to the Antes. Like the Antes and
Sclaveni of Procopius, the Penkivka tribes lived in simple dwellings dug into
the ground. They, too, often changed their dwelling places. Settlements were
inhabited, deserted, and resettled, suggesting that their inhabitants practiced
an itinerant form of agriculture. Archeology also tells us (and Procopius does
not) that the Penkivka tribes had fortified towns that served as headquarters
of local rulers and centers of administrative and military power.

THE PERIOD IN which the Slavs played an independent role in the region
ended in the early seventh century, when the incursion of the Avars, a con-
glomerate of Turkic-speaking tribes from the northern Caspian steppes, de-
stroyed the Antes’ polity.

The Avars left bad memories in the region, some of which lasted into the
eleventh and twelfth centuries, when Christian Kyivan monks wrote parts of
a historical record that later became known as the Primary Chronicle, or the
Tale of Bygone Years. Its initial section was based on local legends combined
with Byzantine sources. According to the Primary Chronicle, the Avars
“made war upon the Slavs and harassed the Dulebians, who were themselves
Slavs”—a reference to a Slavic tribe that lived along the Buh River. “They
even did violence to the Dulebian women,” wrote the chronicler. “When an
Avar made a journey, he did not cause either a horse or a steer to be harnessed
but gave command instead that three or four or five women should be yoked
to his cart and be made to draw him. Such behavior was punished by divine
wrath. “The Avars were large of stature and proud of spirit, and God de-
stroyed them,” continues the chronicler. “They all perished, and not one
Avar survived. There is to this day a proverb in Rus’ that runs, “They perished
like the Avars.”

The Avars gave way as rulers of the Pontic steppes to the Bulgars and then
to the Khazars, who brought the era of migrations to a close and established
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relative peace in the region by the end of the seventh century. The Khazars
left much better memories among the Avars’ former subjects in the Ukrainian
steppes. “Then the Khazars came upon them as they lived in the hills and
forests,” wrote a Kyivan chronicler, referring to the Dnieper Slavs, “and de-
manded tribute from them.” According to the chronicler, the locals, previ-
ously subject to a Slavic tribe known as the Derevlianians (forest people),
paid the tribute with swords—a sign of defiance and a promise of future re-
venge. Apart from retelling this legend, which exonerated the Kyivans who
had agreed to pay tribute to the Khazars, the Kyivan chronicler showed little
animosity toward the invaders.

The Khazars had limited control over the forest-steppe borderland; the
Dnieper more or less bounded their dominance in the forest zones. The Tur-
kic Khazar elite, interested in peace and trade, was open to foreign influences.
The Khazars welcomed a Christian mission to their country and even ac-
cepted Judaism, giving rise to a legend about the Khazarian origins of eastern
European Jewry. The geographic core of the polity created by the Khazars
was in the lower Volga and Don regions, its main centers being Itil on the
Volga and Sarkel on the Don. The Khazar elite amassed its wealth by con-
trolling trade routes, of which the Volga route to the Persian Empire and the
Arab lands was by far the most important. Initially, it overshadowed the
Dnieper route to the Byzantine Empire.

In the 620s the Khazars concluded a treaty with the Byzantine Empire,
which by then had reestablished its presence on the northern Black Sea shore.
Olbia, taken over by the Goths back in the fourth century, was lost forever,
but the Byzantine commanders secured a piece of land on the southern shore
of the Crimea, protected from the peninsula’s steppes by a range of moun-
tains. There, in Chersonesus, the administrative center of Byzantium’s
Crimean possessions came into being. The principal towns were garrisoned in
the times of Emperor Justinian, and the empire enlisted the Crimean
Goths—a splinter group that stayed in the region after their brethren had
moved westward, first to central Europe and then all the way to the Iberian
Peninsula—to protect the imperial possessions. Imperial engineers helped the
Goths fortify their cave towns high in the Crimean mountains. The Khazars
became allies of the Byzantines against the Persians and Arabs, trying to main-
tain the trade routes to the richest market on earth—that of Constantinople.

What do we know about the Slavs living in Ukraine when the Khazars
controlled its eastern and central parts? More than about earlier periods, but

not much more. Here our main and sometimes only source of information is
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the narrative of much later Kyivan chroniclers. Archeology tells us that Kyiv,
which became the Khazars’ westernmost outpost in the Ukrainian forest re-
gion, came into existence some time before the turn of the sixth century. But
it is the chronicle that provides a sense of why the place was so important
and why it was chosen for settlement. A local legend associated the establish-
ment of Kyiv with the river crossing nearby. The inhabitants maintained
that the town had been founded by their local ruler, Kyi, whose two brothers
gave their names to its hills, while the river flowing through Kyiv into the
Dnieper was named after their sister, Lybid. A statue of these four founders
of the city stands on the riverbank and is now one of the main landmarks of
the Ukrainian capital.

The Kyivan chronicler counted twelve Slavic tribes west of the Carpathi-
ans. In the north their settlements extended as far as Lake Ladoga, near
present-day St. Petersburg; in the east, to the upper Volga and Oka Rivers;
in the south, to the lower reaches of the Dniester and the middle Dnieper
region. These Slavs were the predecessors of today’s Ukrainians, Russians,
and Belarusians. Linguists define them as Eastern Slavs on the basis of dialec-
tal differences that began to develop in the sixth century, setting them apart
from the Western Slavs—the predecessors of today’s Poles, Czechs, and
Slovaks—as well as the South Slavs, who include Serbs, Croats, and other
Slavic peoples of the former Yugoslavia.

Seven of the twelve tribes listed by the Kyiv chronicler resided in what is
now Ukraine, along the rivers Dnieper, Dniester, Buh, Prypiat, Desna, and
Sozh. Only some of those tribes were under Khazar control. While their
overlords and politics were different, their customs and mores seem to have
been the same as, or fairly similar to, those of their neighbors. This, at least,
is the impression conveyed by the Kyivan chronicler, who also happened to
be a Christian monk. He considered members of all tribes other than his
own to be savages. “They lived in the forest like any wild beast and ate every
unclean thing,” wrote the chronicler, who looked down on his pagan prede-
cessors and contemporaries.

Archeologists show the Eastern Slavs to have been rather more sedentary.
They lived in log houses organized in villages with anywhere between four
and thirty houses. The villages were grouped in clusters. In the middle of a
cluster, the Slavs built a fortification that served as military headquarters
during enemy attack. The Slavs engaged in agriculture and animal hus-
bandry. They had their own chieftains, and one might assume that they
practiced military democracy, like the Slavs described by Procopius. Like the
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Antes and the Sclaveni, they considered the god of thunder, whom they
called Perun, to be their main deity.

Compared to the Slavs of Procopius, those described by the Kyivan
chronicler had made some progress with regard to personal hygiene. The
chronicler puts the following words into the mouth of St. Andrew, the apos-
tle who allegedly brought Christianity to Kyiv: “I saw the land of the Slavs,
and while I was among them, I noticed their wooden bathhouses. They
warm them to extreme heat, then undress, and after anointing themselves
with an acid liquid, they take young branches and lash their bodies. They
actually lash themselves so violently that they barely escape alive.”

The Kyivan chronicler, who resided and probably grew up in the vicinity
of Kyiv, was not shy about mocking a bathing procedure popular among in-
habitants of the northern reaches of present-day Russia and Scandinavia. He
was much more scathing about old pre-Christian habits among his country-
men, which he considered barbaric. “The Derevlianians,” wrote the chroni-
cler about the former overlords of Kyiv, “existed in bestial fashion and lived
like cattle. They killed one another, ate every impure thing, and there was no
marriage among them, but instead they seized upon maidens by capture.”
According to the chronicler, other Slavic tribes were guilty of the same behav-
ior. “There were no marriages among them,” he wrote, “but simply festivals
among the villages. When the people gathered together for games, for danc-
ing, and for all other devilish amusements, the men on those occasions car-
ried off wives for themselves, and each took any woman with whom he had
arrived at an understanding. In fact, they even had two or three wives apiece.”

It would be wrong to take the chronicler’s account of Slavic marriage
practices—or, rather, the lack of them—as a description of a norm rather
than a deviation. The Kyivan chronicler, a Christian zealot of a later period,
was of course fighting against all deviations from Christian morality and fo-
cused his attention on youth festivals that ran counter to the established in-
stitution of marriage. Ibrahim ibn Ya’qub, a Moorish Jew from Cordoba
who visited the lands of the Western Slavs in the mid-tenth century, found
Slavic marriages to be strong and the receipt of dowries to be one of the main
ways of accumulating wealth. He noted, however, that both young men and
young women were expected to have sexual experience before they married.
“Their women, when married, do not commit adultery,” wrote Ibn Ya’qub.
“But a girl, when she falls in love with some man or other, will go to him
and quench her lust. If a husband marries a girl and finds her to be a virgin,
he says to her, ‘If there were something good in you, men would have
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desired you, and you would certainly have found someone to take your vir-
ginity.” Then he sends her back and frees himself from her.”

We know precious little about the Slavs who settled Ukrainian territory
prior to the tenth and eleventh centuries. What we do know comes, by and
large, either from their Byzantine or Gothic adversaries or from Christian
zealots of later centuries, such as the Kyivan chronicler, who saw the Slavs as
little more than bearers of pagan superstitions. Both accounts describe them
as barbarians fighting either the Christian Empire or Christian dogma and
ritual. What was ignored by the chroniclers and remains largely unknown to
us is the process of their mostly peaceful colonization of eastern Europe,
which took them from their homeland, part of which was in the northwest-
ern regions of present-day Ukraine, deep into the Balkans in the south, be-
yond the Vistula and toward the Oder in the west, up to the Baltic Sea in the
north, and to the Volga and Oka Rivers in the east. The Slavs were agricul-
turalists who followed in the wake of nomad invasions, as the nomads who
“made history” usually did not know what to do with land that was not
steppe in which their animals could graze. The waves of Slavic colonization
were slow and mostly peaceful, and the results were to prove long-lasting.






CHAPTER 3

VIKINGS ON THE DNIEPER

N UKRAINE, As almost everywhere else in Europe, the era of migrations, or

“barbarian invasions,” gave way to the Viking Age, which lasted from the
end of the eighth century to the second half of the eleventh. As one might
expect, the end of the “barbarian invasions” was not the terminus of inva-
sions per se. The new attackers came from what are now Sweden, Norway,
and Denmark. Those were the Vikings, also known as Norsemen or Nor-
mans in western Europe and Varangians in eastern Europe. They plundered,
subjugated, and ruled whole countries or parts of them. They also trans-
formed some of the existing polities and created new ones.

When did it all begin? We have an exact date for the start of the Viking
Age in Britain: June 8, 793. On that day, Viking pirates who had probably
set out from Norway attacked and pillaged a Christian monastery on the is-
land of Lindisfarne off the English coast. They drowned some of the monks
in the sea and took others into slavery before disappearing with the monas-
tery’s treasures on their longboats. During the same decade, the Vikings/
Normans, who would eventually give their name to the province of Nor-
mandy, appeared near the shores of France. The Viking Age had begun.

The Byzantine court first came into contact with the Vikings no later
than 838, when envoys representing the king of Rus’ (Rhos) showed up in
Constantinople, offering the empire peace and friendship. They came from
the north but were reluctant to return home by the route they had taken for
fear of encountering hostile tribes, so the emperor sent them back via Ger-
many. At the court of Louis the Pious, a son of the famous Charlemagne,
king of the Franks, they were recognized as Swedes or Norsemen and
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suspected of espionage. In fact, they were probably anything but spies and
had every reason to fear attack—either by Slavic tribes or, more likely, by
nomads of the Pontic steppes—on their way back to northern Europe.

The encounter between Byzantium and the Vikings that began so peace-
fully soon ended in confrontation. In 959, a Viking flotilla made its presence
felt in the Mediterranean. In the following year, another group came down
the Dnieper, sailed across the Black Sea, entered the Strait of the Bosphorus,
and attacked the city of Constantinople. As in the case of the Viking assault
on Lindisfarne, we know the exact date—June 8, 860—when the Vikings
attacked the capital of the mighty Byzantine Empire. The city and the em-
pire were taken by surprise, as the emperor Michael was fighting at the head
of his troops in Asia Minor. His fleet was in the Aegean and the Mediterra-
nean, defending the empire not only from the Arabs but also from the Vi-
kings who had appeared there the previous year. No one expected them to
come from the north as well.

The intruders were not equipped for a long siege and could not breach
the city’s walls, but they attacked the suburbs, pillaging churches and man-
sions, killing or drowning anyone who offered resistance, and terrifying the
citizenry. They then passed through the Bosphorus, entered the Sea of Mar-
mara, and continued plundering on the Prince Islands near the capital. Patri-
arch Photius, the supreme Christian and imperial official in the city, called
for divine protection in his sermons and prayers. In one of his homilies, he
described the helplessness of the inhabitants before the invaders: “The boats
went past the city showing their crews with swords raised as if threatening
the city with death by the sword, and all human hope ebbed away from men,
and the city was moored only with recourse to the divine.” The intruders
were gone by August 4, when Photius attributed the city’s miraculous sur-
vival to the protection of the Mother of God. This grew into a legend that
laid the basis for the later celebration of the Feast of the Protection of the
Mother of God, or Pokrova. Ironically, the feast never took hold in Byzan-
tium but became extremely popular in Ukraine, Russia, and Belarus—the
lands from which the Vikings had come to attack Constantinople.

THE VIKINGS WHO attacked the Byzantine capital in the summer of 860 were
hardly unknown to Photius and his contemporaries. The patriarch called
them Rus’, like the members of the Rus’ embassy of 838. He even stated that
they were subjects of Byzantium but left it to subsequent generations of
scholars to figure out the details. Who were they? The search for an answer
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has spanned the last two and a half centuries, if not longer. Most scholars to-
day believe that the word “Rus™ has Scandinavian roots. Byzantine authors,
who wrote in Greek, most probably borrowed it from the Slavs, who in turn
borrowed it from the Finns, who used the term “Ruotsi” to denote the
Swedes—in Swedish, the word meant “men who row.” And row they did.
First across the Baltic Sea into the Gulf of Finland, then on through Lakes
Ladoga, Ilmen, and Beloozero to the upper reaches of the Volga—the river
that later became an embodiment of Russia and at the time formed an essen-
tial part of the Saracen (Muslim) route to the Caspian Sea and the Arab lands.

The Rus’ Vikings, a conglomerate of Norwegian, Swedish, and probably
Finnish Norsemen, first came to eastern Europe mainly as traders, not con-
querors, as there was little to pillage in the forests of the region. The real
treasures lay in the Middle East, beyond the lands through which they
needed only the right of passage. But judging by what we know about the
Rus’ Vikings, they never thought of trade and war—or, rather, trade and
violence—as incompatible. After all, they had to defend themselves en route,
since the local tribes did not welcome their presence. And the trade in which
they engaged involved coercion, for they dealt not only in forest products—
furs and honey—but also in slaves. To obtain them, the Vikings had to es-
tablish some kind of control over the local tribes and collect as tribute
products that they could ship along the Saracen route. They exchanged these
in the Caspian markets for Arab silver dirhams, troves of which subsequent
archeologists have discovered. They punctuate the Viking trade route from
Scandinavia to the Caspian Sea.

The problem was that the Vikings were not the first to invent this busi-
ness model. They faced competition from the Khazars, whose rulers con-
trolled the Volga and Don trade, collecting tribute from the local tribes. The
Khazars also had Byzantium on their side, and some scholars believe that the
Rus’ attacked Constantinople in retaliation for the Khazars’ construction of
the fortress of Sarkel with the help of the empire. Located on the left bank of
the Don River, Sarkel gave the Khazars complete control of trade on the Sea
of Azov. The Khazars also had an outpost in Kyiv, on the Dnieper trade
route, but their rule did not extend to the forest areas west of the river, and
they would soon lose the control of Kyiv as well.

The Primary Chronicle, the source of most of our knowledge about the
period, tells of a struggle for the city that took place in 882 among different
groups of Vikings. Two of their chieftains, Askold and Dir (the gravesite of
the former can still be visited in Kyiv), were killed by Helgi, known to the
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chronicler as Oleh. He captured the city, allegedly on behalf of the house of
Rorik (called Rurik in the chronicle), which already ruled over Novgorod
(Velikii Novgorod) in today’s northern Russia. Although one can and should
question many details of this story, including its shaky chronology (the
chronicler reconstructs much of it on the basis of later Byzantine sources),
the legend probably echoes the actual consolidation of power by one group
of Vikings in the forested regions of eastern Europe between present-day
Velikii Novgorod and Kyiv.

Most of the existing literature refers to this region as lands along the trade
route “from the Varangians to the Greeks,” but recent research suggests that
if such a route really existed, it did not begin to function before the second
half of the tenth century, and some parts of it were more active than others.
Some scholars prefer instead to speak of a Dnieper—Black Sea route. If the
Vikings were not the first to use that shorter route, they certainly revived it
when they began to encounter increasing problems along the Volga “Saracen
route.” In the course of the previous century, internal turmoil in the Khazar
realm had rendered the Volga route unsafe. Around the same time, the Arab
advance in the Mediterranean disrupted Byzantine trade with southern Eu-
rope. The Khazars tried to help their Byzantine allies (and themselves) by
serving as intermediaries in Constantinople’s trade with the Middle East,
now carried on by way of the Black and Azov Seas. The northern trade route
took on new importance for the Greeks, probably greater than at any time
since the days of Herodotus. By this time, the main products being supplied
to the south were no longer cereal crops from the Ukrainian forest-steppe
but slaves, honey, wax, and furs obtained from forested areas farther north.
The most precious product that the Vikings brought back was silk. The Rus’
Vikings secured their trade privileges in Constantinople by concluding trea-
ties with Byzantium, first in 911 and then in 944.

The Byzantine emperor Constantine VII Porphyrogenitus explained in
his De administrando imperio, written ca. 950, soon after the conclusion of
the second treaty, that the merchandise came from Slavic tribes controlled
by the Vikings. “When the month of November begins,” wrote the emperor,
“their chiefs together with all the Rus’ at once leave Kyiv and go off on the
poliuddia, which means ‘rounds,” that is, to the Slavic regions of the Vervians
and Dragovichians and Krivichians and Severians and the rest of the Slavs
who are tributaries of the Rus’.” While some tribes obliged, others rebelled.
The Derevlianians, who lived on the Right Bank of the Dnieper and had
once controlled Kyiv, paid the Vikings a tribute of “one marten skin apiece.”
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But after the tribute increased from one year to the next, the Derevlianians
eventually revolted.

THE PriMARY CHRONICLE’S description of the Derevlianian revolt and its
subsequent suppression gives us an early opportunity to look into the Kyivan
world, which Viking princes dominated in the tenth century.

According to the Primary Chronicle, the Derevlianian rebels attacked
and killed Helgi’s successor, named Ingvar, known as Ihor to the Kyivan
chronicler. “The Derevlianians heard that he was . . . approaching, and con-
sulted with Mal, their prince, saying, If a wolf come among the sheep, he
will take away the whole flock one by one, unless he be killed. If we do not
thus kill him now, he will destroy us all,”” wrote the chronicler in explana-
tion of the revolt. The Derevlianians did as they had planned and killed Ing-
var. Then they did something even more audacious. The mastermind of the
coup, the Derevlianian prince Mal, proposed marriage to Ingvar’s widow,
Helga, whom, given her importance in Slavic and particularly Ukrainian
historical tradition, we shall call by the Ukrainian form of her name, Olha
(Russian: Olga). The chronicler explained that Mal made the overture to
gain control over Ingvar’s young son, Sviatoslav (Scandinavian: Sveinald).

This story indicates that the Viking retinues and the local Slavic elites
clashed not only over the issue of tribute but also over the Vikings’ control of
trade and of the whole realm. Mal clearly wanted to take Ingvar’s place as a
ruler, not simply as the husband of Olha. But Olha tricked Mal by inviting
him and his people to her Kyiv castle, only to burn them alive, allegedly in
the boat in which they had arrived. Then she invited another group of
matchmakers from among the Derevlianian elite and killed them as well, this
time in a bathhouse. She told her guests that she would not see them until
they had washed themselves. The Derevlianians evidently had no idea what a
Scandinavian steam bath was. It soon became very hot. They were all scalded
to death.

The fact that boats and bathhouses were important elements of Norse
culture reveals the Scandinavian roots of this legend. The Rus’ and Scandina-
vian burial ritual involved the burning of the deceased in a boat. But the story
also hints at the weakness of the Vikings’ power in Kyiv. Before burning Mal
alive, Olha seems to have made certain that the people of Kyiv would take
her side. On her advice, the unsuspecting Mal and his entourage refused to
ride or walk to Olha’s castle, demanding instead that the locals take them
there in a boat, which upset the Kyivans. According to the chronicle, they
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lamented, “Slavery is our lot.” In all, before Olha took to the field against the
Derevlianian army, she used trickery to destroy three groups of their leaders.
Still unable to defeat the rest of the tribal army and take their stronghold, she
burned it, resorting once again to subterfuge. That would have been unneces-
sary if the Vikings had had an overwhelming majority in Kyiv.

PRINCESS OLHA’S SON, Sviatoslav, is the first Kyivan ruler of whom we have a
physical description. (The Kyivan chronicler writes that Olha was not only
intelligent but also beautiful, but we have no surviving description of her.)
Leo the Deacon, a Byzantine chronicler who met Sviatoslav, described the
Rus’ prince, who took over from his mother in the early 960s. According to
Leo, Sviatoslav was a broad-shouldered man of medium height. He shaved
his beard but had a bushy moustache. His head was shaved as well, with one
lock of hair untouched—a sign of his noble origin. The prince had blue eyes
and a short, wide nose. He dressed in simple white clothing. His one golden
earring, embellished with a ruby and two peatls, was the only sign of his high
status. The meeting took place in July 971, when Leo accompanied his em-
peror, John Tzimisces, on a military campaign in Bulgaria.

Sviatoslav’s meeting with the Byzantine emperor was a low point rather
than a pinnacle of his military career, which began with the war on the
Derevlianians waged by his mother, Olha. When she finally brought her
troops into open battle with the rebellious tribesmen, the young Sviatoslav
was given the honor of starting the fighting. “When both forces were ready
for combat,” wrote the chronicler, “Sviatoslav cast his spear against the
Derevlianians. But the spear barely cleared the horse’s ears and struck against
his leg, for the prince was but a child. Then Sveinald and Asmund [Viking
commanders of Olha’s army] said, “The prince has already begun battle;
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press on, vassals, after the prince.”” Sviatoslav grew into a warrior, sharing
with his retinue the hardships of military life and using his horse’s saddle as a
pillow while on campaign. Leo the Deacon spotted him rowing a boat with
his men, distinguishable from them only by his cleaner clothes.

Sviatoslav’s brief reign—he assumed full power in the early 960s and died
in battle in 972, probably only thirty years of age—saw a number of success-
ful military campaigns. According to some scholars, in the second half of the
tenth century the Rus’ Vikings switched from trade to war to offset the losses
they suffered once the mines of Central Asia, exhausted after decades of ex-
ploitation, stopped producing silver and the eastern European trade fueled

by the Central Asian silver coins came to an end. In the first of his military
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campaigns, Sviatoslav took control of the last of the East Slavic tribes still
ruled by the Khazars. These were the Viatichians, dwelling in the Oka River
basin on lands that include the environs of today’s Moscow. After accom-
plishing that task, Sviatoslav moved against the Khazars themselves. In a se-
ries of campaigns, he captured Sarkel, the Khazar fortress in the Don region,
and turned it into a Rus’ outpost, then pillaged Itil, the capital of the Khazar
kaganate, on the Volga, and defeated the Volga Bulgars, who were vassals of
the Khazars. The kaganate was no more. The contest between the Khazars
and the Vikings for the loyalty of the Slavic tribes was all but over. They all
now recognized the supremacy of Kyiv.

But Sviatoslav did not spend much time in his capital. He actually wanted
to move it to the Danube. This idea came to him during a Balkan campaign
that he launched against Byzantium in the late 960s. The chronicler reports
that Sviatoslav wanted to move his capital to the Danube because most of the
goods coming from his lands were transported along that river. Rather than a
mere landgrab, he probably had in mind the establishment of control over
one of the main trade routes of the era. Two of his predecessors on the Kyivan
throne, Helgi (Oleh) and Ingvar, had obtained preferential treatment for Rus’
merchants trading on the rich Byzantine markets. Legend has it that Helgi
even managed to nail his shield to the gates of Constantinople. He did not
take the city but allegedly got valuable trade concessions from the emperor.

Sviatoslav became involved in the Balkans on behalf of the Byzantines,
who paid him to attack their enemies, the Balkan Bulgars. Sviatoslav de-
stroyed the Bulgar army and occupied a good part of their country. The
Byzantines believed that he was supposed to turn that territory over to them,
but Sviatoslav disagreed. Thus, they bribed the Pechenegs, a new nomadic
tribe on the Pontic steppes, to attack Kyiv. Sviatoslav had to go home to deal
with the Pechenegs, but by 969 he was back in Bulgaria. In the following
year he besieged the Byzantine city of Adrianople, today’s Edirne, less than
150 miles from Constantinople. The court was in a panic, and Emperor
John Tzimisces sent one of his best commanders to lift the siege. The em-
peror soon marched to Bulgaria himself and surrounded whatever remained
of Sviatoslav’s army. Sviatoslav had to withdraw.

Leo the Deacon witnessed Sviatoslav’s first and last meeting with John
Tzimisces. In return for a promise not to make war on the empire, to leave
Bulgaria, and to renounce any claims to the southern Crimea, the emperor
granted Sviatoslav and his people safe passage home. This was Sviatoslav’s
last military campaign. He died on the way back to Kyiv when he and his
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troops disembarked from their boats near the Dnieper rapids, a forty-mile
stretch of cataracts that is now under water but presented a major obstacle to
navigation until the construction of a huge dam in the early 1930s. The trav-
elers had no choice but to portage around some of the biggest rapids. “When
the Rus’ come with their ships to the barrages of the river and cannot pass
through unless they lift their ships off the river and carry them past by por-
taging them on their shoulders, then the men of this nation of the Pechenegs
set upon them, and, as they cannot do two things at once, they are easily
routed and cut to pieces,” wrote Constantine VII Porphyrogenitus less than
a quarter century before Sviatoslav’s death.

The need to disembark near the rapids probably gave Pecheneg horsemen
their chance to attack and kill Sviatoslav. The Pecheneg chieftain allegedly
made a drinking cup out of his skull. Rumor had it that John Tzimisces
tipped off the Pechenegs and was behind the attack. But Sviatoslav’s death
on the steppe bank of the Dnieper indicated a larger problem that neither he
nor his predecessors had been able to resolve. Despite all the power they
amassed in Kyiv and over the vast forests to the north of the city, they were
unable to establish not only full control of the steppelands but even safe pas-
sage across them. This made it impossible for the Kyivan rulers to secure the
northern shores of the Black Sea and take full advantage of the opportuni-
ties, both economic and cultural, offered by the Mediterranean world. De-
feating the Khazars was not enough to open the way to the sea.

Historians have referred to Sviatoslav as the “last Viking.” Indeed, his mil-
itary expeditions and his idea of abandoning Kyiv and moving to a new capi-
tal to control trade between the Byzantine Empire and the cities of central
Europe suggest that he had little interest in administering the realm built by
his predecessors and expanded through his own military efforts. Sviatoslav’s
death marked the end of the Viking Age in Ukraine. While the Varangian
retinues would still play an important role in Kyivan history, Sviatoslav’s suc-
cessors would try to reduce their dependence on the foreign warriors. They
would focus on ruling the realm they possessed, not on conquering another

one somewhere else.



CHAPTER 4

BYZANTIUM NORTH

FROM THE VERY first reports about the Rus’ princes on the Dnieper River,
we hear of their attraction to the Byzantine Empire. The same thing
that had attracted the Huns and Goths to Rome drew the Viking merchant
warriors to the Byzantine capital, Constantinople: earthly riches, along with
power and prestige. The Vikings never set out to topple Byzantium, but they
tried to get as close to the empire and its capital as possible, launching a
number of expeditions to capture Constantinople.

Sviatoslav’s death in 972 closed an important period in the history of
Rus’ and its relations with its powerful southern neighbor. To the next two
generations of Kyivan rulers, association with Constantinople was no less
desirable than it had been for Sviatoslav. But Sviatoslav’s successors were
concerned not only with money and commerce but also with the power,
prestige, and high culture emanating from Byzantium. Instead of conquer-
ing Constantinople on the Bosphorus, as their predecessors had attempted to
do, they decided to reproduce it on the Dnieper. This turn in Rus’ relations
with the Byzantine Greeks and the new expectations of the Kyivan princes
came to the fore during the rule of Sviatoslav’s son Volodymyr and the lat-
ter’s son Yaroslav. The two ran the Kyivan realm for more than half a cen-
tury and are often credited with turning it into a true medieval state—one
with a more or less clearly defined territory, system of government, and, last
but not least, ideology. Much of the latter came from Byzantium.

As a prince of Kyiv, Sviatoslav’s son, Volodymyr, was less bellicose and
ambitious than his father but turned out to be more successful in achieving
his goals. Fifteen years old when his father died near the Dnieper rapids,
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Volodymyr had brothers who wanted the throne for themselves, and a new
wave of Scandinavian arrivals eased his path to power. Before wresting the
Kyivan throne from one of his brothers, Volodymyr spent more than five
years as a refugee in Scandinavia, the ancestral homeland of his clan. He re-
turned to Rus’ with a new Viking army. The Kyivan chronicler tells us that
after Volodymyr took Kyiv, his soldiers asked for payment. Volodymyr
promised to give them tribute from the local tribes but was unable to deliver.
Instead, he recruited the Viking commanders as his local administrators in
forts that he built on the steppe frontier, allowing the rest of the army to en-
gage in an expedition against Byzantium. He also ordered his people not to
let that army into their towns and to prevent them from returning.

Viking troops remained essential to Volodymyr’s army after his assump-
tion of the throne, but the account in the Primary Chronicle reflects the seri-
ous tension between him and his retinue that characterized his reign. This
“second coming” of the Vikings was very different from the first. Now they
came not as traders or rulers but as mercenaries in the service of a ruler who
was of Viking origin himself but whose prime allegiance was to his princely
realm. Volodymyr did not dream of moving his capital to the Danube. He
was satisfied with the opportunities available on the Dnieper. Volodymyr
would eventually do away not only with the enormous power of the princely
retinue but also with the influence of the tribal elites. He countered them by
appointing his sons and members of his household to run different parts of
his empire, setting the stage for the emergence of future principalities under
the auspices of Kyiv.

The Viking Age had indeed come to an end in Rus’, the land named after
the Vikings. That change found its way into the pages of the Primary Chron-
icle. Its authors usually described the princely retinue as consisting of Vikings,
local Slavs, and Ugro-Finns. The collective name for the first two groups was
Rus’, but, as time went on, it was applied to members of the prince’s retinue
in general, then to his subjects in all walks of life, and eventually to the land
he ruled. The terms “Rus™ and “Slav” became interchangeable in the course
of the tenth and eleventh centuries. One gets that impression not only from
the Primary Chronicle but also from Byzantine reports of the era.

VOLODYMYR TOOK THE throne in 980. He spent the first decade of his rule
on warfare, ensuring that the realm created by his predecessor stayed together.
Following in Sviatoslav’s footsteps, he again defeated the Khazars and the
Volga Bulgars, reasserted his power over the Viatichians in the Oka basin,
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and pushed westward to the Carpathians, taking a number of fortresses from
the Poles, including the town of Premyshl (Przemysl) on today’s Polish-
Ukrainian border. His main concern, however, was the southern frontier,
where the Rus’ settlements were under continual attack by the Pechenegs and
other nomadic tribes. Volodymyr strengthened border defenses by building
fortifications along the local rivers, including the Sula and the Trubizh. He
settled those areas with prisoners of war and subjects from other parts of the
realm. Rus’, born of conquest, now sought stability by defending its borders
instead of attacking the frontiers of other states.

Under Volodymyr’s rule, Kyiv’s relations with Byzantium were also
changing. Whereas his predecessor on the Kyivan throne, Helgi, allegedly
had sent troops against Byzantium to obtain trade preferences, and Sviato-
slav did the same to acquire new territory in the Balkans, Volodymyr in-
vaded the Crimea in the spring of 989 in pursuit of marriage, if not love. He
besieged the Byzantine town of Chersonesus, demanding the hand of the
sister of Emperor Basil II. A few years earlier, the emperor had asked Volo-
dymyr for military assistance, promising the hand of his sister Anna in re-
turn. Volodymyr sent his troops to help up the emperor. But Basil was in no
hurry to fulfill his promise. After receiving this slap in the face, Volodymyr
refused to turn the other cheek and instead attacked the empire. His tactic
worked. Alarmed by news of the fall of Chersonesus, Basil dispatched his
sister Anna to the Crimea. She arrived with a retinue that included numer-
ous Christian clerics.

Volodymyr’s request for marriage was granted in return for an assurance
that the barbarian chieftain (as the ruler of Kyiv was regarded in Constanti-
nople) would accept Christianity. Volodymyr went along. His baptism would
start the process of the Christianization of Kyivan Rus’ and open a new chap-
ter in the region’s history. Once the wedding party had moved back to Kyiv,
Volodymyr removed the pantheon of pagan gods, including the most power-
ful of them—Perun, the god of thunder—from a hill above the Dnieper and
put the Christian clergymen to work baptizing the population of Kyiv. The
Christianization of Rus’ had begun—a long and difficult process that would
take centuries to complete.

Our main source on the baptism of Rus’, the Kyivan chronicler, writes
that Muslim Bulgars, Jewish Khazars, Christian Germans representing the
pope, and a Greek scholar who spoke on behalf of Byzantine Christianity,
the religion that Volodymyr chose, had all importuned Volodymyr. The
story of the choice of faith as told in the Primary Chronicle is of course naive
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in many ways. But it reflects certain real alternatives facing the Kyivan ruler,
for he indeed did the picking and choosing. Volodymyr chose the religion of
the strongest country in the region, in which the emperor was no less impor-
tant an ecclesiastical figure—more important, in fact—than the patriarch.
By choosing Christianity, he gained the prestige of marrying into an imperial
family, which promptly elevated the status of his house and realm. Volody-
myr’s choice of Christian name sheds additional light on his reasons for
accepting Christianity. He took the same name as the emperor, Basil, indi-
cating that in Byzantium he had found a political and religious model to
emulate at home. A generation later, Kyivan intellectuals such as Metropoli-
tan Ilarion would compare him and his baptism of Rus’ to Emperor Con-
stantine and his role in establishing Christianity as the official religion of the
Roman Empire.

To be sure, the Byzantine political and ecclesiastical elite helped Volody-
myr make the “right choice.” They were unhappy with the marriage but not
with the conversion. The Byzantines had begun sending missionaries to the
region soon after the Rus’ Vikings attacked Constantinople in 860. Back
then, Patriarch Photius of Constantinople, the same clergyman who left us
the description of the Viking attack, had sent one of his best students, Cyril
of Thessalonica, to the Crimea and then to the Khazar kaganate. Along with
his brother Methodius, Cyril devised the Glagolitic alphabet to transcribe
Christian texts into the Slavic languages. The two men subsequently became
known as the apostles to the Slavs and gained sainthood. Attempts to con-
vert Kyivan rulers were undertaken long before Volodymyr’s conversion, as
attested by the story of his grandmother, Olha, who became the first known
Christian ruler and the first Christian woman in Kyiv named Helen. Apart
from propagating Christianity, the Byzantine elites began to gain influence
over the “barbaric” rulers and peoples, who had no fancy genealogies and
little in the way of sophisticated culture but a great deal of destructive power.

After Volodymyr’s conversion, the patriarch of Constantinople created
the Metropolitanate of Rus’, one of few ecclesiastical provinces named after
its population and not the city where the bishop or metropolitan would re-
side. The patriarch reserved for himself the right to appoint metropolitans to
head the Rus’ church—most of them would be Greeks. The metropolitan in
turn controlled the appointment of bishops, most of whom would come
from the ranks of the local elite. The first monasteries were established, using
a Byzantine statute. Church Slavonic, the first literary language of Kyivan
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Rus’, initially functioned predominantly as a translation tool, making Greek
texts understandable to local elites. Volodymyr issued regulations defining
the rights and privileges of the clergy and gave one-tenth of his income to
the church. Christianity in Kyivan Rus’ began at the top and moved slowly
down the social ladder, spreading from center to periphery along rivers and
trade routes. In some remote areas, especially northeastern Rus’, pagan
priests resisted the new religion for centuries, and Kyivan missionaries who
ventured there would end up dead as late as the twelfth century.

Volodymyr’s choice would have a profound impact on his realm and on
the history of eastern Europe as a whole. Instead of continuing warfare with
Byzantium, the new Rus’ polity was entering into an alliance with the only
surviving part and continuator of the Roman Empire and thereby opening
itself to the political and cultural influences of the Mediterranean world. It
would prove fateful that Volodymyr not only brought Rus’ into the Christian
world but also made it part of Eastern Christianity. Many of the consequences
are as important today as they were at the turn of the second millennium.

VOLODYMYR BROUGHT CHRISTIANITY to Rus’, but it fell to his successors to
define what that would mean for the politics, culture, and international rela-
tions of the realm and to secure a place for Rus’ in the Christian community
of nations led by the Byzantine emperor. None of Volodymyr’s successors
was more important in making those definitions than his son Yaroslav. While
Yaroslav’s grandfather, Sviatoslav, became known in historiography as “the
Brave,” and his father, Volodymyr, acquired the designation “the Great,”
Yaroslav gained renown as “the Wise.” He could also have been named “Law-
giver” or “Builder,” indicating that the main accomplishments of his rule,
which lasted well over a quarter century, from 1019 to 1054, were not won
on the battlefield but attained in the realm of peace and culture, state and
nation building.

One of Yaroslav’s enduring legacies is his large-scale construction. “Yaro-
slav built the great citadel at Kyiv, near which stands the Golden Gate,”
wrote the Kyivan chronicler. The Golden Gate was the main entrance in the
new ramparts that the prince caused to be built around the area known to
archeologists as Yaroslav’s town. One can hardly overlook the parallel be-
tween Yaroslav’s Golden Gate and that of Constantinople, which served as a
triumphal arch and official entrance to the imperial capital. Kyiv’s Golden
Gate was built of stone (as was part of the wall surrounding the castle), and
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its foundations are still visible. A replica of the old gate was constructed on
those foundations in the early 1980s.

The most striking of Yaroslav’s construction projects was the Cathedral
of St. Sophia, which stood outside the city walls. The cathedral is an impres-
sive building that features five naves, five apses, three galleries, and thirteen
cupolas. The walls are built of granite and quartzite, separated by rows of
bricks; inside, the walls and ceilings are embellished with mosaics and fres-
cos. Construction was completed no later than the year 1037. There is a
consensus among scholars that Yaroslav not only took the name of the cathe-
dral and the main elements of its design from the Hagia Sophia in Constan-
tinople but also brought its architects, engineers, and masons from the
Byzantine Empire. He built not just city walls and churches but a capital for
his realm modeled on the most beautiful and powerful city that any of the
Rus’ had ever seen: Constantinople.

The Kyivan chronicler credited Yaroslav with promoting learning and
scholarship in addition to building churches and supporting the Christian
religion. “He applied himself to books and read them continually, day and
night,” states the Primary Chronicle. “He assembled many scribes and trans-
lated from Greek into Slavic. He wrote and collected many books through
which true believers are instructed and enjoy religious education.” Yaroslav’s
rule marked the beginning of literacy in Kyivan Rus’, which adopted Church
Slavonic, written in the alphabet specifically created by Saints Cyril and
Methodius for the Slavs in order to translate texts written in Greek. Teach-
ers, texts, and the language itself came to Rus’ from Bulgaria, whose rulers
had accepted Christianity earlier than the Kyivan princes.

Under Yaroslav’s rule, as the chronicler points out, texts were not only
read but also translated in Kyiv. Original writings were soon being pro-
duced as well. The “Sermon on Law and Grace,” written sometime between
1037 and 1054 by Metropolitan Ilarion, whom Yaroslav appointed, is one
of the first examples of such original work. The sermon helped bring the
recently Christianized Rus’ into the family of Christian nations, comparing
Prince Volodymyr to Emperor Constantine, as noted earlier. Another im-
portant development was the beginning of historical writing in Kyiv. Most
scholars believe that the first Kyivan chronicle was produced in the 1030s,
during Yaroslav’s reign, probably in St. Sophia Cathedral. Only later did
the work of chronicle writing move to the Kyivan Cave Monastery, which,
modeled on Byzantine monasteries, traces its origins to the end of Yaro-
slav’s rule.
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If Kyiv emulated Constantinople, other cities of the realm emulated Kyiv.
That is how the construction of a new Church of St. Sophia began in Polatsk
and in Novgorod (where a wooden church of that name had stood before).
That is also how the town of Vladimir in northeastern Rus’ later acquired its
own Golden Gate. More important was the spread of literacy and learning to
the regional centers, breaking early Kyiv’s monopoly on the study of texts
and historical writing. Novgorod literati soon began to write history as well,
using the chronicle originally compiled in Kyiv as a basis. It is from a Nov-
gorod chronicler that we learn about Yaroslav the Wise being not only a
lover of books and a builder of castles and churches but also a lawgiver.

After coming to power in Kyiv, Yaroslav rewarded Novgorod, where he
had served as prince on behalf of his father, Volodymyr, by giving the city
freedoms it had not previously enjoyed. This was a token of appreciation for
assistance in Yaroslav’s struggle for the Kyivan throne. The Novgorod chron-
icler associated that grant of special rights and privileges with Yaroslav’s
compilation of a law code known as the Rus’ Justice, a codification of com-
mon law that had enormous impact on the legal system of Kyivan Rus’ and
its successor states. We do not know whether the Rus’ Justice was indeed
compiled under Yaroslav, and chances are that the task was accomplished
later, under his successors. But it certainly could not have been done before
Yaroslav—there were simply no educated people capable of such an under-
taking prior to his rule.

FOLLOWING IN THE footsteps of Constantinople and emulating Byzantine
emperors meant achieving a degree of not only legitimacy but also indepen-
dence that was bound to vex the Greeks of Constantinople. We know of at
least two occasions on which Yaroslav did not shy away from showing his in-
dependence vis-a-vis the empire. The first was his elevation of a Rus’ native,
Ilarion, author of the acclaimed “Sermon on Law and Grace,” instead of a
Greek prelate sent from Constantinople, to the office of Rus’ metropolitan.
In this case, Yaroslav was emulating the role played by Byzantine emperors in
their church, but his decision was also a challenge to the patriarch of Con-
stantinople, who reserved for himself the right to appoint Rus’ metropolitans.
The elevation of Ilarion was controversial within the Rus’ church itself, and
Kyiv reverted to the old practice after Yaroslav’s death in 1054. Constantino-
ple sent Ilarion’s successor to the Rus’ capital.

Yaroslav presented his second direct challenge to Constantinople in 1043,
when a Rus’ flotilla headed by one of his sons appeared near Constantinople
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and demanded money, threatening to attack the city otherwise. The reason
for this return to Viking ways of doing business with Byzantium is not clear.
Were Yaroslav’s efforts to build Constantinople in Kyiv too costly, and was
he running out of funds? We can only speculate. It may have been a sign of
dissatisfaction with something that the Byzantines had done earlier or a re-
minder that Rus’ was not a power to take lightly. Whatever the reason, the
Greeks refused to pay and preferred to fight. The Rus’ flotilla defeated the
Byzantine fleet but was almost destroyed by a storm and came back to Kyiv
empty-handed. Viking practices no longer paid off.

If one treats Byzantine efforts to convert Rus’ to Christianity, which be-
gan immediately after the first Rus’ attack on Constantinople in 860, as a
way of ending such attacks and ensuring peaceful relations with the barbaric
Rus’, then such efforts clearly attained their purpose during the rule of Yaro-
slav. In general, unlike his predecessors, Yaroslav maintained peaceful and
even friendly relations with Byzantium. But religion was hardly the main
reason for the Kyivan prince’s largely peaceful relations with the empire. Un-
der Yaroslav, expansion was no longer the main goal of the Rus’ princes.
Keeping and governing what they had was their priority, and Byzantium as
an ally and source of knowledge and prestige could offer much more than
Byzantium an enemy.

Under Yaroslav’s rule, Rus’ became a full-fledged member of the Chris-
tian community of nations. Later historians would call him the “father-in-
law of Europe” because he married his sisters and daughters to European
heads of state. His father’s acceptance of Christianity from Byzantium and
the subsequent importation of cultural influences from Constantinople to
Rus’ soil were important preconditions for that development. Unlike his fa-
ther, Yaroslav was not wed to a Byzantine princess, but his son Vsevolod
was—to a daughter of the Byzantine emperor Constantine IX Monomachus.
Yaroslav himself married a daughter of Olaf Eriksson, the king of Sweden—a
reflection of the Viking origins of the dynasty. His daughter Yelyzaveta (Eliz-
abeth) was the consort of Harald Hardrada, the king of Norway. His son
Iziaslav married a sister of the Polish king Casimir, who was already married
to one of Yaroslav’s sisters. Yaroslav’s daughter Anastasia became the spouse
of Andrew the White of Hungary, and another daughter, Anna, married
Henry I of France.

Whatever the political reasons behind these marriages, in purely cultural
terms they benefited the European rulers more than they did the princes of
Kyiv. Anna’s case shows this best. Unlike her husband, Anna knew how to
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read and sign her name, an indication that the Kyivan chronicler’s praise of
Yaroslav for his love of books and promotion of learning was hardly exces-
sive. Anna wrote to her father that she found her new land “a barbarous
country where the houses are gloomy, the churches ugly, and the customs
revolting.” Paris under Henry I was clearly not Constantinople, but more

importantly, in Anna’s eyes, it did not rank even with Kyiv.






CHAPTER 5

THE KEYS TO KYIV

THE TERM “Kvivan Rus’,” like “Byzantium,” is of later origin—
contemporaries of those realms did not use these names. Nineteenth-
century scholars came up with the name “Kyivan Rus’.” Today the term
denotes the polity with its center in Kyiv that existed between the tenth and
mid-thirteenth centuries, when it disintegrated under the onslaught of the
Mongols.

Who is the legitimate heir to the legacy of Kyivan Rus’, and who holds
the proverbial keys to Kyiv? These questions have preoccupied much of the
historical writing about Rus’ for the last 250 years. Initially, the debate fo-
cused on the origins of the Rus’ princes—were they Scandinavians or
Slavs?>—and then, from the mid-nineteenth century, it broadened to include
the Russo-Ukrainian contest for the legacy of Kyivan Rus’. The twentieth-
century battle over the earthly remains of Yaroslav the Wise, whose rule the
previous chapter discussed at length, highlights the intensity of that contest.

Yaroslav died on February 28, 1054, and was buried in the Cathedral of
St. Sophia, which he had built. His earthly remains were placed in a white
marble sarcophagus decorated with carvings of the Christian cross and Med-
iterranean plants, including palms, which were by no means native to Kyivan
Rus’. According to one theory, the sarcophagus—a stone embodiment of
Byzantine cultural imperialism—had once been the final resting place of a
Byzantine notable but was brought to Kyiv either by marauding Vikings or
by enterprising Greeks. The sarcophagus is still preserved in the cathedral,
but the remains of Yaroslav the Wise disappeared from Kyiv in 1944, during
the German occupation of the city. By some accounts, they ended up in the
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hands of Ukrainian Orthodox hierarchs in the United States and were spot-
ted in Manhattan after the war. Some suspect that they may now be in the
Church of the Holy Trinity in Brooklyn.

What could account for the transfer of Prince Yaroslav’s remains all the
way to the Western Hemisphere? The answer has nothing to do with Ameri-
can cultural imperialism but is closely associated with the Ukrainian claim to
the legacy of Kyivan Rus’. Ukrainian clergymen leaving their homeland re-
moved the relics so as to prevent them from falling into the hands of the ad-
vancing Soviet army. Concern that if returned to Kyiv, they might end up in
Russia explains enough the continuing refusal of the custodians of the
Brooklyn church to discuss the issue of Yaroslav’s remains with representa-
tives of the Ukrainian government.

Both Ukrainians and Russians claim Yaroslav the Wise as one of their
eminent medieval rulers, and his image appears on the banknotes of both
countries. The Ukrainian bill depicts Yaroslav with a Ukrainian-style mous-
tache in the tradition of Prince Sviatoslav and the Ukrainian Cossacks. On
the Russian note, we see a monument to him as the legendary founder of the
Russian city of Yaroslavl, first mentioned in a chronicle seventeen years after
his death. The Russian bill shows Yaroslav with a beard in the tradition of
Ivan the Terrible and the Muscovite tsars of his era.

Was YArOsLAV A Russian or a Ukrainian ruler, or, if neither, then what could
his “true” identity and that of his subjects possibly be? It is best to begin the
discussion of these questions by focusing on the decades following his death.
Yaroslav’s demise closed one era in the history of the Kyivan Rus’—that of
the consolidation of the realm—and opened another in which it followed in
the footsteps of the Carolingian Empire. Less than a century after the death
of its founder, Charlemagne (814), that empire disintegrated into a number
of smaller states. The reasons for the decline and fall of the two empires were
not very different. They included persistent problems of succession to the
throne, struggles within the ruling dynasty, the rise of local political and eco-
nomic centers, and inability to deal effectively with external threats and inter-
ventions. The long-term consequence of their collapse was the rise of polities
often regarded as precursors of modern nations: France and Germany in the
Carolingian case; Ukraine and Russia in that of Kyivan Rus’.

Prince Yaroslav, wise man that he was, foresaw the troubles that would
besiege his family after his demise. He probably remembered how long and
bloody his own ascent to ultimate power had been. It began in 1015 with
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the death of his father, Volodymyr, and ended more than twenty years later,
in 1036, when his brother Mstyslav, with whom he was forced to divide the
realm, met his end. Between those two deaths there were many battles and
conflicts, punctuated by the deaths of Yaroslav’s numerous brothers. Two of
them, Borys and Hlib, were deprived of the Kyivan throne but attained
sainthood instead and are celebrated today as martyred princes. Some histo-
rians suspect Yaroslav of arranging their murders. One way or another, closer
to the end of his life, he apparently wanted to avoid fratricidal struggle
among his sons.

According to the Primary Chronicle, Yaroslav left a will in which he di-
vided his realm among his sons, giving each a principality of his own. The
throne of Kyiv, which would come not only with Kyivan and Novgorodian
lands but also with supreme power over the other princes, was to go to the
eldest brother. The others would rule under his patronage and supervision in
their separate realms. It was assumed that the Kyivan throne would pass
from elder brothers to younger ones until one generation of princes died out.
The new generation would start the cycle again, beginning with the eldest
son of the eldest brother. Most scholars question the authenticity of Yaro-
slav’s will, but whether it existed or not, the text alleged to constitute such a
will reflects the practice prevailing after Yaroslav’s death.

Yaroslav had five surviving sons, four of whom are mentioned in the
“will.” Only three would taste supreme power after their father’s demise.
The Kyivan throne went to the eldest surviving son, Iziaslav, but he shared
power with two of his brothers, who ruled in Chernihiv and Pereiaslav, two
cities in close proximity to Kyiv. Together, they made up an informal trium-
virate whose decisions were all but binding for the rest of the Rurikid
princes—the Kyivan ruling dynasty that traced its roots to the legendary
Rurik. The triumvirs dealt with challenges to their power by arresting one of
their brothers who ruled over Polatsk (now in Belarus) and imprisoning him
in Kyiv. Their capitals became the centers of what the Rus’ chronicles call
the Rus’ Land.

The term was not entirely new. It had appeared in Metropolitan Ilarion’s
“Sermon on Law and Grace” and can thus be attributed to the times of Yaro-
slav the Wise. It attained its peak of popularity in the late eleventh and early
twelfth centuries, when the triumvirs had already left the scene and their sons
and nephews were trying to settle accounts between different branches of the
family while fending off aggression from the south. Volodymyr Monomakh,
a grandson of Yaroslav the Wise and the Byzantine emperor Constantine IX
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Monomachus, made a career of professing and manifesting loyalty to the
Rus’ Land. A son of one of the triumvirs, he became the prince of Pereiaslav,
a huge territory extending from the steppe borderlands in the south to
the northeastern forests around Moscow settled by the rebellious tribe of
Viatichians.

Monomakh’s main concern was not the Viatichians, who resisted Chris-
tianization and occasionally killed Kyivan monks sent to enlighten them, but
increased nomadic activity on the southern border of the principality. The
moment the Rus’ princes were able to curtail the Pechenegs (Yaroslav de-
feated them in 1036), new, more aggressive tribes appeared on the borders of
the Kyivan realm. These were the Polovtsians, or Cumans, and by the end of
the eleventh century they controlled a good part of the Eurasian steppe, from
the Irtysh River in the east to the Danube in the west. The Rus’ principalities
could not deal with Polovtsian attacks on their own. They needed to join
forces, and no one insisted on that more than the prince of Pereiaslav, Volo-
dymyr Monomakh, whom a chronicler credited with organizing a number
of successful expeditions against the Polovtsians.

Monomakh, a great promoter of the unity of the Rus’ Land, initiated the
reform of the system of princely succession. At a congress organized with
Monomakh’s help in the town of Liubech in 1097, the princes decided to
get rid of the cumbersome, conflict-prone lateral (horizontal) system of suc-
cession introduced by Yaroslav the Wise. Instead of the sons and grandsons
of the triumvirs rotating princely seats, trying eventually to get to Kyiv, each
would rule in his own domain. Only descendants of Yaroslav’s eldest son,
Iziaslav, would succeed to the Kyivan throne. But the system failed to work
in practice. Monomakh himself did not abide by it when he claimed the
throne of Kyiv in 1113; nor did his successors. In less than forty years, be-
tween 1132 and 1169, eighteen rulers succeeded one another in the capital,
four more than during the entire previous history of the Kyivan realm.

MoST OF THE new princes appeared in Kyiv as a result of coups or hostile
takeovers. Everyone seemed to want Kyiv, and those who had a chance tried
their luck. In 1169, however, the pattern was broken. That year, the army of
one of the most powerful and ambitious Rus’ princes, Andrei Bogoliubsky of
the Vladimir-Suzdal principality in what is now Russia, took Kyiv. He did
not show up himself, sending his son to fight the battle instead. Once they
had captured the city, the victors plundered it for three days in succession.
The prince refused to move to Kyiv and establish his capital there.
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Bogoliubsky’s preference for his own capital of Vladimir on the Kliazma
River reflected changes taking place in twelfth-century Rus’ politics, eco-
nomics, and society. The major principalities on the periphery of the Kyivan
world were growing richer and stronger at a time when constant internal
strife beset Kyiv and the middle Dnieper region. The Halych principality in
the foothills of the Carpathian Mountains, in what is now western Ukraine,
engaged in trade with the Balkans along the Danube, conducted with the
blessing of Constantinople. The princes there did not need the Dnieper
route to prosper. In the Vladimir-Suzdal principality, Bogoliubsky success-
fully challenged the Bulgars’ control of the Volga trade. Novgorod in the
northwest was enriching itself through Baltic commerce. Kyiv and the
Dnieper trade route were still there, and the volume of trade was actually
growing despite the hostility of the Polovtsians, but the Dnieper route was
no longer the only, or even the main, economic lifeline of the realm.

As the local princes grew richer and more powerful, they sought to assert
their autonomy or outright independence from Kyiv. They had every reason
to treat the lands inherited from their fathers and grandfathers—not the
mythical Rus’ Land around Kyiv, Chernihiv, and Pereiaslav—as the main
objects of their loyalty. Andrei Bogoliubsky was among the first to do so.
While his sack of Kyiv in 1169 left very deep scars in the memory of its in-
habitants, he demonstrated other, no less obvious attempts to make himself
an independent ruler. It all began with Andrei leaving Vyshhorod near Kyiv
against the wishes of his father, Yurii Dolgoruky, and going to the northeast.
Yurii, who had founded Moscow in 1147, represented an old way of think-
ing. A son of Monomakh, he carved the principality of Suzdal out of his
patrimony and proceeded to expand and strengthen it. But his ultimate goal
was the Kyivan throne, which he obtained by using his powers as prince of
Suzdal. He died in office and was buried in a Kyivan church.

Dolgoruky’s rebellious son wanted none of that. He moved the capital of
his principality from Suzdal to Vladimir and did his best to turn it into Kyiv
on the Kliazma. Andrei did not leave Vyshhorod empty-handed. He took
with him a local icon of the Mother of God (Theotokos) that later gained
fame as the Vladimir Mother of God. The removal of a religious relic from
the Kyiv region to Vladimir is a perfect metaphor for Bogoliubsky’s transfer
of the symbolic power of the Rus’ capital from south to north. That Kyiv
served as the seat of the metropolitan of all Rus’ enhanced its importance.
Andrei, who had never considered his realm part of the Rus’ Land, wanted a
metropolitanate of his own. Around 1162, seven years before the sack of
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Kyiv, he sent an embassy to Constantinople asking permission to install his
own candidate as a new metropolitan. He was rebuffed—a major disap-
pointment for the ambitious ruler, who had already made all the necessary
preparations for the establishment of a metropolitan see. The newly built
Golden-Domed Dormition Cathedral, not unlike the Golden-Domed Ca-
thedral of St. Michael in Kyiv, was intended for a metropolitan but eventu-
ally housed a bishop.

Andrei Bogoliubsky’s other project with unquestionable Kyivan roots was
the building of a Golden Gate. Both the cathedral and the Golden Gate are
still standing and serve as reminders of the Vladimir prince’s ambitions. Like
Yaroslav the Wise before him, Andrei emulated the existing imperial capital
so as to assert his independence of it. Interestingly enough, Andrei’s emula-
tion went further than Yaroslav’s: he not only transferred icons, ideas, and
names for his architectural projects from Kyiv to Vladimir but also gave Ky-
ivan names to local landmarks. That accounts for the naming of rivers in the
environs of Vladimir after their Kyivan prototypes: Lybid, Pochaina, and
Irpin.

Yaroslav the Wise and Andrei Bogoliubsky were both Rus’ princes and
probably shared a similar ethnocultural identity, but their construction proj-
ects show that they had different loyalties when it came to the Rus’ lands.
Yaroslav had a clear loyalty to Kyiv and to his vast realm extending from that
city to Novgorod, which set him apart from Sviatoslav, who had no such
bond, and Volodymyr Monomakh, whose primary allegiance was to the
Rus’ Land around Kyiv, Chernihiv, and Pereiaslav. Andrei differed from his
predecessors in his attachment to his own patrimony within the larger Rus’
realm. We should consider these changing loyalties of the Rus’ princes in the
context of the development of multiple Rus’ identities as they emerge from
the pages of the Rus’ chronicles and legal texts.

THE AUTHORS OF the Primary Chronicle (the laborious task of recording
events and commenting on them passed from one generation of monks to
another) had to reconcile three different historical identities in their narra-
tive: the Rus’ identity of the Scandinavian rulers of Kyiv, the Slavic identity
of the educated elites, and local tribal identity. While the Kyivan rulers and
their subjects adopted the name Rus’, the Slavic identity associated with that
name, not the Scandinavian one, became the basis of their self-identification.
Most subjects of the Rurikids, who ruled their realm from the Slavic heart-
land, were Slavs. More importantly, the dissemination of Slavic identity
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beyond the Kyiv region was closely associated with the acceptance of Chris-
tianity from Byzantium and the introduction of Church Slavonic as the
language of the liturgy, sermons, and intellectual discourse of Rus’. Christi-
anity appeared in both the Slavic and non-Slavic parts of the Kyivan realm
in the garb of Slavic languages and Slavic culture. The more Rus’ became
Christian, the more it turned Slavic as well. The Kyivan chroniclers incorpo-
rated local history into the broader context of the development of the Bal-
kan Slavs and, more broadly still, into the history of Byzantium and world
Christendom.

On the local level, tribal identity gave way slowly but surely to identifica-
tion with local principalities—the centers of military, political, and economic
power associated with Kyiv. Chronicle references to the lands surrounding
princely towns replaced references to indigenous tribes. Thus, the chronicler
refers to the army that sacked Kyiv in 1169 as consisting of people from
Smolensk instead of Radimichians, residents of Suzdal instead of Viatichians
or Meria, and natives of Chernihiv instead of Siverians. There was a sense of
the unity of all the lands under the rule of the Kyivan rulers, and despite con-
flicts and wars between Rurikid princes, the inhabitants of those lands were
considered “ours,” as opposed to foreigners and pagans. The key issue was
recognition of the authority of the Rus’ princes, and when some of the Tur-
kic steppe nomads accepted that authority, they became referred to as “our
pagans.”

The political and administrative unification of the diverse tribal territo-
ries entailed the standardization of their social structure. At its very top were
the princes of the Rurikid dynasty, more specifically the descendants of
Yaroslav the Wise. Under them were members of the princely retinue—
originally Vikings but also increasing numbers of Slavs who merged with lo-
cal tribal elites to form the aristocratic stratum called the boyars. They were
warriors, but in times of peace they administered the realm. The boyars were
the main landholding class, and depending on the principality, they had
greater or lesser influence on the actions of the prince. Church hierarchs and
their servants were also among the privileged.

The rest of the population paid taxes to the princes. The townspeople,
who included merchants and artisans, had some political power that they
exercised at town meetings, where they decided matters of local governance.
Occasionally, as in Kyiv, or quite regularly, as in Novgorod, such meetings
influenced the succession of local princes. The peasants, who accounted for
most of the population, had no political power. They were divided into free
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peasants and semifree serfs. The latter could lose their freedom, usually be-
cause of debts, and reclaim it once they had paid their debts off or after a
certain period. Then there were the slaves—warriors or peasants captured in
the course of military campaigns. The enslavement of warriors could be tem-
porary, but that of peasants was permanent.

The penalties for different crimes set forth in the Rus’ Justice, the legal
code, best demonstrate the hierarchical structure of Kyivan Rus’ society. As
the lawgivers sought to abolish or limit blood feuds and fill princely coffers,
they introduced monetary penalties to be paid to the princely treasury for
killing different categories of people. The penalty for killing a member of the
princely retinue or household (boyars) was eighty hryvnias; a freeman in the
princely service, forty hryvnias; a tradesman, twelve hryvnias; a serf or a slave,
five hryvnias; but it was quite legal to kill a slave if he had hit a free man.
While different regions of Kyivan Rus’ had diverse customary laws, the intro-
duction of a common legal code helped make the realm more homogeneous,
as did the spread of Christianity and Church Slavonic culture emanating
from Kyiv. It would appear that this process was gaining ground just as the
political fragmentation of the Kyivan realm was becoming all but inevitable:
the explosion in the number of Rurikid princes who wanted their own prin-
cipalities, the vastness of Kyivan realm, and the diverse geostrategic and eco-
nomic interests of its regions all undermined a polity that managed, for a
period, to unite the lands between the Baltic and Black Seas.

The change in the geopolitical aims of the Kyivan princes, from Yaroslav
the Wise to Andrei Bogoliubsky, reflects the reduction of their political loyal-
ties from the entire realm of Kyivan Rus’ to a number of principalities de-
fined by the term “Rus’ Land” and eventually to peripheral principalities that
grew strong enough to rival Kyiv in the twelfth and early thirteenth centuries.
Historians look to those principality-based identities for the origins of the
modern East Slavic nations. The Vladimir-Suzdal principality served as a
forerunner of early modern Muscovy and, eventually, of modern Russia. Be-
larusian historians look to the Polatsk principality for their roots. And
Ukrainian historians study the principality of Galicia-Volhynia to uncover
the foundations of Ukrainian nation-building projects. But all those identi-
ties ultimately lead back to Kyiv, which gives Ukrainians a singular advan-
tage: they can search for their origins without ever leaving their capital.



CHAPTER 6

PAX MONGOLICA

YIVAN Rus’, A polity with no generally recognized date of birth, has a

definite date of death. It occurred on December 7, 1240, when yet
another wave of invaders from the Eurasian steppes, the Mongols, conquered
the city of Kyiv.

In many ways, the Mongol invasion of Rus’ marked the return of the
steppe as the dominant force in the region’s politics, economy, and, to some
extent, culture. It put an end to the independence of the forest-based polities
and societies united for a time within the boundaries of Kyivan Rus’ and
their ability to maintain ties with the Black Sea littoral (primarily the
Crimea) and the larger Mediterranean world. The Mongols turned back the
clock to the times of the Khazars, Huns, Sarmatians, and Scythians, when
steppe polities controlled the hinterland and benefited from trade routes to
the Black Sea ports. But the Mongols were a much more formidable military
force than any of their predecessors, who had managed at best to dominate
the western part of the Eurasian steppe, usually from the Volga basin in the
east to the Danube estuary in the west. The Mongols, at least initially, con-
trolled all of it, from the Amur River and the steppes of Mongolia in the east
to the Danube and the Hungarian plain in the west. They established the
Pax Mongolica, a Mongol-controlled conglomerate of dependencies and
semidependencies of which the Rus’ lands became a peripheral but impor-
tant part.

The arrival of the Mongols ended the illusion of the political unity of the
Kyivan realm and put an end to the very real ecclesiastical unity of the Rus’
lands. The Mongols recognized two main centers of princely rule in Rus’: the
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principalities of Vladimir-Suzdal in today’s Russia and Galicia-Volhynia in
central and western Ukraine. Constantinople followed suit, dividing the Rus’
metropolitanate into two parts. The political and ecclesiastical unity of the
Kyiv-centered Rus’ Land had disintegrated. The Galician and Vladimirian
princes were now busy building Rus’ lands of their own in their home territo-
ries. Although they claimed the same name, “Rus’,” the two principalities
followed very different geopolitical trajectories. Both had inherited their dy-
nasties from Kyiv, which was also their source of Rus’ law, literary language,
and religious and cultural traditions. Both found themselves under alien
Mongol rule. But the nature of their dependence on the Mongols differed.

In the lands of what is now Russia, ruled from Vladimir, the Mongol
presence lasted until the end of the fifteenth century and eventually became
known as the “Tatar yoke,” named after Turkic-speaking tribes that had
been part of the Mongol armies and stayed in the region after the not very
numerous Mongols left. The view of Mongol rule as extremely long and se-
verely oppressive has been a hallmark of traditional Russian historiography
and continues to influence the interpretation of that period of eastern Euro-
pean history as a whole. In the twentieth century, however, proponents of
the Eurasian school of Russian historical writing challenged this negative at-
titude toward Mongol rule. The history of the Mongol presence in Ukrainian
territory provides additional correctives to the traditional condemnation of
the “Tatar yoke.” In Ukraine, ruled by the Galician and Volhynian princes,
the Mongols were less intrusive and oppressive than they were in Russia.
Their rule was also of shorter duration, effectively over by the mid-fourteenth
century. This difference would have a profound impact on the fates of the
two lands and the people who settled them.

THE SUDDEN MONGOL rise to world prominence began in the steppes of
present-day Mongolia in 1206, when Temujin, a local tribal leader and com-
mander, united a number of tribal confederations and assumed the title of
khan of the Mongol hordes. Genghis Khan, as Temujin became known after
his death, spent most of his first decade as supreme ruler of the Mongols
fighting the Chinese, whose lands were the first he incorporated into his rap-
idly expanding empire. The next big prize was Central Asia, west of China on
the Silk Road. Bukhara, Samarkand, and Kabul were all in Mongol hands by
1220. The Polovtsians and the Volga Bulgars were next, defeated (along with
some Rus’ princes) by 1223. At this time, the Mongols also invaded the
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Crimea and took the fortress of Sudak, one of the key commercial centers on
the Silk Road that was then part of the Polovtsian realm.

Before his death in 1227, Genghis Khan divided his realm among his
sons and grandsons. The western lands, which then included Central Asia
and the steppes east of the Volga, went to two of his grandsons. One of
them, Batu Khan, was dissatisfied with his inheritance and pushed the bor-
ders of his realm farther west. That push became known as the Mongol inva-
sion of Europe. In 1237 the Mongols besieged and took Riazan on the
eastern frontier of the Vladimir-Suzdal principality. Vladimir, the principali-
ty’s capital, fell in early February 1238. When its defenders took their last
stand at the Dormition Cathedral built by Andrei Bogoliubsky, the Mongols
set it on fire. Towns that defended themselves with particular determination
were massacred wholesale. That was the case in Kozelsk, which fell after a
siege of seven weeks. The Rus’ princes resisted the Mongol onslaught as best
they could, but, divided and disorganized, they were no match for the highly
mobile and well-coordinated Mongol cavalry.

As the Mongols approached Kyiv in November 1240, their huge army
made a dreadful impression on the defenders. “And nothing could be heard
above the squeaking of his carts, the bawling of his [Batu’s] innumerable
camels, and the neighing of his herds of horses, and the Land of Rus’ was full
of enemies,” wrote the chronicler. When the Kyivans refused to surrender,
Batu brought in catapults to destroy the city walls, built of stones and logs in
the times of Yaroslav the Wise. The citizens rushed to the Dormition Cathe-
dral, the first stone church built by Volodymyr to celebrate his baptism. But
the weight of the people and their belongings proved too heavy for the walls,
which collapsed, burying the refugees. St. Sophia Cathedral survived but,
like other city churches, was robbed of its precious icons and vessels. The
victors pillaged the city; the few survivors remained in terror in the ruins of
the once magnificent capital whose rulers had aspired to rival Constantino-
ple. Giovanni da Pian del Carpine, an ambassador of Pope Innocent IV who
passed through Kyiv in February 1246 on his way to the Mongol khan, left
the following description of the consequences of the Mongol attack on the
Kyiv Land: “When we were journeying through that land, we came across
countless skulls and bones of dead men lying about on the ground.”

Kyiv suffered a deadly blow from the Mongol assault and would not re-
cover its former importance and prosperity for centuries. But the population
of the Kyiv and Pereiaslav lands did not abandon the region altogether and
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did not move to the Volga and Oka basins, as some Russian scholars sug-
gested in the nineteenth century. If the dwellers of the Kyiv Land had to flee
the steppe borderlands, they had plenty of opportunity to find safe haven
closer to home, in the forests of northern Ukraine along the Prypiat and
Desna Rivers. Not incidentally, the oldest Ukrainian dialects were spoken in
the Prypiat forests and the foothills of the Carpathians—areas shielded from
nomadic attacks by woodlands, marshes, and mountainous terrain.

By THE TIME Kyiv fell to the Mongols, it no longer reigned over others but
was itself ruled by outsiders. The head of the city’s defenses, a military com-
mander named Dmytro, owed allegiance to Prince Danylo (Daniel), ruler of
Galicia and Volhynia in present-day western Ukraine. Prince Danylo had
taken the Rus’ capital under his protection the previous year by arrangement
with Prince Mykhailo of Kyiv, who fled after originally resisting the Mon-
gols, then losing to them his main stronghold, the city of Chernihiv, and
eventually the will to resist.

Danylo of Halych was a rising star of Rus’ politics. Like Genghis Khan,
he had been orphaned in childhood. He was four years old in 1205 when his
father, Roman, whom the chronicler calls “the autocrat of Rus’,” fell in bat-
tle with the Poles. In the previous few years, Roman, whose patrimony had
originally included the principality of Volhynia, had managed to take con-
trol of the neighboring principality of Galicia, becoming the ruler of all Rus’
lands west of Kyiv. Danylo and his younger brother, Vasylko, inherited the
title but not the possessions of their father. Those were contested by rival
Rus’ princes, as well as by rebellious Galician boyars, and then by the Poles
and Hungarians. Not until 1238, the year of the Mongol attack on north-
eastern Rus’, did Danylo finally reestablish control over both Volhynia and
Galicia and install his own voevoda, or military commander, in Kyiv.

The Mongol invasion put Danylo’s skills as a ruler and military com-
mander to the test. More importantly, it revealed his talent as a diplomat.
When the Mongol military commander demanded that Danylo turn over
his capital city of Halych to the Mongols, he went to see Batu Khan in his
capital, Sarai, on the Volga. It was the kind of visit other Rus’ princes had
paid the khan earlier, the purpose being to pledge allegiance to the Mongols
and receive the khan’s yarlyk, or conditional right to rule their principalities.
“Do you drink black milk, our drink, mare’s kumis?” the khan asked Danylo,
according to the Rus’ chronicler. “I have not drunk it so far. But if you so
ordain, I shall drink it,” answered Danylo, showing the khan respect and
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obedience. In this way the chronicler metaphorically described Danylo’s
submission and his initiation into the Mongol elite.

The chronicler, critical of the very idea of Christian Rus’ princes swearing
allegiance to pagan Mongol khans, described three models of their behavior
vis-a-vis the Mongols. Prince Mykhailo of Chernihiv exemplified the first,
which met with the chronicler’s utmost approval. Since he allegedly refused
Batu’s demand to kowtow before a bush and compromise his Christian reli-
gion, he was killed on orders of the khan. Prince Yaroslav of Vladimir-Suzdal
represented the second model: apostasy. He allegedly agreed to bow to the
bush and thereby earned the chronicler’s condemnation. Danylo followed a
third model, which involved neither complete rejection of, nor full submission
to, Mongol rule. According to the chronicler, who was sympathetic to Danylo,
the prince did not kneel before the bush and besmirch his Christian faith, but
he drank kumis, indicating acceptance of the khan’s secular authority.

In actual fact, the Mongols never asked the Rus’ princes to abandon their
faith and showed maximum tolerance of the Orthodox Church in general.
But the chronicler’s differentiation of three models of behavior reflected very
real gradations in the Rus’ princes’ collaboration with and resistance to Mon-
gol authority. Prince Mykhailo, who was indeed killed on Batu’s orders, re-
fused to capitulate to the Mongols in 1239 and even killed the envoys sent
by the khan to receive his surrender. Yaroslav of Vladimir, by contrast, was
the first of the Rus’ princes to pledge allegiance to the Mongols, which
gained him the title of grand prince of Rus’ and the right to install his
voevoda in Kyiv. He remained loyal to the Mongols until his death in 1246,
as did his son and successor, Aleksandr Nevsky, whom the Russian Ortho-
dox Church later recognized as a saint for his role in defending the Rus’
lands from western aggressors, the Swedes and the Teutonic Knights. Danylo
took a different course: while he swore allegiance to Batu Khan, he did not
abide by his oath very long.

Danylo received Batu’s yarlyk for Galicia and Volhynia in exchange for
his promise to pay tribute and take part in Mongol military campaigns in the
region. Mongol suzerainty shielded him from claims on his territory not
only by rival Rus’ princes but also by aggressive western and northern neigh-
bors. Danylo took advantage of the new atmosphere of political stability to
initiate the economic revival of his realm. It was less devastated than other
parts of Ukraine and served as a destination of choice for refugees from lands
close to the steppe, where the Mongols had their outposts and exercised di-
rect control. If one trusts the Rus’ chroniclers, economic opportunities in the
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Volhynian and Galician towns under the protection of Prince Danylo at-
tracted many refugees from the Kyiv region.

Danylo moved his capital farther from the steppe to the newly established
town of Kholm (present-day Chetm in Poland). He was eager to turn it into
a major economic center. “When Prince Danylo saw that God favored that
place, he began to summon settlers—Germans and Rus’, members of other
tribes, and Liakhs [Poles],” wrote the chronicler. “They came day in and day
out. Both youths and masters of all kinds fled [here] from the Tatars—
saddlers, bowmen and fletchers, and smiths of iron, copper, and silver. And
activity began, and they filled the fields and villages around the town with
dwellings.” Kholm was not the sole object of Danylo’s attention. He estab-
lished new cities—such as Lviv, the future capital of the region, first men-
tioned in the chronicle in 1256 and named after Danylo’s son Lev—and
fortified old ones.

Under the rule of Danylo and his successors, the Galician-Volhynian
principality gathered within its boundaries most of the Ukrainian lands set-
tled at that time. Its rise to prominence was due to political, economic, and
cultural processes that weakened the power of Kyiv and favored the emer-
gence of borderland principalities. The Mongol invasion facilitated this rise.
Some historians have argued that accommodating the Mongols was the best
policy for the Rus’ princes to follow if they cared about their subjects’
well-being. Mongol rule—so goes the argument—brought stability and
trade to the region. True, Kyiv was devastated and would take centuries to
recover. But this long-term impact had more to do with the shifting of trade
routes from the Dnieper to the Don and Volga in the east and the Dniester
in the west than with the scope of the destruction.

Also far from devastating was the Mongol takeover of the Crimea. Con-
trary to popular belief based on early historiography, the Mongols did not
bring the Crimean Tatars to the peninsula. They simply facilitated the Turkic
(Kipchak) takeover, which began long before the Mongol invasion. The Sudak
fortress, taken by the Mongols in the 1220s, in time gave way to Feodosiia, or
Caffa, first under Venetian and then Genoan rule as a major trading center.
The Crimea remained a commercial hub of the region, linking the Eurasian
steppes with the Mediterranean world during the period of Mongol rule.

THE MONGOLs WERE a powerful but often absent force in the Ukrainian
lands during the second half of the thirteenth century, and the rulers of
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Galicia-Volhynia were eager to take advantage of that circumstance. They
sought to become independent of the Horde by building local alliances.

Danylo focused his foreign policy on rebuilding relations with his west-
ern neighbors and forging alliances to assist in a future revolt against the
Mongols. In 1246, on his way back from visiting Batu, Danylo encountered
papal envoy Giovanni del Carpine, whose account of the Mongol destruc-
tion of Kyiv we cited earlier. They discussed the establishment of relations
between Danylo and the pope. Upon his return to Galicia, Danylo sent an
Orthodox cleric to Lyon, where the papacy was located at the time, to estab-
lish direct contact. Pope Innocent IV wanted the Rus’ princes to recognize
him as their supreme religious leader. Danylo, for his part, wanted the pope
on his side to consolidate support from the Catholic rulers of central Europe
against the Mongols.

This contact between the Galician prince and the pope, established with
the help of del Carpine, eventually led Innocent IV to issue a bull in 1253
urging the Christian rulers of central Europe and the Balkans to take partin a
crusade against the Mongols. He also sent his legate to Danylo and bestowed
on him the crown of a Christian king. Prince Danylo became King Daniel,
rex ruthenorum (king of the Rus’). Apart from getting the pope’s backing,
Danylo finally concluded an alliance with the king of Hungary, who agreed
to marry his daughter to Danylo’s son. His other son married the daughter of
an Austrian duke. In 1253, emboldened by promises of support from central
Europe, Danylo began military action against the Mongols. He soon took
control of parts of Podolia and Volhynia that had been under Mongol rule.
He could not have better timed his offensive, since Batu Khan of the Golden
Horde died in 1255, and each of his two successors ruled for less than a year.

It took the Mongols five years to return to Galicia and Volhynia with a
new army, seeking to restore their possession of those lands. Western support
was crucial at that point, but it never materialized. The central European rul-
ers ignored the papal bull calling for an anti-Mongol crusade. Matrimonial
ties also turned out to be of little help, as Hungary was recovering from a
recent defeat by the Czechs. Danylo had to face the new Mongol army alone.
The Mongol military commander, Burundai, who arrived in Galicia-Volhynia
at the head of a large army, demanded Danylo’s participation in campaigns
against the Lithuanians and the Poles, destroying alliances he had built in the
region. Burundai also required Danylo to destroy the fortifications he had
built around his towns, rendering the principality vulnerable to potential
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attacks from the steppe. Danylo obliged. He once again declared himself a
vassal of the Mongols.

Danylo’s alliance with the pope in the 1250s came at a price with regard
to not only the anti-Mongol crusade but also his relations with the Orthodox
clergy, both in Constantinople and at home in Rus’. After the sack of Con-
stantinople in 1204 by participants in the Fourth Crusade, the divisions be-
tween Eastern and Western Christendom became more than a matter of
theological and jurisdictional nuances. They grew into open hostility, exacer-
bated in Rus’ by metropolitans sent from Constantinople. Danylo eventually
managed to silence opposition to his alliance with Rome from the local clergy
but not from Constantinople. When in 1251 Danylo’s protégé as metropoli-
tan of all Rus’, the former bishop of Kholm, Cyril, came to Constantinople
for a blessing, he was confirmed as metropolitan on condition that he not re-
side in Galicia, whose prince was known to be conspiring with the pope.
Cyril, a native of Galicia, moved to the Vladimir-Suzdal principality.

The transfer of the see became official in 1299, during the tenure of Cyril’s
successor, a Greek metropolitan named Maximus. In 1325 the metropolitan
see was moved to Moscow by another Galician appointee, Metropolitan
Petro. This would become a major factor in the rise of the Moscow princes as
leaders of northeastern Rus’—the core of modern Russia. Mongol rule over
much of what is now Russia was much stricter and lasted longer than their
rule over other parts of Rus’. The areas around Moscow were simply closer to
the heart of the lands possessed by the khans of the Golden Horde. The Mon-
gols created the office of grand prince of Rus’ to help administer their realm
and collect tribute. It first went to the princes of Vladimir-Suzdal but was
later contested by the two leading principalities of the region, Moscow and
Tver. In the long run, the princes of Moscow, the “owners” of the metropoli-
tan see, emerged victorious in the struggle for the office and, more impor-
tantly, for mastery of the Mongol part of Rus’.

The see moved from Kyiv to Vladimir and Moscow retained the name
Metropolitanate of All Rus’. As compensation, Constantinople allowed the
Galicians to create their own metropolitanate in 1303. This new see, estab-
lished in the town of Halych, the capital of the principality of Halychyna, or
Galicia in Latin, was called the Metropolitanate of Little Rus’. It included six
of the fifteen eparchies, or dioceses, that had been under the jurisdiction of
Kyiv at some point. Among them were not only the eparchies on the territory
of present-day Ukraine but also the eparchy of Turaii in today’s Belarus. The
notion of Little Rus’, which some scholars believe the Greeks to have
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understood as “inner” or “closer” Rus’, was born. Much later, the term would
become a bone of contention in battles over Ukrainian national identity, with
the appellation “Little Russians” attached in the twentieth century to propo-
nents of all-Russian or pro-Russian self-identification among Ukrainians.

The Mongols’ invasion and their prolonged presence in the Pontic
steppes confronted the Rus’ elites for the first time with the dilemma of
choosing between the East, represented by both the nomads of the steppe
and the Christian tradition of Byzantium, and the West, embodied by cen-
tral European rulers who recognized the ecclesiastical authority of the pope.
Finding themselves for the first time on Europe’s major political and cultural
fault line, the post-Kyivan elites of the territories of modern Ukraine began a
balancing act that prolonged their de facto independence of both East and
West for at least another century.

HISTORIANS OFTEN CONSIDER the Galician-Volhynian principality the last
independent state in the Ukrainian lands until the rise of the Cossack Het-
manate in the mid-seventeenth century. This judgment requires some quali-
fication. While often in disagreement and occasionally at war with the khans
of the Golden Horde, Galicia-Volhynia remained a tribute-paying vassal un-
til the very end of its existence in the 1340s. In exchange for tribute, the
khans allowed the Galician-Volhynian rulers complete independence in their
internal affairs. In the international arena, Galicia-Volhynia benefited from
the Pax Mongolica to the end. The weakening and eventual breakdown of
that international order in eastern Europe facilitated the fall of Galicia-
Volhynia as a unified state.

The disintegration of Galicia-Volhynia began with an event that would
seem trivial today but held extreme importance for medieval and early mod-
ern polities: the extinction of a ruling house, in this case the Galician-
Volhynian princely dynasty. In 1323 the two great-grandsons of Prince
Danylo died: some historians believe that they met their end in combat with
the Mongols—the wrong battle to fight at the time. As Danylo had no other
male descendants, Prince Bolestaw of Mazovia in Poland, a maternal nephew
of the deceased princes, took over the principality. A Catholic by birth,
Bolestaw accepted Orthodoxy and changed his name to Yurii—to him, the
political prize was clearly worth a liturgy. That was not enough for the local
Rus’ aristocracy, the boyars, who despised their new ruler for neglecting their
interests and relying on the advice of people he had brought from Poland. In
1340 the boyars poisoned Yurii-Bolestaw, the last ruler to style himself dux
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totius Russiae Minoris (duke of all Little Rus’), leading to a period of pro-
longed struggle over Galicia-Volhynia and the eventual demise of the princi-
pality. In the second half of the fifteenth century, the former mighty
principality was split in two, with Galicia and western Podolia going to Po-
land and Volhynia to the Grand Duchy of Lithuania.

King Casimir III of Poland was the main actor in the drama of the Polish
takeover of Galicia. He first attempted to take Lviv, the Galician capital from
the 1270s, in 1340. The local elites, led by the Galician boyar Dmytro
Dedko, turned for help to the Mongols and repelled the Polish onslaught
with their assistance. But Casimir came back in 1344 and this time managed
to seize part of the principality. In 1349, after Dedko’s death, Polish troops
occupied Lviv and the rest of the Galician-Volhynian principality. The Lith-
uanian and local troops expelled them from Volhynia in the following year,
but they kept their holdings in Galicia. In the mid-fourteenth century, hun-
dreds of Polish nobles from other parts of the kingdom moved to Galicia in
search of land offered in exchange for military services. From Casimir’s point
of view, conditional land ownership was a means of ensuring that the nobil-
ity would not neglect its duty to defend the new province.

The Kingdom of Poland fully incorporated the Rus’ lands of Galicia and
western Podolia only in the 1430s, as the palatinates of Rus’ (Ruthenia) and
Podolia. Also around that time, in response to the demands of the local no-
bility (both Polish and Ukrainian), the right to unconditional landholding
was extended to noble residents. By far the most important political develop-
ment associated with the incorporation of Galicia and parts of Podolia into
the Kingdom of Poland was the extension to the local nobility of the politi-
cal rights enjoyed by their Polish counterparts. Those included the right to
participate in dietines, or local noble assemblies that discussed not only local
affairs but also matters of state and foreign-policy issues. The nobles also re-
ceived the right to elect representatives to the Diets of the entire kingdom,
and as the defense of the Galician-Podolian borderland from incursions of
steppe tribesmen took on greater importance between the fourteenth and
sixteenth centuries, they used it to the full to lobby their interests at the
courts.

The integration of Galicia and western Podolia into the Kingdom of
Poland—which opened the region to the influence of the Polish model
of noble democracy, the German model of urban self-rule, and the benefits
of Italian Renaissance education—came at a price that some historians of
Ukraine consider too high. The region lost its semi-independent status, and
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the boyar aristocracy, its princely power and dominance in local politics.
Cultural Polonization affected not only the aristocracy but also the local no-
bility; Rus’ artisans were squeezed out of the towns at an accelerating rate,
and Orthodoxy faced powerful competition from the Roman Catholic
Church.

The Grand Duchy of Lithuania offered another model of incorporation
of Ukrainian lands into a foreign polity. The grand duchy had taken over
Volhynia in a fierce competition with its Polish rivals; it also gained control
of the Kyiv Land, which, unlike Galicia-Volhynia, had been under more or
less direct Mongol rule until the fourteenth century. The Lithuanian model
was more conducive to the preservation of the local elites” political influence,
social status, and cultural traditions than the Polish one.

The grand duchy became an actor on the Ukrainian scene in the first half
of the fourteenth century under its most famous ruler, Grand Duke Gedimi-
nas, an effective empire builder and the founder of the Lithuanian ruling
dynasty. By some accounts, Gediminas managed to install a prince of his
own in Kyiv in the early fourteenth century. That does not appear to have
had any immediate effect on the status of the principality, but change would
come as the Lithuanian princes, supported by local retinues, began to push
the Tatars farther into the steppes. The decisive battle took place in 1359.
That year, Lithuanian and Rus’ troops led by Gediminas’s son Algirdas de-
feated the forces of the Noghay Tatars—the leading tribe of the Golden
Horde in the Pontic steppes—in battle on the Syni Vody, a river in today’s
central Ukraine. As a result, the border of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania
shifted south to the Dniester estuary on the Black Sea coast. The Grand
Duchy of Lithuania became not just a powerful successor to Kyivan Rus’ but
also the holder of most of the Ukrainian lands.

The Lithuanians brought representatives of their own Gediminian dy-
nasty to Rus’, but Gediminas’ descendants went native more quickly than
their Rurikid predecessors of the tenth century. The Lithuanian rulers mar-
ried into local Rus’ families, gladly accepting Orthodoxy and Slavic Chris-
tian names. Overwhelming Rus’ dominance in the cultural sphere facilitated
Lithuanian acculturation. The authority of Byzantine Orthodoxy now
swayed the Lithuanian elite, which had remained pagan into the fifteenth
century. The Rus’ chancery language, based on the Church Slavonic brought
to Kyiv at the end of the tenth century by Christian missionaries, served as
the language of administration throughout the grand duchy; its law code,
which became known as the Lithuanian Statute in the sixteenth century, was
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a version of the Rus’ Justice. The grand duchy effectively became an heir to
Kyivan Rus’ in every respect but dynastic continuity. Some historians used
to refer to it not as a Lithuanian state but as a Lithuanian-Rus’ or even a
Rus’-Lithuanian polity.

As the Kingdom of Poland and the Grand Duchy of Lithuania took over
most of the Ukrainian lands, they brought about political, social, and cultural
change. The two states had very different policies with regard to the accom-
modation and assimilation of Rus’ elites and society. But in both cases we see
the emergence and strengthening of similar tendencies that led to the decline
of the Rus’ principalities’ rights of autonomy. By the end of the fifteenth cen-
tury, they would be wiped off the political map of the region, ending the
princely era that had begun in Kyivan Rus’ back in the tenth century.
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CHAPTER 7

THE MAKING OF UKRAINE

WITH THE UKRAINIAN territories integrated by the end of the four-
teenth century into the Kingdom of Poland and the Grand Duchy of
Lithuania, the policies of these two states, as well as relations between them,
began to determine the political, economic, and cultural life of Ukraine. Es-
pecially important for the future of the Ukrainian lands were a series of
agreements between the two states concluded between the fourteenth and
sixteenth centuries.

In 1385, in the town of Kreva (now in Belarus), the thirty-three-year-old
grand duke of Lithuania, Jogaila, who called himself by God’s grace “Grand
Duke of the Lithuanians and Lord of Rus’,” signed a decree that was, in all
but name, a prenuptial agreement with representatives of the twelve-year-old
queen of Poland, Jadwiga. In exchange for the Polish throne, he agreed to
accept Catholicism for himself and his realm and brought about a union of
the lands of the Kingdom of Poland and the Grand Duchy of Lithuania. A
year later, Jogaila was crowned king of Poland. Another year passed, and in
1387 the combined Polish and Lithuanian forces helped to wrestle Galicia
from the Hungarians and attach it once again to the Polish kingdom.

A number of other unions would follow the one negotiated in Kreva,
strengthening ties between the two polities and culminating in the Union of
Lublin (1569), which created the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. The
borders between the kingdom and the duchy were realigned within the com-
monwealth, transferring most of the Ukrainian territories to the kingdom
and leaving the Belarusian ones within the boundaries of the duchy. The
union of Poland and Lithuania thus meant the separation of Ukraine and
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Belarus, and in that regard we can hardly overestimate the importance of the
Union of Lublin. It would initiate the formation of the territory of modern
Ukraine and its intellectual appropriation by the local elites.

FroM THE VIEWPOINT of the Rus’ elites of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania,
the unions with the Kingdom of Poland had caused nothing but trouble. The
immediate outcome of the Union of Kreva was the loss of Rus’ influence on
the grand prince, who not only moved out of the duchy but also became a
Catholic, setting a precedent for his brothers, some of whom were Orthodox.
The Orthodox hierarchs’ hope of establishing Byzantine rather than Latin
Christianity in the last pagan realm in Europe were dashed.

But the real challenge to Rus’ political status came in 1413, when the
Union of Horodlo, which historiography treats as a dynastic union, en-
hanced the Union of Kreva, a personal union between the Kingdom of Po-
land and the Grand Duchy of Lithuania. Concluded between Jogaila, now
king of Poland, and his cousin Vytautas, the grand duke of Lithuania, the
new agreement extended many of the rights and privileges of the Polish no-
bility, including the right to unconditional ownership of land, to the Lithua-
nian nobility. Close to fifty Polish noble families offered to share their coats
of arms with the same number of families from the grand duchy. But there
was a catch: only Lithuanian Catholic families were invited to the party. The
new rights and privileges were not accorded to the Orthodox elite. This was
the first instance of discrimination against the Rus’ elites at the state level.
Denied the new privileges, the Orthodox aristocrats were thus barred from
holding high office in the central administration of the grand duchy. To add
insult to injury, the Union of Horodlo came on the heels of the curbing
of Rus’ autonomy by one of the authors of the new union, Grand Duke
Vytautas, who replaced the prince of Volhynia and rulers of some other
lands with his own appointees.

An opportunity for the Rus’ elites to express their unhappiness with this
encroachment on their status came soon after Vytautas’s death in 1430. In
the succession struggle for the Lithuanian throne, which deteriorated into a
civil war, the Rus’ nobles, led by the Volhynian boyars, supported their own
candidate, Prince Svitrigaila. His rival, Prince Zygimantas, responded in
1434 by extending the rights and privileges guaranteed by the Union of
Horodlo to the Orthodox elites of the grand duchy, turning the tide of war
in his favor. Although the Rus’ princes and nobles of Volhynia and the Kyiv
Land remained suspicious of the intentions of Zygimantas, their support for



The Making of Ukraine 65

Svitrigaila declined, allowing the grand duchy to return to a state of relative
peace. With religion eliminated as a source of grievance among the Rus’
elites, the Lithuanian court had more room to maneuver in its continuing
efforts to restrict the autonomy of the Rus’ lands and principalities.

In 1470, the grand duke and king of Poland, Casimir IV, abolished the
last vestige of the princely era: the principality of Kyiv itself. Ten years later,
the Kyivan princes conspired to kill Casimir and install one of their candi-
dates, but their plot failed, leading to the arrest of the ringleaders and forcing
the other conspirators to flee the grand duchy. With their departure came an
end to the last hopes of restoring the way of life associated with the princely
traditions of Kyivan Rus’. By the turn of the sixteenth century, not only
Ukraine’s political map but also its institutional, social, and cultural landscape
showed few traces of the period two centuries earlier when Galicia-Volhynia
had striven to throw off Mongol suzerainty and become a fully independent
actor in the region. While Rus’ law and language remained well established,
they began to lose their previous dominance. These essentials of Rus’ culture
could no longer compete with latinizing influences and the Polish language,
which took pride of place in the grand duchy after the Union of Kreva.

ALL OVER EUROPE, the sixteenth century was marked by the strengthening of
royal authority, centralization of the state, and regularization of political and
social practices. The other side of the coin was increasing aristocratic opposi-
tion to the growth of royal power, which in the Polish-Lithuanian case came
from the aristocratic houses of the grand duchy, many of them deeply rooted
in the princely tradition of Kyivan Rus’ and Galicia-Volhynia. But in the
mid-sixteenth century, elite opposition to increasing royal power diminished
in response to the growing external threat to the grand duchy, which it could
meet only with the help of Poland. The threat came from the east, where in
the course of the fifteenth century a major new power had been rising: the
Grand Duchy of Muscovy.

In 1476 Grand Prince Ivan III, the first Muscovite ruler to call himself
tsar, declared the independence of his realm from the Horde and refused to
pay tribute to the khans. He also launched a campaign of “gathering the Rus’
lands,” taking Novgorod, Tver, and Pskov and laying claim to other Rus’
lands outside the former Mongol realm, including those of today’s Ukraine.
In the last decades of the fifteenth century, the newly created Tsardom of
Muscovy and the Grand Duchy of Lithuania entered into a prolonged con-
flict over the heritage of Kyivan Rus’. Muscovy was on the offensive, and by
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the early sixteenth century the grand dukes had to recognize the tsar’s rule
over two of their former territories, Smolensk and Chernihiv. It was the first
time that Muscovy had established its rule over part of what is now Ukraine.

The westward advance of Muscovy, stopped by the grand dukes at the
beginning of the sixteenth century, resumed in the second half. In 1558,
Ivan the Terrible, the decisive and charismatic but also erratic, brutal, and
ultimately self-destructive tsar of Muscovy, attacked Livonia, a polity bor-
dering on the grand duchy that included parts of what are now Latvia and
Estonia, starting the Livonian War (1558-1583), which would last for a
quarter century and involve Sweden, Denmark, Lithuania, and eventually
Poland. In 1563, Muscovite troops crossed the borders of the grand duchy,
taking the city of Polatsk and raiding Vitsebsk (Vitebsk), Shklou (Shklov),
and Orsha (all in present-day Belarus). This defeat mobilized support for the
grand duchy’s union with Poland among the lesser Lithuanian nobility.

In December 1568 Sigismund Augustus, who was both king of Poland
and grand duke of Lithuania, convened two Diets in the city of Lublin—one
for the kingdom, the other for the grand duchy—in the hope that their repre-
sentatives would hammer out conditions for the new union. The negotiations
began on a positive note, as the two sides agreed to the joint election of the
king, a common Diet, or parliament, and broad autonomy for the grand
duchy, but the magnates would not return the royal lands in their possession—
the principal demand of the Polish nobility. The Lithuanian delegates packed
their bags, assembled their retinues of noble clients, and left. This move back-
fired. Unexpectedly for the departing Lithuanians, the Diet of the Kingdom
of Poland began to issue decrees, with the king’s blessing, transferring one
province of the grand duchy after another to the jurisdiction of the Kingdom
of Poland.

The Lithuanian magnates who had feared losing their provinces to Mus-
covy were now losing them to Poland instead. To stop a hostile takeover by
their powerful Polish partner, the Lithuanians returned to Lublin to sign an
agreement dictated by the Polish delegates. They were too late. In March
1569, the Podlachia palatinate on the Ukrainian-Belarusian-Polish ethnic
border went to Poland. Volhynia followed in May, and on June 6, one day
before the resumption of the Polish-Lithuanian talks, the Kyivan and Podo-
lian lands were transferred to Poland as well. The Lithuanian aristocrats
could only accept the new reality—they stood to lose even more if they con-
tinued to resist the union. In his magisterial depiction of the Lublin Diet,



The Making of Ukraine 67

Jan Matejko, a famous nineteenth-century Polish artist, portrayed the chief
opponent of the union, Mikalojus Radvilas, on his knees but with his sword
drawn in front of the king.

The Union of Lublin created a new Polish-Lithuanian state with a single
ruler, to be elected by the nobility of the whole realm, and a single Diet. It
extended the freedoms of the Polish nobility to their counterparts in the
Grand Duchy of Lithuania, which maintained its own offices, treasury, judi-
cial system, and army. The new state, called the Commonwealth of Both
Nations—Polish and Lithuanian—was a quasi-federal polity dominated by
the geographically expanded and politically strengthened Kingdom of Po-
land. The kingdom incorporated the Ukrainian palatinates not as a group
but one by one, with no guarantees but those pertaining to the use of the
Ruthenian (Middle Ukrainian) language in the courts and administration
and the protection of the rights of the Orthodox Church.

AT THE LUBLIN Diet, the local aristocracy—princes and boyars, the same
stratum that had opposed the union in Lithuania—represented the Ukrainian
lands. But unlike their Lithuanian counterparts, the Ukrainian delegates
opted for joining the kingdom, while asking for guarantees for their law, lan-
guage, and religion. Why did the Ukrainian elites, the princely families in
particular, agree to such a deal? This question takes on particular importance,
given that the new boundary between Poland and Lithuania would later be-
come the basis of administrative divisions determining the modern border
between Ukraine and Belarus.

Did the Ukrainian provinces of the grand duchy join the Kingdom of
Poland because their identity and way of life differed from those of Belarus, or
did the Lublin border serve to differentiate these two East Slavic peoples?
There is no indication that in the mid-sixteenth century the Ukrainians and
Belarusians spoke two separate languages. Today, in Ukrainian-Belarusian
borderlands people speak transitional Ukrainian-Belarusian dialects, as they
probably did in the sixteenth century, making it all but impossible to draw a
clear dividing line based exclusively on linguistic criteria. It appears, however,
that the Lublin border, based on the boundaries of historical Rus’ lands, re-
inforced differences long in the making. Historically, the Kyiv Land and
Galicia-Volhynia differed significantly from the Belarusian lands to the north.
From the tenth to the fourteenth centuries, they were core areas of inde-
pendent or semi-independent principalities. In the fifteenth and sixteenth
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centuries, the location of the Ukrainian lands on the periphery of the Grand
Duchy of Lithuania and the challenges they faced on the open steppe frontier
also set them apart from the rest of the Lithuanian world.

Unlike the Lithuanian aristocracy, the Ukrainian elites saw little benefit
in maintaining the de facto independence of the grand duchy, which was ill
equipped to resist increasing pressure from the Crimean and Noghay Tatars.
The Kingdom of Poland could help the grand duchy fight the war with
Muscovy, but it was unlikely to assist the Ukrainians in their low-intensity
war with the Tatars. Incorporation of the frontier provinces into the king-
dom might engender a different attitude. One way or another, the Ukrainian
princes approved the incorporation of their lands into Poland. We have no
indication that they ever regretted the move. The Volhynian princely fami-
lies not only held onto their possessions but dramatically increased them
under Polish tutelage.

Kostiantyn Ostrozky, by far the most influential of the local princes, de-
cided the fate of the union by throwing his support behind the king. He kept
his old posts as captain of the town of Volodymyr and palatine of Kyiv. He
also extended his landholdings. At the end of the sixteenth century, Ostrozky
presided over a huge personal empire that included 40 castles, 1,000 towns,
and 13,000 villages, all owned by the prince. By the eatly seventeenth cen-
tury, his son Janusz would have in his private treasury enough gold, silver,
and coins to cover two annual budgets of the entire commonwealth. Os-
trozky alone could muster an army of 20,000 soldiers and cavalrymen—ten
times the size of the king’s army in the borderlands. At various times in his
career, Ostrozky was a contender for both the Polish and the Muscovite
thrones. The lesser nobles were in no position to defy this powerful magnate,
on whom they depended economically and politically. Thus, Ostrozky con-
tinued to preside over an extensive network of noble clients who did his
bidding in the local and Commonwealth Diets. Not only the local nobility
but even the king and the Diet did not dare to challenge the authority of this
uncrowned king of Rus’. The Diet prohibited the princes from fielding their
own armies in wartime, but because of the constant danger of Tatar attacks
on the steppe frontier, the commonwealth’s standing army could not do
without the military muscle of the princes.

The Ostrozkys were the richest of the Ukrainian princes who maintained
and increased their wealth and influence after the Union of Lublin, but they
were not the only ones. Another highly influential Volhynian princely family
was the Vyshnevetskys. Prince Mykhailo Vyshnevetsky branched out of his
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Volhynian possessions, which were quite insignificant in comparison to Os-
trozky’s, into the lands east of the Dnieper. Those lands were either uncolo-
nized or had been abandoned by settlers in the times of Mongol rule and
were now open to attack by the Noghay and Crimean Tatars. The Vyshne-
vetsky family expanded into the steppelands, creating new settlements, estab-
lishing towns, and funding monasteries. The possessions of the Vyshnevetskys
in Left-Bank (eastern) Ukraine soon began to rival those of the Ostrozkys in
Volhynia. These two princely families were the largest landowners in Ukraine.

Changes introduced in the region in the aftermath of the Union of Lublin
assisted the Volhynian princes, the prime movers behind the colonization of
the steppe borderlands, in their efforts. The Polish Crown’s creation of a small
but mobile standing army, funded from the profits of the royal domains,
helped repel Tatar raids and promote the continuing population of the steppe.
Another major incentive for the colonization of the steppe borderlands came
from their inclusion in the Baltic trade. With increasing demand for grain on
the European markets, Ukraine began to earn its future reputation as the
breadbasket of Europe. This was the first time that Ukrainian grain had ap-
peared on foreign markets since the days of Herodotus. Peasants moved into
the area en masse, fleeing serfdom in lands closer to government centers. They
simply migrated to the steppe borderlands of Ukraine, where princes and no-
bles were establishing duty-free settlements that allowed the new arrivals not
to perform corvée (statute) labor or pay duties for a substantial period. In ex-
change, they had to settle and develop the land.

Eastward migration created new economic and cultural opportunities for
Ukrainian Jewry. According to conservative estimates, the number of Jews
in Ukraine increased more than tenfold from the mid-sixteenth to the mid-
seventeenth century, rising from approximately 4,000 to more than 50,000.
They formed new communities, built synagogues, and opened schools. But
the new opportunities came at a price, placing the Jews of Ukraine between
two groups with opposing interests: peasants and landowners. Originally,
both groups were Orthodox. By the mid-seventeenth century, however, with
many princes converting to Catholicism and Polish nobles pouring into the
area, the Jews found themselves caught between resentful Orthodox serfs
and money-hungry Catholic masters. This was a ticking time bomb.

CONTRARY TO THE expectations of King Sigismund Augustus, the Union of
Lublin did not rein in the oppositionist aristocracy. If anything, it gave
greater prominence to Ostrozky and other Ukrainian princes. But their story
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is not only one of building wealth and appropriating land. For the first time
since the fall of the Galician-Volhynian principality, the princes began to in-
volve themselves in cultural and educational projects. This cultural awaken-
ing took place on both sides of the new Polish-Lithuanian border, fueled by
the political aspirations of the princes and directly linked to the religious
conflicts of the time.

In the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, the Radvilas family set an example of
linking politics, religion, and culture. The main opponent of the Union of
Lublin, Mikalojus Radvilas the Red was also the leader of Polish and Lithua-
nian Calvinism and founder of a school for Calvinist youth. His cousin,
Mikalojus Radvilas the Black, funded the printing of the first complete Pol-
ish translation of the Bible, issued in the town of Brest on the Ukrainian-
Belarusian ethnic border. In the 1570s, Kostiantyn Ostrozky began his own
publishing project in the Volhynian town of Ostrih. There Ostrozky assem-
bled a team of scholars who compared Greek and Church Slavonic texts of
the Bible, amended the Church Slavonic translations, and published the
most authoritative text of scripture ever produced by Orthodox scholars.
The project was truly international in scope, involving participants from not
only Lithuania and Poland but also Greece, while the copies of the Bible on
which they worked originated in places as diverse as Rome and Moscow.
The Ostrih Bible was issued in 1581 in a print run estimated at 1,500 cop-
ies. Some four hundred copies have survived, and visitors can see one of
them today in the Houghton Library at Harvard University.

The publication of a Church Slavonic translation of the Bible in Ostrih
before such a text appeared in Constantinople or Moscow indicated the new
prominence of Ukraine in the Orthodox world. Ostrozky did not stop with
the publication of the Bible. Not only did he continue his publishing pro-
gram, both in Church Slavonic and in Ruthenian, which was much more
accessible to the public, but the establishment of a school for Orthodox
youth, not unlike the one founded by Radvilas for the Calvinists, expanded
the activities of the prince’s academic circle. Nor was that the limit of Os-
trozky’s ambitions. There are clear indications that he was exploring the no-
tion of moving the patriarchal throne of Constantinople to Ostrih. The idea
never materialized, but in the late sixteenth century Ostrih became perhaps
the most important center of Orthodox learning.

Ostrozky, the uncrowned king of Rus’, sought historical and religious
justification of the role that he actually played in the region. The introduc-
tory texts to the Ostrih Bible and the works of the authors assembled by the
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prince portray him as a continuator of the religious and educational work
begun in Rus’ by Princes Volodymyr the Great and Yaroslav the Wise. “For
Volodymyr enlightened the nation by baptism / While Kostiantyn [Os-
trozky] brought them light with the writings of holy wisdom,” wrote one of
the editors of the Bible. He continued, “Yaroslav embellished Kyiv and
Chernihiv with church buildings / While Kostiantyn raised up the one uni-
versal church with writings.” Herasym Smotrytsky, a renowned theologian
and the most likely author of the verses quoted above, came from “Polish
Rus’,” that is, Galicia and western Podolia. There, Ruthenian (Ukrainian
and Belarusian) nobles and burghers benefited from the fruits of Polish Re-
naissance education much earlier than their counterparts in the Grand
Duchy of Lithuania.

The team of intellectuals assembled or supported by Ostrozky was inter-
national, and some of its most prominent members had Polish backgrounds.
Ostrozky’s panegyrists, who came from the ranks of the Polish nobility, had
little interest in his contribution to the Orthodox cause but did their best to
build up his credentials as a semi-independent ruler. If Orthodox intellectu-
als linked Ostrozky to Volodymyr and Yaroslav, the Polish panegyrists “es-
tablished” his historical ties with Danylo of Halych, the most famous ruler of
Ostrozky’s native Volhynia. The Poles who served the Ostrozkys, as well as
the princes Zaslavskys, who were associated with the Ostrozkys by marriage,
carved out for their patrons a new historical and political space not defined
by the existing boundaries of the Orthodox Church or the Ruthenian
(Ukrainian and Belarusian) lands of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania. That
space was “Polish Rus”—the Orthodox lands of the Kingdom of Poland. By
imposing on the old map of Orthodox Rus’ the boundaries established by
the Union of Lublin, the panegyrists created a historical and political reality
that would later provide a geographical blueprint for the formation of the
modern Ukrainian nation.

Beyond the realm of arts and letters, imposition of the Lublin boundaries
on the old map also included actual mapmaking. A map produced in the
1590s by Tomasz Makowski showed the new border between Polish and
Lithuanian Rus’, or, in modern terms, Ukraine and Belarus. Titled “The
Grand Duchy of Lithuania and Adjoining Territories,” it included the
Ukrainian lands and an inset of the Dnieper River. Scholars believe that
Kostiantyn Ostrozky supplied the material for the Ukrainian part of the
map. The local term “Ukraine” probably made its way onto the Makowski
map thanks to the prince or his servitors. The word denoted part of the lands
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south of the new border, referring to the territory on the Right Bank of the
Dnieper extending from Kyiv in the north to Kaniv in the south. Beyond
Kaniv, if one trusted the cartographer, there were wild steppes, marked
campi deserti citra Boristenem (desert plains on this side of the Borysthenes).
“Ukraine” thus covered a good part of the region’s steppe frontier. It seems
to have been a booming area, dotted with numerous castles and settlements
that had not appeared on earlier maps. The alternative name of the region
used on the same map was Volynia ulterior (Outer Volhynia), a designation
that stressed the close link between the new “Ukraine” and the old Volhynia,
the homeland of the Ostrozkys.

The Union of Lublin created a new political space for mastering and
exploitation first and foremost by the Orthodox princely elite, which, in-
stead of losing its prestige and power as a result of the union, in fact en-
hanced them. As the princes’ intellectual retainers began to fill that space
with content related to the political ambitions of their masters, they looked
to history for parallels and precedents, such as the activities of Volodymyr
the Great, Yaroslav the Wise, and Danylo of Halych. For all their attention
to the past, they were actually creating something new. Their invention
would eventually become “Ukraine,” a term that appeared in the region for
the first time during this sixteenth-century revival of princely power. It
would take time for the name and the new space created by the Union of
Lublin to become coterminous.



CHAPTER 8

THE COSSACKS

N THE COURSE of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, the Ukrainian
Isteppes underwent a major political, economic, and cultural transforma-
tion. For the first time since the days of Kyivan Rus’, the line of frontier set-
tlement stopped retreating toward the Prypiat marshes and the Carpathian
Mountains and began advancing toward the east and south. Linguistic re-
search indicates that two major groups of Ukrainian dialects, Polisian and
Carpatho-Volhynian, began to converge from the north and west, respec-
tively, shifting east and south to create a third group of steppe dialects that
now cover Ukrainian territory from Zhytomyr and Kyiv in the northwest to
Zaporizhia, Luhansk, and Donetsk in the east and extending as far to the
southeast as Krasnodar and Stavropol in today’s Russia. This mixing of dia-
lects reflected the movement of population at large.

The origins of that profound change were in the steppe itself. The strug-
gle that began in the mid-fourteenth century within the Golden Horde, also
known as the Kipchak Khanate, led to its disintegration by the mid-fifteenth
century. The Crimean, Kazan, and Astrakhan khanates became successors to
the Horde, none of them capable of uniting it and some even losing their
independence. The Crimea became independent of the Golden Horde in
1449 under the leadership of a descendant of Genghis Khan, Haji Devlet
Giray. The Giray dynasty, established by Haji Devlet, would last into the
eighteenth century, but his realm would not remain independent. By 1478,
the khanate had become a vassal state of the Ottoman Empire—the huge
Turkic-dominated Muslim polity that replaced Byzantium as the major
power in the western Mediterranean and Black Sea regions in the course of
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the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. The Ottomans, who made Istanbul,
the former Constantinople, their capital in 1453, took direct control over
the southern shores of the Crimea, establishing their main center in the port
city of Kaffa, today’s Feodosiia. The Girays controlled the steppelands of the
Crimea north of the mountains, as well as the nomadic tribes of southern
Ukraine, with the Noghay Horde becoming the most powerful of those
tribes in the sixteenth century.

Security concerns and commercial interests attracted the Ottomans to the
region. In particular they were interested in slaves. The slave trade had always
been important in the region’s economy, but it now became dominant. The
Ottoman Empire, whose Islamic laws allowed the enslavement only of
non-Muslims and encouraged the emancipation of slaves, was always in need
of free labor. The Noghays and the Crimean Tatars responded to the de-
mand, expanding their slave-seeking expeditions to the lands north of the
Pontic steppes and often going much deeper into Ukraine and southern Mus-
covy than the frontier areas. The slave trade supplemented the earnings that
the Noghays obtained from animal husbandry and the Crimeans from both
husbandry and settled forms of agriculture. Bad harvests generally translated
into more raids to the north and more slaves shipped back to the Crimea.

All five routes that the Tatars followed to the settled areas on their
slave-seeking raids went through Ukraine. Two of them east of the Dniester
led to western Podolia and then to Galicia; two on the other side of the
Southern Buh River led to western Podolia and Volhynia, then again to
Galicia; the last passed through what would become the Sloboda Ukraine
region around Kharkiv to southern Muscovy. If the demand for cereals led
to the incorporation of the Ukrainian lands of the sixteenth century into the
Baltic trade, their connection to the Mediterranean trade was due largely to
Tatar raiding for slaves. Ukrainians, who constituted an absolute majority of
the population of the steppe borderlands north of the Black Sea and moved
into the steppes in search of grain, became the main targets and victims of
the Ottoman Empire’s slave-dependent economy. Ethnic Russians northeast
of the Crimea were a close second.

Michalon (Michael) the Lithuanian, a mid-sixteenth-century author who
visited the Crimea, described the scope of the slave trade by quoting from his
conversation with a local Jew who, “seeing that our people were constantly
being shipped there as captives in numbers too large to count, asked us
whether our lands also teemed with people, and whence such innumerable
mortals had come.” Estimates of the numbers of Ukrainians and Russians
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brought to the Crimean slave markets in the sixteenth and seventeenth cen-
turies vary from 1.5 million to 3 million. Children and adolescents brought
the highest prices. The fates of the slaves differed. Most of the male slaves
ended up on Ottoman galleys or working in the fields, while many women
worked as domestics. Some got lucky, but only in a matter of speaking. Tal-
ented young men made careers in the Ottoman administration, but most of
them were eunuchs. Some women were taken into the harems of the sultans
and high Ottoman officials.

One Ukrainian girl known in history as Roxolana became the wife of the
most powerful of the Ottoman sultans, Suleiman the Magnificent, who
ruled from 1520 to 1566. Her son became a sultan under the name Selim II.
Under the name Hiirrem Sultan, Roxolana sponsored Muslim charities and
funded the construction of some of the best examples of Ottoman architec-
ture. Among these is the Haseki Hiirrem Sultan Hamami, a public bath-
house not far from Hagia Sophia in Istanbul, constructed by the best-known
Ottoman architect, Mimar Sinan. In the course of the last two hundred
years, Roxolana has figured as the heroine of novels and a number of televi-
sion dramas in Ukraine and Turkey. To be sure, her life and career were the
exception, not the rule.

The Tatar attacks and the slave trade left deep scars in Ukrainian mem-
ory. The fate of the slaves was the subject of numerous dumas—Ukrainian
epic songs that lamented the fate of the captives, described their attempts to
escape from Crimean slavery, and glorified the men who saved and freed
slaves. Those folk heroes were known as Cossacks. They fought the Tatars,
undertook seagoing expeditions against the Ottomans, and, indeed, freed

slaves from time to time.

WHo WERE THE Cossacks? The answer depends on the period one has in
mind. We know for certain that the first Cossacks were nomads. The word
itself is of Turkic origin and, depending on context, could refer to a guard, a
freeman, or a freebooter. The first Cossacks were all of the above. They
formed small bands and lived in the steppes outside the settlements and
campsites of their hordes. Living off the steppe, they turned to fishing, trap-
ping, and banditry. Many trade routes crisscrossed the steppe, and the early
Cossacks preyed on merchants who ventured there without sufficient guards.
We first hear of the existence of Cossacks in the steppe, coming not from the
east or south but from the north, the settled area of the Grand Duchy of
Lithuania, in connection with one such attack on merchants.
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In 1492, the year Christopher Columbus landed on the Caribbean island
he named San Salvador and King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella signed a
decree expelling the Jews from Spain, the Cossacks made their first appear-
ance in the international arena. According to a complaint sent that year to
Grand Duke Alexander of Lithuania by the Crimean khan, subjects of the
duke from the cities of Kyiv and Cherkasy had captured and pillaged a Tatar
ship in what seems to have been the lower reaches of the Dnieper. The duke
never questioned that these might be his people or that they might have en-
gaged in steppe-style highway robbery. He ordered his borderland (the term
he used was “Ukrainian”) officials to investigate the Cossacks who might
have been involved in the raid. He also ordered that the perpetrators be exe-
cuted and that their belongings, which apparently had to include the stolen
merchandise, be given to a representative of the khan.

If Alexander’s orders were carried out, they had no lasting effect. In the
following year, the Crimean khan accused Cossacks from Cherkasy of at-
tacking a Muscovite ambassador. In 1499, Cossacks were spotted at the
Dnieper estuary ravaging the environs of the Tatar fortress at Ochakiv. To
stop Cossack expeditions going down the Dnieper to the Black Sea, the khan
considered blocking the Dnieper near Ochakiv with chains. It does not ap-
pear that the plan was ever implemented or had any impact on Cossack ac-
tivities. The khan’s complaints to the grand duke were also of little avail.

The Lithuanian borderland officials were trying to stop Cossack raids
with one hand while using the Cossacks to defend the frontier from the Ta-
tars with the other. In 1553 the grand duke sent the captain of Cherkasy and
Kaniv, Prince Mykhailo Vyshnevetsky, beyond the Dnieper rapids to build a
small fortress in order to stop Cossack expeditions from proceeding farther
down the river. Vyshnevetsky used his Cossack servants to accomplish the
task. Not surprisingly, the Crimean khan saw the Cossack fortress as an en-
croachment on his realm, and four years later he sent an army to expel Vysh-
nevetsky from his redoubt. In folk tradition, Prince Vyshnevetsky became a
popular hero as the first Cossack hetman—the title that the Polish army re-
served for its supreme commanders—and a fearless fighter against the Tatars
and Ottomans.

By the mid-sixteenth century, the lands south of Kyiv were full of new
settlements. “And the Kyiv region, fortunate and thriving, is also rich in pop-
ulation, for on the Borysthenes and other rivers that flow into it there are
plenty of populous towns and many villages,” wrote Michalon the Lithua-
nian. He also explained the origins of the settlers: “Some are hiding from
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paternal authority, or from slavery, or from service, or from [punishment for]
crimes, or from debts, or from something else; others are attracted to [the re-
gion], especially in spring, by richer game and more plentiful places. And,
having tried their luck in its fortresses, they never come back from there.”
Judging by Michael’s description, the Cossacks supplemented their gains
from hunting and fishing with robbery. He wrote that some poor and dirty
Cossack huts were “full of expensive silks, precious stones, sables and other
furs, and spices.” There, he found “silk cheaper than in Vilnius, and pepper
cheaper than salt.” Merchants had been transporting these delicacies and lux-
ury items from the Ottoman Empire to Muscovy or the Kingdom of Poland.

While the original Cossacks were town dwellers along the Prypiat and
Dhnieper rivers, by the end of the sixteenth century local peasants had swelled
their ranks. This influx ended the uncertainty about the Cossacks’ political,
ethnic, and religious identity—whether they were Crimean and Noghay Ta-
tars, Ukrainian subjects of dukes and kings, or a mixture of all peoples and
religions. The absolute majority of Cossacks were Ukrainians who came
from the huge manorial estates, or latifundia, of the magnates and nobility to
avoid what historians call the “second serfdom.” As discussed in chapter 7,
the magnates and gentry tried to attract new settlers to their newly acquired
estates in the Ukrainian borderlands, which were dangerous to live in be-
cause of the continuing threat of Tatar raids, by promising tax-free periods.
As these periods expired, many peasants moved farther into the hazardous
steppe territories to avoid taxation. Quite a few of them joined the Cossacks
and radicalized their social agenda.

The settlement of Ukraine—the steppe borderland along the middle
Dnieper depicted on Tomasz Makowski’s map, as described in the previous
chapter—was a common project of the Volhynian princes and the Dnieper
Cossacks. In 1559, Kostiantyn Ostrozky became palatine of Kyiv—the vice-
roy of the vast territories of Dnieper Ukraine. His jurisdiction expanded to
Kaniv and Cherkasy, and his responsibilities included the Cossacks, who
both enabled and hindered the continuing settlement of the steppelands
with their freebooting expeditions against the Tatars and Ottomans. Os-
trozky initiated the first efforts to recruit the Cossacks into military service,
not so much to use them as a fighting force as to remove them from the
lands beyond the rapids and establish some form of control over that unruly
crowd. The Livonian War increased the demand for fighting men on the
Lithuanian border with Muscovy, and a number of Cossack units were
formed in the 1570s, one of them numbering as many as five hundred men.
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The reorganization of the Cossacks from militias in the service of local
border officials into military units under the command of army officers inau-
gurated a new era in the history of Cossackdom. For the first time, the term
“registered Cossack” came into use. Cossacks taken into military service and
thus included in the “register” were exempted from paying taxes and not
subject to the jurisdiction of local officials. They also received a salary. There
was, of course, no shortage of those wanting to be registered, but the Polish
Crown recruited only limited numbers, and salaries were paid and privileges
recognized only during active service. But those not included in the register
to begin with or excluded from it at the end of a particular war or military
campaign refused to give up their status, giving rise to endless disputes be-
tween Cossacks and border officials. The creation of the register solved one
problem for the government, only to breed another.

IN 1590, THE Commonwealth Diet decreed the creation of a force of 1,000
registered Cossacks to protect the Ukrainian borderlands from the Tatars
and the Tatars from the unregistered Cossacks. Although the king issued the
requisite ordinance, little came of it. By 1591, the first Cossack uprising had
engulfed Ukraine. The Cossacks, who until then had been harassing Otto-
man possessions—the Crimean Khanate, the principality of Moldavia (an
Ottoman dependency), and the Black Sea coast—now turned their energies
inward. They rebelled notagainst the state butagainst their own “godfathers”—
the Volhynian princes, in particular Prince Janusz Ostrozky (Polish: Ostrog-
ski) and his father, Kostiantyn. Janusz was the captain of Bila Tserkva, a
castle and Cossack stronghold south of Kyiv, while Kostiantyn, the palatine
of Kyiv, “supervised” his son’s activities. The Ostrozkys, father and son, had
full control of the region. No one from the local nobility dared defy the
powerful princes, who were busy extending their possessions by taking over
the lands of the petty nobility.

One of the Ostrozkys’ noble victims, Kryshtof Kosynsky, turned out to
be a Cossack chieftain as well. When Janusz seized Kosynsky’s land, which
he held on the basis of a royal grant, Kosynsky did not waste time on a futile
complaint to the king but gathered his Cossacks and attacked the Bila
Tserkva castle, the younger Ostrozky’s headquarters. A private army assem-
bled by the Ostrozkys and another scion of Volhynia, Prince Oleksandr
Vyshnevetsky, eventually defeated him. The princes managed to put down
the revolt without asking for help from the royal authorities. Ironically, the
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godfathers of the Cossacks punished their unruly children with the help of
other Cossacks in their private service. By far the best known of Ostrozky’s
Cossack chieftains was Severyn Nalyvaiko. He led the Ostrozky Cossacks
into battle against Kosynsky’s army and then gathered dispersed Cossacks in
the steppes of Podolia to lead them as far away as possible from the Ostroz-
kys’ possessions.

There was, however, a limit to how much the Ostrozkys could control or
manipulate the Cossack rebellion. The Cossacks elected their own com-
mander, whom they followed in battle, but once the expedition was over,
they were free to remove or even execute him if he acted against their inter-
ests. Then there were major divisions among the Cossacks themselves, which
were not limited to registered versus unregistered men. The registered Cos-
sacks were recruited from the landowning Cossack class, whose members re-
sided in towns and settlements between Kyiv and Cherkasy. They had a
chance to obtain special rights associated with royal service. But there was
also another group, the Zaporozhian Cossacks, many of them former peas-
ants, who had a fortified settlement called the Sich (after the wooden pali-
sade that protected it) on the islands beyond the rapids. They were beyond
the reach of royal officials, caused most of the trouble with the Crimean Ta-
tars, and, in turbulent times, served as a magnet for the dissatisfied towns-
men and peasants who fled to the steppes.

Nalyvaiko, charged by Ostrozky with managing the Cossack riffraff—
largely runaway peasants—soon found himself in an uneasy alliance with the
unruly Zaporozhians. By 1596 he was no longer doing Ostrozky’s bidding
but acting on his own, leading a revolt greater than the one initiated by Ko-
synsky. The early 1590s saw a number of years of bad harvest, which caused
famine. Starvation drove more peasants out of the noble estates and into
Cossack ranks. This time the princely retinues were insufficient to suppress
the uprising: the royal army was called in, headed by the commander of the
Polish armed forces. In May 1596, the Polish army surrounded the Cossack
encampment on the Left Bank of the Dnieper. The “old,” or town, Cossacks
turned against the “new” ones and surrendered Nalyvaiko to the Poles in
exchange for an amnesty. Executed in Warsaw, the princely servant turned
Cossack rebel became a martyr for the Cossack and Orthodox causes in the
eyes of the Cossack chroniclers and poets of the romantic era, including the
Russian poet Kondratii Ryleev, who was executed in 1825 for his own revolt
against the authorities.
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AT THE END of the sixteenth century, the Cossacks entered into the foreign-
policy calculations not only of the commonwealth and the Ottoman Empire
but also of central and western European powers. In 1593 Erich von Lassota,
an emissary of the Holy Roman Emperor, Rudolf II, visited the Zaporozhian
Cossacks with a proposal to join his master’s war against the Ottomans.
Three years later, a papal representative, Alessandro Comuleo, arrived on a
similar mission. Little came of those missions, apart from Comuleo’s letters
and Lassota’s diary, which described the democratic order that prevailed in
the Zaporozhian Sich and have enriched our knowledge about the early his-
tory of the Cossacks. But the Cossacks, now known in Vienna and Rome,
would soon gain notice as far afield as Paris and London, and present a major
threat to Moscow.

The Ukrainian Cossacks, who had begun their international career in the
1550s by serving the tsar of Muscovy, Ivan the Terrible, paid an unsolicited
visit to Moscow during the first decade of the seventeenth century. Muscovy
was then in turmoil because of an economic, dynastic, and political crisis
known as the Time of Troubles. It began at the turn of the seventeenth cen-
tury with a number of devastating famines caused in part by what we today
call the Little Ice Age—a period of low temperatures that lasted half a millen-
nium, from about 1350 to 1850, peaking around the beginning of the seven-
teenth century. The crisis afflicted Muscovy at a most inopportune time,
when its Rurikid dynasty had died out and a number of aristocratic clans
contested the legitimacy of the new rulers. The dynastic crisis came to an end
in 1613 with the election to the Muscovite throne of the first Romanov tsar.
But before the crisis was resolved, a number of candidates for the throne,
some of them “pretenders” claiming to be surviving relatives of Ivan the Ter-
rible, tried their political luck, opening the door to foreign intervention.

During the lengthy interregnum, the Cossacks supported the two pre-
tenders seeking the Muscovite throne, False Dmitrii I and False Dmitrii II.
Up to 10,000 Cossacks joined the army of Field Crown Hetman Stanistaw
Zétkiewski of Poland when he marched on Moscow in 1610. The election
to the Muscovite throne three years later of Tsar Mikhail Romanov, founder
of the dynasty that lasted until the Revolution of 1917, did not end Cossack
involvement in Muscovite affairs. In 1618, a Ukrainian Cossack army of
20,000 joined Polish troops in their march on Moscow and took part in the
siege of the capital. The Cossacks helped end the war on conditions favor-
able to the Kingdom of Poland. One of them was the transfer to Poland of
the Chernihiv land, which the Grand Duchy of Lithuania had lost in the
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early sixteenth century. By the mid-seventeenth century, Chernihiv would
become an important part of the Cossack world. As always, however, the
Cossacks both helped and hindered the Polish kings in advancing their
foreign-policy agenda. In its war with Muscovy, the Polish-Lithuanian Com-
monwealth never got the support it hoped for from the Ottoman Empire,
partly because of continuing Cossack seagoing expeditions and attacks on
the Ottoman littoral.

In 1606, descending the Dnieper and entering the Black Sea on their
longboats, called “seagulls” (chaiky), the Cossacks stormed Varna, one of the
strongest Ottoman fortresses on the western Black Sea shore. In 1614 they
pillaged Trabzon on the southwestern shore, and in the following year they
entered the Istanbul harbor of the Golden Horn and pillaged the suburbs,
much as the Vikings had done some 750 years eatlier. But whereas the Vi-
kings had also traded with Constantinople, the Cossack expeditions were
akin to pirate attacks on seashores from the Mediterranean to the Caribbean.
They came to rob, take revenge, and, as Ukrainian folk songs related, liberate
long-suffering slaves. In 1616, they attacked Kaffa, the main slave-trading
center on the Crimean coast, and liberated all the captives.

The sultan, his court, and the foreign ambassadors who witnessed one
Cossack attack after another on the mighty Ottoman Empire were stunned.
The Christian rulers could now take the raiders seriously as potential allies in
a war against the Ottomans. The French ambassador in Istanbul, Count
Philippe de Harlay of Césy, wrote to King Louis XIII in July 1620, “Every
time the Cossacks are near here on the Black Sea, they seize incredible booty
despite their weak forces and have such a reputation that strokes of the cud-
gel are required to force the Turkish soldiers to do battle against them on
several galleys that the grand seigneur [the sultan] sends there with great
difficulty.”

While Count Philippe was informing his king about the inability of the
Ottomans to curb the Cossack seagoing expeditions, advisers to sixteen-year-
old Sultan Osman II were considering how to wage war on two fronts:
against the Polish army on land and the Cossacks at sea. In the summer of
1620, the Ottoman army marched toward the Prut River in today’s Mol-
dova against the commonwealth, whose troops included private Cossack
armies of Polish and Ukrainian magnates. The campaign aimed ostensibly to
punish the commonwealth for not curbing Cossack attacks on the Otto-
mans. In reality, the agenda was much broader. The Ottomans were trying
to protect their vassals in the region from the growing influence of the
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commonwealth. The Polish army, numbering some 10,000 soldiers, and the
Ottoman force, twice as large according to some estimates, clashed in Sep-
tember 1620 near the town of Tutora on today’s Moldovan-Romanian bor-
der. The battle went on for twenty days, ending with a crushing defeat for
the commonwealth.

Since the commonwealth had no standing army, the court and the entire
country panicked. Everyone expected the Ottomans to continue their march
on Poland. Indeed they did. In the following year, a much larger Ottoman
army, estimated at 120,000 soldiers and led by the sultan himself, passed
through Moldavia on its way to the commonwealth. The Ottomans met a
commonwealth force approximately 40,000 strong, half of it made up of
Ukrainian Cossacks, led by Petro Konashevych-Sahaidachny, hero of the
Cossacks’ raid of 1616 on Kaffa and commander of their march on Moscow
two years later. The battle lasted a whole month, waged on the banks of the
Dhniester River near the fortress of Khotyn, which the Ottomans besieged.

The Battle of Khotyn ended with no clear victory for either side, but that
uncertain outcome was regarded in Warsaw as a triumph for the Kingdom of
Poland. The Poles had stopped the huge Ottoman army at their borders and
signed a peace treaty that involved no territorial losses. Everyone understood
that this result would have been all but impossible without the Cossacks. For
the first time—and a short time at that—the Cossacks became the darlings
of the entire commonwealth. Books that appeared soon after the battle
would lionize Petro Konashevych-Sahaidachny, whose monument stands to-
day in the Podil district of Kyiv at the head of the street named after him, as
one of the greatest Polish warriors.

THE Cossacks’ MILITARY achievement at Khotyn allowed them to reassert
their political and social agenda in the commonwealth. Their main demand
was noble status for the Cossack officers, if not for the whole army. In 1622,
when Petro Konashevych-Sahaidachny died in Kyiv from the wounds he had
sustained at Khotyn, Kasiian Sakovych, a professor at the Kyiv brotherhood
school, wrote verses on the death of the Cossack hetman that the Kyivan
Cave Monastery press soon published. There he lauded the Cossacks as heirs
to the Kyivan princes, who had stormed Constantinople back in the times of
Kyivan Rus’. According to Sakovych, the Cossacks had fought for and de-
served “Golden Liberty”—a code word for the same rights and liberties as
enjoyed by the commonwealth nobility. “All strive ardently to attain it,”
wrote Sakovych. “Yet it cannot be given to everyone, only to those who
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defend the fatherland and the lord. Knights win it by their valor in wars: not
with money but with blood do they purchase it.” Recognition of the Cos-
sacks as knights would take them only one step away from nobility.

The Cossacks did not achieve their social agenda. Their attempt to take
part in the Diet to elect the new king (restricted to nobles alone) was re-
buffed in 1632. This humiliation came on the heels of a number of military
defeats. The authorities crushed the Cossack uprisings of 1625 and 1630. At
Khotyn they had had 20,000 warriors, but now the register was limited first
to 6,000 and then to 8,000 Cossacks. The Cossacks rose once more in 1637
and 1638, only to suffer defeat by the royal army yet again. They claimed to
be fighting not only for Cossack liberties but also for the Orthodox faith.
Although this won them support initially, the government’s efforts to ac-
commodate the Orthodox Church made it increasingly difficult to maintain
the bond between the church and the Cossacks. Whereas in 1630 part of the
Kyivan clergy had supported the Cossacks, in 1637 and 1638 their appeals
fell on deaf ears, and they felt betrayed. The panegyrics issued by the Cave
Monastery print shop no longer eulogized Cossack hetmans: instead, they
lauded Orthodox nobles who had fought against them.

The suppression of the Cossack uprisings of 1637 and 1638 led the au-
thorities to attempt a long-term settlement. The model was relatively
simple—a grant of legal status for the warriors on condition of their integra-
tion into the commonwealth’s legal and social structure under a new leader-
ship imposed by the king and trusted by the government. The Cossack
ordinance of 1638 went far in accommodating the demands of the Cossack
officer elite. It recognized the Cossacks as a separate estate with its own rights
and privileges not limited to periods of military service, including the right to
pass on such status and landed property to their descendants. The government
took measures to control the newly recognized estate by limiting access to it
on the part of other strata of the population, especially the townsfolk, with
whom the Cossacks lived side by side in the towns of the steppe borderland.

Furthermore, the Polish authorities reduced the number of registered
Cossacks to 6,000 (half the quota of 1625) and placed them under the juris-
diction of the Crown grand hetman—the commander in chief of the Polish
army. The Cossack commissioner and six Cossack colonels were all Polish
nobles. The highest rank that a Cossack could attain in the Cossack army
was that of captain. The six regiments had to take turns in serving as garrison
troops at the Zaporozhian Sich, the rebel stronghold of the Cossacks beyond
the rapids. To stop Cossack seagoing expeditions and improve relations with
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the Ottomans, the authorities rebuilt the fortress of Kodak at the head of the
Dnieper rapids, originally built in 1635 but subsequently burned down by
the Cossacks. The architect sent to supervise the reconstruction was a French
engineer, Guillaume Levasseur de Beauplan, who in 1639 produced the first
map of Ukraine—the steppe borderlands of the commonwealth, including
the palatinates of Podolia, Bratslav, and Kyiv. Beauplan’s numerous maps of
the region made Ukraine a household word among European cartographers
of the second half of the seventeenth century.

With the Cossacks pacified and accommodated to some degree, the
Dnieper closed as an avenue to Black Sea expeditions, and the Zaporozhian
Sich under control, the commonwealth entered a decade that became known
as the Golden Peace. It brought continuing colonization of the steppe bor-
derlands and expansion of noble holdings and latifundia. The population
grew as new magnates, new peasants, and Jewish settlers acting as new mid-
dlemen moved in to take advantage of burgeoning economic opportunities.
As things turned out, this was the calm before the storm. A new and much
larger Cossack revolt was in the making.

The Cossacks had come a long way—from small bands of fishermen and
trappers foraging in the steppes south of Kyiv to settlers of new lands along
the steppe frontier; from private militiamen in the employ of princes to
fighters in an independent force that foreigners treated with respect; and, fi-
nally, from refugees and adventurers to members of a cohesive military
brotherhood that regarded itself as a distinct social order and demanded
from the government not only money but also recognition of its warrior sta-
tus. The Polish state could benefit from the military might and economic
potential of the Cossacks only if it managed to accommodate their social de-
mands. As subsequent developments would show repeatedly, that was no
easy task.



CHAPTER 9

EASTERN REFORMATIONS

ONE OF THE many stereotypes of contemporary Ukraine is its image as a
cleft country, divided between the Orthodox east and the Catholic
west. Samuel Huntington’s best-selling book The Clash of Civilizations in-
cludes a map that shows the line between Eastern and Western Christian
civilization passing right through Ukraine. It leaves the western regions of
the country, including Galicia and Volhynia, on the Catholic side of the di-
vide, and the rest of Ukraine on the Orthodox side. Problems with the map
begin as soon as one tries to follow it and finds very little Roman Catholi-
cism in the allegedly Catholic part of the country. Volhynia is a predomi-
nantly Orthodox land, and in Galicia, Catholics constitute a plurality but
not the majority of Christian believers: even so, one has a hard time distin-
guishing their churches and liturgies from those of the Orthodox, as most
Ukrainian Catholics share the Orthodox rite.

One should not be too harsh on the mapmakers. It is difficult, if not im-
possible, to draw a straight line in a country such as Ukraine. This is true for
all cultural frontiers, but the existence of a hybrid church that combines ele-
ments of Eastern and Western Christianity further complicates the Ukrainian
situation. That church was originally called Uniate, reflecting its purpose of
uniting those elements. It is known today as the Ukrainian Greek Catholic
Church, with “Greek” referring to the Byzantine rite, or simply as the
Ukrainian Catholic Church—by far the most successful institutional attempt
to bridge one of the most ancient schisms of the Christian world. The church
came into existence in the late sixteenth century, an era that saw the eastward
advance of Western political and religious models and their adaptation to
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traditionally Orthodox lands. But resistance and growing self-assertiveness on
the part of indigenous societies often accompanied that process. Both accom-
modation and resistance to Western trends found their embodiment in
Ukrainian Orthodoxy, which underwent considerable transformation in the
first half of the seventeenth century in response to challenges from the West.

THE PRO-WESTERN MOVEMENT began within the Rus’ Orthodox Church in
the early 1590s in response to a crisis that engulfed the Kyiv metropolitanate.
The church possessed large landholdings, and the nobility considered church
offices excellent career choices for their sons. Such candidates often had little
interest in religion but a strong attraction to ecclesiastical wealth. Thus bish-
ops and archimandrites of leading monasteries often received appointment
from the king with the help of secular benefactors of the church and without
even taking monastic vows. Priests had just an elementary education, and so,
often, did bishops. Even if they wanted more knowledge, there was no place
to obtain it. Meanwhile, Calvinist and Catholic schools and colleges began
opening their doors to the sons of Orthodox nobles. That was especially true
of Jesuit schools. One of them, soon to become an academy, was established
in Vilnius, near the Belarusian border, and another was founded in the town
of Jarostaw in Galicia.

The situation in the Kyiv metropolitanate did not differ much from the
situation that had prevailed before the Reformation and the start of Catholic
reform in other parts of Europe. In many ways, it was business as usual, but
parts of the Orthodox elite began to perceive it as a crisis. The Catholic
Church in the commonwealth was busy reinventing itself with the help of
Jesuit schools and colleges, posing an implicit challenge to unreformed Or-
thodoxy. The publishing and educational activities of the circle around
Prince Kostiantyn Ostrozky were an initial response to that challenge. No
less concerned about the state of church affairs were the members of Ortho-
dox brotherhoods—organizations of Rus’ merchants and tradesmen in ma-
jor Ukrainian cities. The members of the Lviv brotherhood, the richest and
most influential of them all, challenged the authority of the local Orthodox
bishop, whom they believed to be corrupt and thus a liability in their deal-
ings with the dominant Catholics. In 1586 the Lviv burghers succeeded in
establishing their independence of the bishop, and in 1591 they opened their
own school without waiting for him to do so.

The Orthodox hierarchs found themselves in an impossible position.
Their status in the Catholic-ruled commonwealth was secondary to that of
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the Catholic bishops, who were members of the senate and had direct access
to the king. (Ostrozky and other princes and nobles felt that they were the
true masters of the church.) The brotherhoods were in open revolt, under-
mining the bishop’s monopoly on teaching church dogma, and the patriarch
of Constantinople, instead of helping the bishops, took the rebels under his
protection (they knew how to appeal to the cash-strapped hierarch). A solu-
tion to this conundrum suddenly presented itself in the idea of union with
Rome. The vision of church union shared by the Orthodox hierarchs rested
on a model proposed by the joint Catholic-Orthodox Council of Florence in
1439. In the twilight years of the Byzantine Empire, both the emperor and
the patriarch grew desperate to save it from Ottoman attacks. A promise of
assistance came from Rome, at the price of uniting the two churches under
papal authority. The Byzantine leaders agreed to that condition, which sub-
ordinated their church to Rome and replaced Orthodox dogmas with Cath-
olic ones. In particular, they agreed with the Catholics on the all-important
issue of the filioque, admission that the Holy Spirit proceeded not only from
God the Father but also from God the Son, Jesus Christ. They managed,
however, to maintain the institution of the married priesthood, the Greek
language, and the Byzantine liturgy.

In the summer of 1595, two Orthodox bishops set off on the long jour-
ney to Rome, bringing along a letter from their fellow Orthodox hierarchs
asking the pope to accept them into the Catholic Church on conditions close
to those of the Union of Florence. In Rome, Pope Clement VIII received the
travelers and welcomed the “return” of the bishops and their church at a cer-
emony in the Hall of Constantine in the Vatican. The bishops, armed with a
papal bull and numerous breves to the king and other commonwealth offi-
cials, returned home to convene a church council that would declare the
conclusion of the union and announce the transfer of the Kyiv metropoli-
tanate to the jurisdiction of Rome. The king gladly arranged the time and
location of the council: it was to take place in October 1596 in the town of
Brest on the Polish-Ukrainian-Belarusian border.

It seemed for a while that it was a done deal—the pope, the king, and the
bishops all wanted the union. The problem was with the faithful or, more
precisely, with the major stakeholders in the church. These included Prince
Ostrozky and his fellow Orthodox magnates, members of the brotherhoods,
and the monastic and a good part of the parish clergy. The magnates did not
want to lose control of the church—in the age of the Reformation, it was a
valuable political and religious asset not to be taken lightly; the brotherhoods
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wanted reform from below, not greater power for the bishops; some of the
archimandrites, who ran the monasteries without taking monastic vows,
wanted to continue managing church landholdings; and some of the monks,
clergy, and rank-and-file faithful could not imagine betraying the holy Or-
thodox Church by abandoning the patriarch of Constantinople. It was a
haphazard but powerful coalition of reformers and conservatives, true believ-
ers and opportunists that placed the plans of Rome, Warsaw, and the Ortho-
dox hierarchs in jeopardy.

Prince Kostiantyn Ostrozky, arguably the most powerful man in Ukraine,
was determined to prevent the church union. In the form suggested by the
bishops, it threatened to wrest the church from his control and limit his abil-
ity to use Orthodoxy as a weapon in the struggle with royal power to keep a
special place for the Ruthenian princes in commonwealth society. He must
also have felt personally betrayed. One of the two bishops who had gone to
Rome asking for the union was his old friend Ipatii Potii, whom Ostrozky
had persuaded to abandon a political career in order to become a bishop,
with the goal of reforming the church. Ostrozky told Potii that he was for
the union but only with the consent of the patriarch of Constantinople.
Potii, who knew that such consent was not forthcoming, opted for union
without Constantinople. Potii’s fellow traveler on the road to Rome was
Bishop Kyryl Terletsky, who was not only the exarch, or personal repre-
sentative, of the patriarch of Constantinople, charged with defending patri-
archal interests in the region, but also the bishop of the Volhynia eparchy—
Ostrozky’s stronghold.

Appalled, the old prince had dispatched armed servants to intercept the
two bishops on their way to Rome, but they escaped unharmed. Now Os-
trozky headed for Brest to take part in the church council with a small army
of supporters consisting of Orthodox nobles and servants. He also had sup-
port from his Protestant allies—the Lithuanian aristocrats. One of them of-
fered his own home as the venue for the church council, as the king had
ordered the town’s Orthodox churches closed. The king’s representatives
arrived in Brest with their own armed retinues. In this charged atmosphere,
the pending union of churches might well descend into not just disunion

but bloody battle.

THE SINGLE EVENT known in historiography as the Council of Brest never
actually took place, for it split into two gatherings, Catholic and Orthodox.
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The Catholic council, which featured among its participants the Orthodox
metropolitan and most of the bishops, proclaimed the union. The Orthodox
council, with a representative of the patriarch of Constantinople presiding,
included among its participants two Orthodox bishops as well as scores of
archimandrites and representatives of the parish clergy. It refused to join the
union and swore continuing allegiance to the patriarch of Constantinople.
The Kyiv metropolitanate was now divided, with part of it declaring loyalty to
Rome. The schism within the metropolitanate had a clear geographic dimen-
sion: Galicia, with Lviv and Peremyshl, remained Orthodox, while Volhynia
and the Belarusian eparchies supported the new Uniate Church. The situa-
tion on the ground was in fact much more complex than this general descrip-
tion suggests, with religious loyalties sometimes splitting families, while
individual parishes and monasteries switched allegiance more than once.

Despite strong opposition to the Union of Brest, the king held fast to it.
He recognized only one council of Brest—the one that had proclaimed the
union—and, henceforth, acknowledged the Uniate Church as the sole legiti-
mate Eastern Christian church in his country. Two bishops, scores of monas-
teries, thousands of churches, and hundreds of thousands, if not millions, of
Orthodox faithful were now considered lawbreakers. The Orthodox nobility
took the fight to the local and Commonwealth Diets, claiming that the royal
authorities were mounting an assault on the freedom of religion guaranteed
to the nobility. Indeed they were. Back in the 1570s, immediately after the
death of Sigismund Augustus, the Protestant nobles had made freedom of
religion a central tenet of the “articles” to which every elected king of Poland
had to swear allegiance.

Now the Protestant nobles backed their Orthodox counterparts, helping
to turn the Diets into religious battlegrounds and raising the need for the
“accommodation of the Rus’ nation of the Greek rite” at every Common-
wealth Diet. But no substantial change took place before the death of King
Sigismund III in 1632. For more than thirty years, the Orthodox Church
existed without official status or recognition. As new bishops could not be
appointed without royal assent, the Uniates hoped to leave the Orthodox
Church without bishops after those who refused to accept the union died
out. The Orthodox Church survived only by disobeying the king and the
royal authorities. Instead of strengthening royal power, the Union of Brest
undermined it. Like the Union of Lublin before it, the church union pro-
duced results contrary to the expectations of its authors.
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Not limited to the Diets, the struggle for and against the union spilled
into a much broader public arena through publications. In Ukraine and Be-
larus, there was an explosion of treatises, protestations, attacks, and counter-
attacks known today under the general rubric of “polemical literature.”
Initially, both sides were ill equipped to conduct serious religious polemics
and were served by their Polish supporters. Piotr Skarga, a Jesuit who had
attended the council of Brest, was among those who used his pen in support
of the union. Ostrozky employed the talents of one of his Protestant clients
to fight back. From then on, Protestants would write under pen names, usu-
ally Greek ones, so as to stress their Orthodox credentials and the authority
of their texts. Consequently, they wrote most of the earlier tracts in Polish,
which they continued to use even in the later period, when local authors be-
gan to write in Ruthenian.

As time passed, both Uniates and Orthodox began to employ authors
from their own milieu who could engage the other side on issues of religious
policy, church history, and theology. Among the Orthodox, an author who
gained special prominence was Meletii Smotrytsky, the son of one of the
editors of the Ostrih Bible, Herasym Smotrytsky. A man of many talents,
Meletii was also author of the first grammar of Church Slavonic, which be-
came a standard reference on the subject for the next two centuries. Judging
by the number of publications, the Orthodox were more active than the
Uniates, perhaps because they lacked other channels for defending their
cause as well as the support of the courts.

THE UNION OF Brest and the rise of Cossackdom led to a southward and
eastward shift of Ukraine’s two main cultural frontiers, Christian-Muslim
and East-West Christian. That shift brought about a number of major
changes in the economic, social, and cultural life of Ukraine. One of the most
emblematic of them was the return of the city of Kyiv to the center of
Ukrainian history for the first time since the Mongol invasion of the mid-
thirteenth century. In the first half of the seventeenth century, that ancient
city would become the center of the Orthodox Reformation—an effort on
the part of Orthodox churches from Constantinople to Moscow to catch up
with the Reformation and Counter-Reformation in Europe and reform
themselves in the process.

The revival of Kyiv as a religious and cultural center began in the early
seventeenth century as the old city became a safe haven for Orthodox intellec-
tuals from Galicia. They found conditions there more favorable for their reli-
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gious and educational work than in western Ukraine, where Warsaw put
increasing pressure on the Orthodox to join the union with Rome. The key to
turning Kyiv into an Orthodox center was continuing Orthodox control (de-
spite the Union of Brest) over the Kyivan Cave Monastery—Dby far the richest
monastic institution in Ukraine and Belarus. In 1615 the archimandrite of
the monastery, Yelisei Pletenetsky, moved the printing press once managed by
the Orthodox bishop of Lviv to Kyiv. From Lviv and Galicia came not only
the press but also writers, proofreaders, and printers who created a new intel-
lectual center under Pletenetsky’s guidance and protection. In the same year,
an Orthodox brotherhood was founded in Kyiv and opened a school of its
own, as the Lviv brotherhood had done. The school would later develop into
a Western-style college, while the printing house would publish eleven books
before Pletenetsky’s death in 1624. By that time, Kyiv had replaced Ostrih
and Vilnius as the headquarters of Orthodox publishing activity.

Since the late sixteenth century, the region south of Kyiv had become a
Cossack freehold in all but name, a fact that assisted the rise of Kyiv as the
focus of religious, educational, and cultural activities opposed to Polish
Catholic authority. The Cossacks contributed to the Kyivan renaissance in
two major ways. First, their presence minimized the Tatar threat, making
the city much more secure as a place for religious dissidents to live and work,
as well as for the monks and peasants who tilled the Cave Monastery’s lands
to produce the revenue needed to fund publishing and education. Second,
when the Kyivan monks found themselves under growing pressure from the
Polish government in Warsaw, the Cossacks provided the Orthodox refugees
from Galicia with the protection they needed. In 1610, their hetman prom-
ised in writing to kill a representative of the Uniate metropolitan sent to
Kyiv to convert the local Orthodox. Eight years later, the Cossacks acted on
his threat and drowned the man in the Dnieper. “What other nations strive
to win by means of words and discourses, the Cossacks accomplish with ac-
tions themselves,” wrote the Orthodox intellectual Meletii Smotrytsky, who
was for some time an apologist for the Cossacks.

The Cossacks played a crucial role in consecrating a new Orthodox
hierarchy—an all-important act that saved the church from extinction. Left
without bishops because of the king’s refusal to allow any new consecrations,
the church was thus bound to disappear. In the fall of 1620, Petro
Konashevych-Sahaidachny, by far the best-known and most respected Cos-
sack leader of the time, convinced Patriarch Theophanes of Jerusalem, who
was then traveling through Ukraine, to consecrate a new hierarchy. The
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consecration not only gave new life to the Orthodox metropolitanate but also
reestablished Kyiv as an ecclesiastical capital. It happened almost by default.
The king did not recognize the new metropolitan, Yov Boretsky, and issued
an order for his arrest and the detention of the rest of the new hierarchy. That
made it impossible for Boretsky to live in Navahrudak, a town near Vilnius
that had served as the residence of the Orthodox metropolitans since the
fourteenth century. He had no choice but to reside in Kyiv, the hub of the
Cossack-controlled Dnieper region. The Orthodox Church now had its own
army in the Cossacks, while the Cossacks gained Orthodox ideologues and a
printing press to promote their social and political agenda.

The Cossack-Orthodox alliance became especially worrisome for Warsaw
in the fall of 1632, when the Muscovite army crossed the commonwealth
border in an attempt to recapture Smolensk and other territory lost during
the Time of Troubles. The commonwealth was caught unprepared, with few
troops to defend its borders, almost as in 1620, when Sahaidachny had saved
the country at the Battle of Khotyn. To make things worse, the common-
wealth was preoccupied with the lengthy election of a new king, as Sigis-
mund IIT had died in the spring of that year. The death of the king who had
helped engineer the Union of Brest presented the commonwealth elites with
both a problem and an opportunity to find new ways of dealing with the re-
ligious crisis. Instead of assuaging religious differences, the union had di-
vided Rus’ society and turned a good part of it against the government.

THE MADE-IN-WARSAW SOLUTION to the problem was called the Accommo-
dation of the Ruthenian Nation of Greek Worship. The Orthodox Church
would receive recognition as a legal entity with rights and privileges equal to
those of the Uniate Church. The deal, negotiated at the Commonwealth
Diet with representatives of the Orthodox nobility and backed by the future
king, Wiadystaw 1V, achieved certain political goals. In the short run, it
bought Orthodox loyalty to the commonwealth and ensured Cossack partici-
pation in the Smolensk War on the side of the commonwealth forces. Recog-
nition of the church by the royal authorities also drove a wedge between the
Orthodox hierarchy and the Cossacks. The church no longer needed Cossack
protection to survive and henceforth oriented itself toward Warsaw.

As the sponsors of the deal saw it, the rapprochement of the Orthodox
Church with the royal authorities called for new ecclesiastical leadership. To
strengthen the hand of the “peace with Warsaw” party, the Orthodox partic-
ipants in the Diet elected a new metropolitan, Peter Mohyla. On entering
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Kyiv, Mohyla arrested his predecessor, putting him in a cellar at the Kyivan
Cave Monastery. A former officer of the Polish army and archimandrite of
the Cave Monastery, the new Orthodox leader knew what he was doing. As
one who had been close to Smotrytsky and Boretsky, Mohyla had little use
for the Cossacks or their protégés in the church. He also had the full support
of the royal authorities—he was, after all, the scion of a ruling family.

Peter Mohyla was not of royal blood, but as a son of the Orthodox ruler
(hospodar) of the principality of Moldavia, he was certainly a member of the
commonwealth aristocracy. Mohyla’s panegyrists celebrated him as the new
leader of Rus’. He took the place of princes such as Ostrozky and of Cossacks
such as Sahaidachny, whom Orthodox intellectuals had glorified as heirs and
continuators of the Kyivan princes Volodymyr the Great and Yaroslav the
Wise. “Do you recall how famous Rus’ was before, how many patrons it
had,” wrote one of the panegyrists, speaking “on behalf” of the St. Sophia
Cathedral, the architectural legacy of Prince Yaroslav, now reconstructed by
Mohyla. “Now there are few of them; Rus’ wants to have you.”

Mohyla took the task of restoring Rus’-era churches with utmost serious-
ness, rebuilding quite a few of them. “Restoration” in the mid-seventeenth
century, however, meant something quite different than it does today. As the
exterior of the St. Sophia Cathedral shows even now, Mohyla and his archi-
tects never tried to go back to the original Byzantine models. The new style in
which they “restored” their churches came from the West and was influenced
by the European baroque. The St. Sophia Cathedral as we know it today is a
perfect example of the mixture of cultural styles and trends that defined the
essence of Mohyla’s activities as metropolitan. Although Byzantine frescos
embellish its interior, the cathedral has the exterior of a baroque church.

The westernization of the Byzantine heritage and the adaptation of the
Orthodox Church to the challenges of the Reformation and Counter-
Reformation were the driving forces of Mohyla’s ecclesiastical and educational
innovations. As in the case of architecture, it was not merely that models were
coming from the West but that they were also Catholic. The Uniates and the
Orthodox were in competition, trying to emulate Catholic reform without
giving away too much of their Byzantine heritage. While the Uniates could
send their students to Rome and to Jesuit colleges in central and western Eu-
rope, the Orthodox did not have that luxury. Mohyla addressed the challenge
by establishing the first Orthodox college in Kyiv to adapt the Jesuit college
curriculum to its needs. The college, created in 1632 through a merger of the
Kyiv brotherhood school with the school at the Cave Monastery, later became
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known as the Kyiv Mohyla Academy and is now one of the leading universi-
ties in Ukraine. As it was in the seventeenth century, the academy is the most
Western-oriented university in the country.

Mobhyla secured Kyiv’s role as the leading publishing center in the Ortho-
dox lands of the commonwealth and elsewhere. The books published in Kyiv
in the 1640s found readers far beyond the borders of Ukraine. One of them,
the Liturgicon, was the first book to systematize Orthodox liturgical prac-
tices. Another, titled Confession of the Orthodox Faith, presented the first
thorough discussion of the basics of the Orthodox faith, offering answers to
260 questions in catechism style. It was written around 1640, approved by a
council of Eastern patriarchs in 1643, and published in Kyiv in 1645. Heav-
ily influenced by Catholic models, the Confession became a response to the
Protestant-oriented catechism of 1633 issued by Patriarch Cyril Lucaris of
Constantinople. The Eastern patriarchs’ stamp of approval made it a stan-
dard work for the whole Orthodox world, including Muscovy.

The educational and publishing projects initiated by Mohyla had as their
primary goal the reform of Kyivan Orthodoxy. An educated clergy, a clearly
defined confession of faith, and standardized liturgical practices went hand
in hand with the metropolitan’s efforts to increase the power of bishops in
the church, strengthen ecclesiastical discipline, and improve relations with
the royal authorities. All these measures responded to the challenges of the
Reformation and the Counter-Reformation—hallmarks of the confessional-
ization of religious life all over Europe. “Confessionalization” meant a num-
ber of things. In the course of the sixteenth century, all churches along the
Catholic-Protestant divide were busy formulating professions of faith, edu-
cating their clergies, strengthening discipline, and standardizing liturgical
practices in cooperation with the secular authorities. By the mid-seventeenth
century, under the leadership of Peter Mohyla, the Orthodox had joined this
general European trend.

Remarkably, Kyiv, a city scarcely noted on the map of the Orthodox
world since the Mongol invasion of 1240, played the leading role in the Or-
thodox Reformation, not Moscow or Constantinople. A number of reasons
underlay that development in addition to those outlined above. After the
Time of Troubles, the patriarchs of Moscow were isolated not only from the
Western but also from the Eastern Christian world, believing that there was
no true religion outside the Tsardom of Muscovy. Constantinople, under the
control of the Ottomans, tried to conduct reform on the Protestant model
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but did not get very far. In 1638, Patriarch Cyril Lucaris, who nine years ear-
lier had published a Latin-language Orthodox profession of faith (Conféssio)
heavily influenced by Protestant doctrine, was strangled on orders of the sul-
tan for allegedly instigating a Cossack attack on the Ottoman Empire. In the
same year a church council in Constantinople anathematized him for his
theological views. In the contest between Mohyla and Lucaris and between
Catholic and Protestant models for the reform of Orthodoxy, Mohyla’s
model emerged victorious. His reforms would have a profound impact on the
Orthodox world for another century and a half.

THE UNION OF Brest left the Ruthenian (Ukrainian and Belarusian) society
of the commonwealth in general, and the Ukrainian elites in particular, split
between two churches—a division that endures in today’s Ukraine. But the
struggles over the fate of the union also left that society much more con-
scious of its commonalities, including history, culture, and religious tradi-
tion. For all its verbal ferocity and occasional physical violence, that struggle
helped form a new pluralistic political and religious culture that allowed
discussion and disagreement. Ukraine’s location on the religious boundary
between Western and Eastern Christianity produced not one “frontier”
church that combined elements of the two Christian traditions (a distinc-
tion often ascribed to the Uniates alone) but two. The Orthodox, too, em-
braced new religious and cultural trends from the West as they sought to
reform themselves and adjust to conditions in the decades following the
Union of Brest. In the early seventeenth century, it was even more difficult
to draw a clear line between Christian East and Christian West in Ukraine
than it is now.

The polemics over the Union of Brest helped awaken Rus’ society on both
sides of the religious divide from a long intellectual sleep. The issues dis-
cussed by the polemicists included the baptism of Rus’, the history of the
Kyiv metropolitanate, the rights of the church and of the Rus’ lands under
the Lithuanian dukes and of the Orthodox under the Union of Lublin, and
the royal decrees and Diet resolutions of the subsequent era. For those who
could read and took part in the political, social, and religious developments
of the day, the polemicists created a sense of self-identity that had not previ-
ously existed. If they were at odds on issues of religion, the polemicists all
showed the highest regard for the entity that they called the Ruthenian na-
tion (naréd Ruski), in whose interest they allegedly conducted their struggles.






CHAPTER 10

THE GREAT REVOLT

THE CossACK UPRISING that began in the spring of 1648, known in his-
tory as the Great Revolt, was the seventh major Cossack insurrection
since the end of the sixteenth century. The commonwealth had crushed the
previous six, but this one became too big to suppress. It transformed the po-
litical map of the entire region and gave birth to a Cossack state that many
regard as the foundation of modern Ukraine. It also launched a long era of
Russian involvement in Ukraine and is widely regarded as a starting point in
the history of relations between Russia and Ukraine as separate nations.

The Great Revolt began in exactly the same manner as the first Cossack
uprising, led by Kryshtof Kosynsky in 1591—with a dispute over a land
grant between a magnate and Bohdan Khmelnytsky, a petty noble who also
happened to be a Cossack officer. Aged fifty-three at the time, he was an un-
likely leader of a Cossack rebellion, having served the king loyally in numer-
ous battles and become chancellor of the Cossack Host following the uprising
of 1638. After the servant of a prominent commonwealth official took his
estate of Subotiv from him, Khmelnytsky turned to the courts, but to no
avail. More than that, his powerful opponents put him in prison. He escaped
and went directly to the Zaporozhian Sich, where the rebellious Cossacks
welcomed him as one of their own and elected him their hetman. It was
March 1648. The Golden Peace was over; the Great Revolt had begun.

Up to that point, developments resembled those of previous Cossack up-
risings, but Khmelnytsky changed the familiar pattern. Before marching
northward, capturing towns, and confronting the commonwealth army, he
went south in search of allies. In a dramatic reversal of established steppe
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politics, he offered the Crimean khan his friendship and an opportunity.
The cautious khan allowed his vassals, the Noghay Horde north of the
Crimea, to join the Cossacks. For Khmelnytsky and the Cossack rebels, this
was a major coup. While the popular image of the Cossack nowadays is a
man on horseback, in the mid-seventeenth century most Cossacks were in
fact infantrymen. They lacked a cavalry of their own because maintaining
one was too expensive: only nobles could afford to keep a battle-ready horse,
often more than one. Khmelnytsky’s new alliance with the Tatars, who
fought on horseback, solved the cavalry problem. From then on, the Cos-
sacks could not only take poorly fortified borderland towns or defend them-
selves in fortified camps but also confront the Polish army in the field.

It did not take long for the alliance to prove its worth. In May 1648, Cos-
sack and Tatar forces defeated two Polish armies, one near the Zhovti Vody
(Yellow Water) River near the northern approaches to the Zaporozhian Sich,
the other near the town of Korsun in the middle Dnieper region. A key to
Cossack success, apart from the participation of Noghay cavalry (close to
4,000 horsemen) in both battles, was the decision of some 6,000 registered
Cossacks to switch sides, abandon their Polish masters and join the Khmel-
nytsky revolt. The Polish standing army was completely wiped out. Its two
chief commanders, the Crown grand hetman and the Crown field hetman, as
well as hundreds of officers, ended up in Tatar captivity.

While the Cossacks’ sudden success shocked the commonwealth, Khmel-
nytsky and his closest supporters could not believe their luck. The hetman
did not know what move to make next. In June 1648, with the Polish armies
gone and the commonwealth in disarray, Bohdan Khmelnytsky took some-
thing of a summer hiatus and retired to his native Chyhyryn to consider
what to do. But the rebels refused to take any breaks. With the old registered
Cossacks gathered near Bila Tserkva, a town south of Kyiv, the popular up-
rising began in earnest in the rest of Ukraine. Inspired by the news of Cos-
sack victories, the peasants and the townspeople took matters into their own
hands, attacking the estates of large landowners, harassing their retreating
private armies, settling scores with nobles, and hunting down Catholic
priests. But those who suffered most from the peasant revolt in the summer
of 1648 were the Jews of Ukraine.

The first letters that Khmelnytsky sent to the authorities as the revolt be-
gan already mentioned Jewish leaseholders. The Cossack hetman complained
of the “intolerable injustices” that the Cossacks were suffering at the hands
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of the royal officials, the colonels—Polish commanders of the registered Cos-
sacks—and “even” the Jews. Khmelnytsky mentioned the Jews in passing,
placing them in the third or even fourth echelon of Cossack enemies, but the
rebels in Right-Bank Ukraine, where Jews began to suffer attack en masse in
June 1648, had their own priorities. They assaulted and often killed Jews
(especially men), leading to the destruction of entire communities, which
they all but wiped from the map in the course of three summer months of
1648. We do not know the number of victims, as we do not know the num-
ber of Jews living in the region before the revolt, but most scholars estimate
Jewish losses at 14,000 to 20,000 victims—a very high number, given the
time and place. For all its rapid economic development, seventeenth-century
Ukraine was relatively sparsely settled.

Twentieth-century Jewish and Ukrainian historians have placed consider-
able emphasis on the underlying social causes of anti-Jewish antagonism in
Dnieper Ukraine of that period. Rivalry between Jewish and Christian mer-
chants and artisans in the cities and towns, as well as the Jewish leaseholders’
role as middlemen between nobles and peasants, did indeed contribute to
the violence unleashed by the Cossack revolt. But one should not lose sight
of religious motives in the attacks on Ukrainian Jewry. Religion was essential
to social identity on both sides of the Christian-Jewish divide. It was not for
nothing that the best-known Jewish chronicler of the massacres, Nathan
Hannover, called the attackers “Greeks,” referring to their Orthodox reli-
gion, not their nationality. Some rebels felt that they were on a religious
mission to convert those Jews who had escaped the massacre. Forced conver-
sion to Christianity saved the lives of many Jewish men. Some of them
joined the Cossack ranks, while others returned to Judaism once the threat
of annihilation was over.

By the time Khmelnytsky and his armies began moving west of the
Dnieper in the fall of 1648, they had annihilated Jews, Polish nobles, and
Catholic priests throughout the region as far as the Polish strongholds of
Kamianets in Podolia and Lviv in Galicia. The Uniates were gone as well, ei-
ther retreating westward or converting to Orthodoxy. The latter was easy to
do, as the two Eastern Christian churches differed in jurisdiction only. Few
people understood or cared about dogmas. The newly assembled Polish army
tried to stop the joint Cossack-Tatar march westward but suffered another
major defeat at Pyliavtsi in Podolia. By the end of the year, Cossack and Ta-
tar units were besieging Lviv and the town of Zamos¢ on the Polish-Ukrainian
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ethnic border. But they did not proceed much farther. Political consider-
ations dictated the end of the offensive, not military ones, as there were no
troops between the Cossack armies and Warsaw.

BoOHDAN KHMELNYTSKY’s NEW agenda was no longer the mere defense of
Cossack rights and privileges, as in the first months of the revolt, but neither
was it the destruction of the commonwealth. The Cossack hetman spelled
out his new program during negotiations with the Polish emissaries who vis-
ited him in January and February 1649 in the town of Pereiaslav southeast of
Kyiv. Khmelnytsky declared that he was now the sole master of Rus’ and
threatened to drive the Poles beyond the Vistula River. Khmelnytsky must
have been thinking about himself as an heir to the princes of Kyivan Rus’.

Such was the mind-set that had led him to arrange a triumphant entrance
into Kyiv for himself in December 1648. There the metropolitan of Kyiv
greeted the hetman, as did the patriarch of Jerusalem, who addressed Khmel-
nytsky as a prince and gave him his blessing for war with the Poles. The
professors and students of the Kyivan College established by Mohyla were
eager to welcome the new leader of Rus’. They called him Moses for deliver-
ing the Rus’ nation from Polish enslavement—a distinction they never dared
to give their previous patron, Metropolitan Mohyla, who had died two years
earlier, in December 1646. The Cossack hetman was taking on the leader-
ship of the whole nation, no longer fighting for the rights of the Cossacks
alone. The way to secure the rights of the Rus’ nation was to create a “princi-
pality,” or a state. This was a revolutionary development. The Cossacks, who
had come into existence on the margins of society, in opposition to an estab-
lished polity, were now thinking about creating a state of their own.

The borders of the new state would be drawn in battle, and the battle
most crucial to that process was fought in the summer of 1649 near the town
of Zboriv in Volhynia. There Khmelnytsky’s forces, assisted by the Crimean
Tatars under Khan Islam III Giray, attacked the army of the new Polish king,
John II Casimir. The battle ended in victory for the Cossacks, who, with the
help of their Crimean allies, forced the Polish officials to sign an agreement
giving royal recognition to the officially autonomous but actually indepen-
dent Cossack state within the commonwealth. The king agreed to increase
the Cossack register to 40,000. (In reality, the Cossack army at Zboriv at-
tained a strength of 100,000 Cossacks and armed peasants and townsmen.)
The Cossacks received the right to reside in—effectively, to rule over—the
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three eastern palatinates of the commonwealth. Those were the palatinates of
Kyiv, Bratslav, and Chernihiv, which constituted the territory of the new
Cossack state, known in history as the Hetmanate. A good part of the Het-
manate happened to be in the steppelands that Polish and French cartogra-
phers of earlier decades had called “Ukraine.” The Hetmanate would soon
come to be known by that name.

The head of the new state, as well as its military commander, was the
hetman. He ruled the Cossack realm with the help of his general staff, which
included a chancellor, an artillery commander, a general judge, and other
officials. The military democracy of early Cossack times, which had also been
vital in the first months of the revolt, was receding into the past. General
councils in which every Cossack had the right to take part gave way to coun-
cils of colonels and members of the general staff, who decided the most im-
portant matters. Since the revolt against the latifundia system had destroyed
the old economy and killed or driven away its major actors, including the
Jews, while the peasants now declared themselves Cossacks and refused to
work the fields of the nobility, the new state filled its treasury with the help
of war booty, customs duties, and the mill tax for grinding grain.

The old commonwealth administrative system was theoretically left in
place, with the post of palatine of Kyiv going to an Orthodox noble loyal to
the king, but the Cossack hetman actually ruled, without even informing the
king about his actions. In the areas under their control, the Cossacks intro-
duced an administrative system based on their borderland experience and
military type of social organization and influenced by military/administrative
models from the Ottoman Empire. They divided the territory of the Het-
manate into “regiments,” placing a colonel in charge of each regiment’s ad-
ministrative, judicial, and fiscal bodies but, first and foremost, its military
organization. Each of the twenty regiments, named after its principal town,
was obliged to produce a battle-ready Cossack military regiment. The same
combination of military, administrative, and judicial powers in one office was
introduced on the level of smaller towns and villages. Cossack captains ran
these, tasked mainly with mustering a company (a “hundred”) in time of war.

THE ALLIANCE WITH the Crimean Tatars made the Cossack victories of the
first two years of the revolt possible. This alliance drew Khmelnytsky into the
geopolitical web of the Ottoman Empire, which had a number of dependen-
cies in the northern Black Sea region. These included the Crimea, Moldavia,
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and Wallachia (part of today’s Romania), and their relations with Istanbul
provided Khmelnytsky with a model for establishing his independence vis-a-
vis the king without giving up the hard-won Cossack statehood. Cossack
Ukraine was prepared to join other Ottoman dependencies as a protectorate
of the sultans—that was the essence of the negotiations that Khmelnytsky
conducted with Istanbul in the spring and summer of 1651. Preparing for
another major confrontation with the commonwealth, he even signed a doc-
ument recognizing the suzerainty of the sultan.

In exchange Khmelnytsky wanted immediate protection—Ottoman
troops on the ground, attacking the Polish army, as they had done at Tutora
in 1620 and at Khotyn in 1621. But the Ottomans were fully engaged in sea
battles with the Venetians. Instead of sending their own troops, the advisers
of the nine-year-old Sultan Mehmed IV ordered the Crimean khan to pro-
vide military support for Khmelnytsky. This was not what the hetman de-
sired: the Crimeans were playing their own game, trying to sustain conflict
in the area as long as possible so as to prevent the Cossacks from achieving a
decisive victory over the commonwealth. That had been the case at Zboriv in
1649, where the khan negotiated a peace with the king instead of helping
Khmelnytsky defeat the Polish army. The same situation could easily recur.

In fact, it did, and in the worst possible circumstances. In the summer of
1651, in a battle near the town of Berestechko in Volhynia, the Crimean
Tatars deserted the battlefield in the midst of the fray, leading to the encir-
clement and annihilation of the core of the Cossack army. Khmelnytsky,
who retreated together with the khan, became a hostage of his ally until his
release to reorganize his defenses and prevent a complete demise of Cossack
statehood. His reliance on the Crimean Tatars had ended in disaster. In the
fall of 1651, Khmelnytsky negotiated a new agreement with the common-
wealth: his Cossack register was cut in half to 20,000 men, while Cossack
territory was reduced to the Kyiv palatinate—those of Bratslav and Cherni-
hiv were supposed to return to direct commonwealth jurisdiction. Since that
condition was not fulfilled, another war was clearly in the offing.

The Cossack state needed new allies. Khmelnytsky focused particularly
on the principality of Moldavia, which, while officially a vassal state of the
Ottomans, had traditionally carried on a balancing act between Istanbul and
Warsaw. In 1650, the Cossack hetman forced Moldavia into a formal alli-
ance by sending a Cossack army there and prevailing upon the Moldavian
ruler, Vasile Lupu, to engage his daughter Roxanda to Khmelnytsky’s son
Tymish. After the Cossack defeat at Berestechko, Lupu tried unsuccessfully
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to extricate himself from the arrangement. In 1652, Khmelnytsky once again
sent thousands of Cossack “matchmakers” to Moldavia. On their way they
defeated a large Polish army in battle at Batih and then celebrated the wed-
ding of Tymish and Roxanda at the court of Vasile Lupu. By this expedient,
Khmelnytsky joined the club of internationally recognized rulers.

But there were limits to how much Khmelnytsky could achieve by allying
himself with the Ottomans and their dependencies. This became painfully
obvious in the fall of 1653, when the Cossacks fought another battle against
the royal army near the town of Zhvanets in Podolia. Once again, the
Crimean Tatars were on the Cossack side and prevented the Cossacks from
winning the battle. It ended exactly how the Crimean khan wished, with no
decisive outcome. The Kingdom of Poland and the Cossack Hetmanate re-
turned to the deal they had made at Zboriv: a Cossack register of 40,000, and
three palatinates under Cossack control. Everyone knew it was another cease-
fire, not a meaningful compromise or a lasting peace. The Cossacks wanted
all of Ukraine and parts of Belarus, while the king, and especially the Diet,
resisted acknowledging Cossack rule even over the three eastern principalities
that they actually controlled.

Khmelnytsky and the Cossack state had to look for different allies. Reach-
ing a compromise with the commonwealth authorities was turning out to be
impossible, and the Cossacks could not survive in conflict with such a power-
ful enemy on their own. The Crimeans allowed them to stand up to but not
to defeat the Poles. The Ottomans were not prepared to commit their troops,
and the Moldavian alliance ended in a personal tragedy for Khmelnytsky. In
September 1653 his eldest son, the twenty-one-year-old Tymish, was killed
defending the fortress of Suceava (in present-day Romania) against the united
forces of Wallachia and Transylvania, whose leaders were unhappy with the
Khmelnytsky-Lupu alliance. In late December 1653, Khmelnytsky buried his
son at his estate of Subotiv near Chyhyryn. The burial took place in the re-
cently constructed Church of St. Elias, an example of baroque architecture
on the Cossack steppes that still survives and is depicted on Ukrainian
banknotes. With the burial of Tymish, the aging hetman’s plans to integrate
his country into the Ottoman political network also expired.

THE TURNING POINT in the internationalization of the Khmelnytsky Revolt
took place on January 8, 1654, in the town of Pereiaslav. On that day, Bohdan
Khmelnytsky and a hastily gathered group of Cossack officers swore allegiance
to the new sovereign of Ukraine, Tsar Aleksei Romanov of Muscovy. The
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long and complex history of Russo-Ukrainian relations had begun. In 1954,
the Soviet Union lavishly celebrated the tricentennial of the “reunification” of
Ukraine and Russia. The implication was that all of Ukraine had chosen at
Pereiaslav to rejoin Russia and accepted the sovereignty of the tsar. What ac-
tually happened at Pereiaslav in 1654 was neither the reunification of Ukraine
with Muscovy (which would be renamed “Russia” by Peter I) nor the reunion
of two “fraternal peoples,” as suggested by Soviet historians. No one in Pere-
iaslav or Moscow was thinking or speaking in ethnic terms in 1654.

Bohdan Khmelnytsky’s speech at the council of Cossack officers, re-
corded in the materials of the Muscovite embassy, gives some idea of how
the Ukrainian hetman presented and explained his actions:

We have convened a council open to the whole people so that you, together
with us, might choose a sovereign for yourselves out of four, whomever you
wish: the first is the Turkish tsar [sultan], who has often appealed to us
through his envoys to come under his rule; the second is the Crimean khan;
the third is the Polish king, who, if we wish, may still take us into his former
favor; the fourth is the Orthodox sovereign of Great Rus’, the tsar, Grand
Prince Aleksei Mikhailovich, the eastern sovereign of all Rus’, whom we have
now been entreating for ourselves for six years with incessant pleadings. Now

choose the one you wish!

No doubt, Khmelnytsky was playing games. The choice had already been
made: he and the Cossack officers had decided in favor of the sovereign of
Muscovy. According to the ambassadorial report, the hetman made his argu-
ment by appealing to the Orthodox solidarity of his listeners. Those taking
part in the council shouted their desire for the “Eastern” Orthodox tsar as
their ruler.

It sounded like one of the many religion-based alliances of the Reforma-
tion and Counter-Reformation: the Thirty Years’ War, in which the coun-
tries of Europe lined up largely on the basis of their religious identities, had
ended only five years earlier. There is no need to blame either the Muscovite
elites or their Ukrainian counterparts for not considering each other brothers
and members of the same Rus’ nation. The two sides needed interpreters to
understand each other, and Khmelnytsky’s letters to the tsar survived in the
Russian archives largely in translations prepared by such official interpreters.
The tradition of Kyivan Rus’ as represented by historical memory and reli-
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gious belief still existed, but it was embodied only in a few handwritten
chronicles.

Four centuries of existence in different political conditions, under the
rule of different states, had strengthened long-standing linguistic and cul-
tural differences that divided the future Belarus and Ukraine from the future
Russia. Those differences came to the fore when Khmelnytsky and the colo-
nels wanted to discuss conditions of the agreement with the Russian envoy,
Vasilii Buturlin; he told them that the tsar would treat them better than the
king had but refused to negotiate. Khmelnytsky objected, saying that they
had been accustomed to negotiating with the king and his officials, but Bu-
turlin responded that the Polish king, being an elective monarch, was not
the equal of the hereditary Russian tsar. He also refused to take an oath with
regard to the broad promises he had made to the Cossacks: the tsar, said Bu-
turlin, swears no oath to his subjects. Khmelnytsky, who wanted Muscovite
troops in battle as soon as possible, agreed to swear allegiance to the tsar with
no reciprocal oath.

The Cossacks thought of the Pereiaslav agreement as a contract with
binding obligations on both sides. As far as Khmelnytsky was concerned, he
and his polity were entering into a protectorate under the tsar’s authority.
They promised loyalty and military service in exchange for the protection
offered by Muscovy. The tsar, however, perceived the Cossacks as new sub-
jects toward whom he would have no obligations after granting them certain
rights and privileges. As for his right to the new territory, he thought in dy-
nastic terms. As far as he and his chancellery were concerned, the tsar was
taking over his patrimony: the cities of Kyiv, Chernihiv, and Pereiaslav.

WHATEVER THE LEGAL and ideological underpinnings of the Pereiaslav agree-
ment, the tsar honored Buturlin’s promise and gave the Cossacks what the
Polish king had never agreed to: recognition of Cossack statehood, a Cossack
register of 60,000, and privileged status for the Cossack estate. He also recog-
nized the liberties enjoyed by other social strata under the Polish kings.

First and foremost, however, the agreement laid the foundations for a
military alliance. It established no western boundary for the Cossacks’
territory—they could go as far as their sabers would take them. The Musco-
vite and Cossack armies entered the war against the commonwealth on their
separate fronts: the Cossacks, assisted by a Muscovite corps, led the offensive
in Ukraine, within the boundaries of the Kingdom of Poland; the Muscovite
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troops launched an offensive near Smolensk and moved west through Be-
larus and then into Lithuania, north of the Lublin border between the grand
duchy and the kingdom. The joint offensive of Muscovite and Cossack
troops brought unexpected results. Whereas in 1654 the Polish and Lithua-
nian troops, assisted by the Crimean khan, had managed to resist the offen-
sive from the east, in the summer and fall of 1655 the Polish-Lithuanian
counteroffensive collapsed: the Cossacks once again besieged Lviv, and Mus-
covite troops entered Vilnius, the capital of the grand duchy.

This was the beginning of the era known in Polish history as the Deluge.
Not only did the Muscovite and Cossack armies move deep into the com-
monwealth, but in July 1655 the Swedes launched an offensive of their own
across the Baltic Sea. By October, both Warsaw and the ancient Polish capi-
tal of Cracow were in Swedish hands. Alarmed by the prospect of a complete
Polish collapse and a dramatic expansion of Sweden, which now claimed the
parts of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania conquered by Muscovite troops, in
the fall of 1656 Muscovite diplomats concluded an agreement with the com-
monwealth in Vilnius that put an end to Polish-Muscovite hostilities. Khmel-
nytsky and the Cossack officials were enraged at being denied access to the
negotiations. The separate peace with Poland was leaving the Cossacks one
on one with their traditional enemy. As far as they were concerned, the tsar
was reneging on his main obligation under the Pereiaslav agreement—the
military protection of his subjects.

Bohdan Khmelnytsky ignored the Muscovite-Polish deal and sent his
army to help an ally of Sweden, the Protestant ruler of Transylvania, fight
the Poles. Now, even the military alliance between the tsar and the Cossacks
came into question. Khmelnytsky had been looking for new allies since
Sweden’s entry into the war with Poland. The Swedes seemed determined to
destroy the commonwealth, which Khmelnytsky also wanted. Negotiations
to conclude a Ukrainian-Swedish agreement that would put an end to the
commonwealth and guarantee the inclusion not only of Ukraine but also
parts of what is now Belarus in the Cossack state gained new impetus from
what the hetman regarded as the tsar’s betrayal of Ukraine.

Khmelnytsky, however, did not live to see the conclusion of this new in-
ternational alliance. He died in August 1657, leaving the state he had created
and the Cossacks he had led at a crossroads. Although Khmelnytsky believed
that his alliance with the tsar had already run its course, he formally abided
by the deal he had made in Pereiaslav. Events there became an important
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part of the old hetman’s large and contradictory legacy. Cossack chroniclers
of the eighteenth century celebrated him very much in the same vein as the
professors and students of the Kyivan College had done on his entrance into
Kyiv in December 1648. They extolled him as the father of the nation, the
liberator of his people from the Polish yoke, and the hetman who had nego-
tiated the best possible arrangement with the tsar: they considered the Arti-
cles of Bohdan Khmelnytsky, approved by the tsar after Pereiaslav, a Magna
Carta of Ukrainian liberties in the Russian Empire.






CHAPTER 11

THE PARTITIONS

HE KHMELNYTsKY UPRISING unleashed a long period of wars that led

many historians to refer to the decades following the revolt as the Ruin.
While the destruction and depopulation of the Ukrainian lands, especially
on the Right Bank of the Dnieper River, indeed dealt a huge blow to the
economic, political, and cultural life of the region, the main long-term con-
sequence of the wars was the division of Ukraine along the Dnieper between
Muscovy and Poland. The Dnieper boundary became a major factor in early
modern Ukrainian history, and some consider it relevant even today, influ-
encing the cultural and at times political preferences of Ukrainians on both
sides of the former Polish border.

Bohdan Khmelnytsky’s vision for the Cossack state was one of territorial
expansion, not fragmentation. But the fissures within the Cossack officer
class that eventually led to the division of the Hetmanate became apparent
soon after the old hetman’s death in August 1657. The trigger was the con-
tested succession to the highest office in the land—a problem that plagued
more than one medieval and early modern polity. Khmelnytsky was thinking
of creating his own dynasty, and shortly before his death, he engineered the
election to the Cossack hetmancy of his son Yurii, a rather sickly sixteen-
year-old youth who suffered from occasional bouts of epilepsy. What hap-
pened next will come as no surprise to anyone who has read Aleksandr
Pushkin’s Boris Godunov. An experienced courtier, appointed to serve as the
youth’s regent, removed him—in the Ukrainian case, without spilling any
blood—and engineered his own election to the leadership.

109
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The drama that would lead to the partitions had begun. If Khmelnytsky
had expected succession to the hetmancy to work as it did in Poland, with
election to the throne of members of the same dynasty one after another, the
system that came into existence was more like the one in the principality of
Moldavia, where new leaders were elected and disposed of at the wish or
with the approval of the Ottomans. Unlike in the case of Moldavia, three
major powers would contest Ukraine—the Muscovites, Poles, and Otto-
mans. No matter which of these three powers won, the Cossacks would in-
variably lose. Their succession system was thoroughly dysfunctional, serving
to destabilize the whole region.

THE MAN WHO assumed the hetman’s mace after pushing Yurii Khmelnytsky
aside in the fall of 1657 was Ivan Vyhovsky. His life trajectory and career
differed greatly from those of Bohdan Khmelnytsky. Born into a well-
established Orthodox noble family, Vyhovsky had no problem with recogni-
tion of his noble status. His election as hetman was a victory for the nobles
within the Cossack elite as opposed to the officers, who were veterans of the
pre-1648 Cossack register. Very telling in this regard was his choice of a new
general chancellor. The post went not to a veteran Cossack officer but to a
Ukrainian magnate whose latifundia rivaled those of the Vyshnevetsky
princes. His name was Yurii Nemyrych.

Exceptionally well educated by the standards of the time, Nemyrych be-
longed to the radical wing of the Polish Reformation, the group known as
Antitrinitarians. (A founder of the Unitarian Church, Joseph Priestley,
would bring their brand of religion to the United States in the late eigh-
teenth century.) Nemyrych studied in an Antitrinitarian school in Poland
and then moved to western Europe, where he took courses at the universities
of Leiden, Basel and, by some accounts, Oxford and Cambridge. At the time
of the Deluge in Poland, he sided with a fellow Protestant, King Charles X
of Sweden. Soon disillusioned with the Swedes, however, he converted to
Orthodoxy, made friends with Bohdan Khmelnytsky, and moved to Cossack
Ukraine, close to his possessions, which the hetman returned to him.

Many in the Cossack ranks were unhappy with the rise to power of the
noble faction led by Ivan Vyhovsky. The Cossacks beyond the Dnieper rap-
ids expressed open disapproval. They had elected Khmelnytsky hetman in
the spring of 1648. Since then, the new Cossack state that had arisen north
of the steppelands, in the settled area of the middle Dnieper, had taken away
not only their exclusive right to elect the hetman but also their very name—
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the Hetmanate was officially known as the Zaporozhian Host. The Zapo-
rozhians, now marginalized, claimed that election of a new hetman should
take place beyond the rapids. They questioned the legitimacy of Vyhovsky’s
election, and some Cossack colonels were prepared to listen to them and of-
fer support. No less importantly, Moscow was encouraging opposition to
Vyhovsky by recognizing the right of the Zaporozhian Cossacks to commu-
nicate directly with the tsar’s officials. The Muscovite authorities sought to
exploit the division in Cossack ranks to weaken the hetman and make him
less independent than his predecessor, Bohdan Khmelnytsky.

Vyhovsky would have none of it. In June 1658 his army, backed by the
Crimean Tatars, confronted the Zaporozhians and their allies among the Het-
manate’s Cossacks near the city of Poltava in Left-Bank Ukraine. Vyhovsky
emerged victorious, but the death toll was enormous. According to some esti-
mates, close to 15,000 people died. It was the first time since 1648 that Cos-
sacks had fought Cossacks, establishing a precedent that would ruin their
state. Vyhovsky had no doubt that Moscow was behind the rebels. But how
was he to protect himself?

The hetman believed that, like Khmelnytsky, he had entered into a condi-
tional agreement with the tsar (he called it “voluntary subordination”) and
could renounce it if the tsar did not keep his part of the bargain. The tsar, for
his part, believed in no conditionality: the only conditions he recognized were
those that he could impose on his subjects. While Khmelnytsky, dissatisfied
with his arrangement with the tsar of Muscovy, had nowhere to turn but the
Swedes and the Ottomans, his successors discovered another option—a new
deal with Poland. They were part and parcel of the Polish political system,
knew its strengths and weaknesses, and believed that an agreement reincorpo-
rating their country into the commonwealth while maintaining broad auton-
omy was not only desirable but possible.

IN SEPTEMBER 1658, Vyhovsky summoned a Cossack council in the Left-
Bank town of Hadiach that approved conditions for the Hetmanate’s return
to the jurisdiction of the Polish kings. The resulting Polish-Cossack treaty,
called the Union of Hadiach, was the brainchild of Vyhovsky’s right-hand
man, Yurii Nemyrych. The treaty was nothing if not a realization of the
dreams nurtured by the Ukrainian nobility of the first half of the seventeenth
century. In the struggles over the Union of Brest, the Orthodox nobles had
developed an anachronistic interpretation of the Union of Lublin as an ar-
rangement that recognized not only the Grand Duchy of Lithuania but also
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the Rus’ lands of Poland-Lithuania as an equal partner in the commonwealth.
Now Nemyrych decided to turn that vision into reality by refashioning the
Hetmanate as the principality of Rus’, which would join the commonwealth
as a coequal third partner along with Poland and Lithuania.

The Great Revolt had made some members of the Polish elite more open
to the idea of a Rus’ principality than ever before, but the rise of Cossack-
dom had also made it difficult to reincorporate a realm that had developed
its own distinct form of political and social organization. Thus, responding
to the pre-1648 demands of the Cossack elite, the Union of Hadiach offered
noble status to 1,000 Cossack families immediately and, after that, to a hun-
dred Cossack families per annum in each of the Cossack regiments. Apart
from satisfying Cossack social demands, the union also addressed Cossack
and noble concerns about religion. Only the Orthodox would have the right
to hold administrative positions in the new principality. Curiously enough,
the treaty also contained a clause dealing with the Kyivan College founded
by Peter Mohyla, recognizing it as an academy. The nobles negotiating the
deal from the Cossack side were clearly interested in something more than
Cossack rights.

News of the signing of the union with Poland prompted the tsar to issue
an appeal calling on the Cossacks to rebel against the “traitor” Vyhovsky.
Muscovite troops and Cossack enemies of Vyhovsky, including Zapor-
ozhians, took control of southern parts of the Hetmanate. In the spring of
1659, Vyhovsky issued his own appeal, explaining that the tsar was violating
his agreement with the Cossacks and encroaching on Cossack rights and
freedoms. He summoned his Crimean allies and attacked the advancing
Muscovite army. The Battle of Konotop, fought near the present-day Russo-
Ukrainian border in June 1659, ended in a spectacular victory for Vyhovsky.
The Muscovite army, more than 100,000 strong, was defeated, up to 40,000
soldiers were killed, and the flower of the Muscovite cavalry was annihilated.
The Tatars moved on, pillaging the southern borderlands of Muscovy. Ru-
mors filled Moscow that the tsar was about to leave the capital.

Vyhovsky never moved on Moscow. Despite his victory at Konotop, Mus-
covite garrisons in Ukraine held on, and the revolt against Vyhovsky among
the Cossacks gathered strength. News about the Polish Diet’s ratification of
the Union of Hadiach gave it further impetus. The version of the treaty ap-
proved by the Diet failed to deliver on a number of promises made to Vyhov-
sky by the Polish negotiators. It limited the lands of the new principality to
the Kyiv, Bratslav, and Chernihiv palatinates, even though the hetman also
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wanted what is now western Ukraine, including Volhynia and Podolia. It
also limited the Cossack register to 30,000, along with 10,000 mercenaries,
for a total of 40,000, or 20,000 fewer than Khmelnytsky had negotiated with
the tsar immediately after Pereiaslav. Yurii Nemyrych went to Warsaw in per-
son to plead the case for the union before the Diet. “We were born in liberty,
brought up in liberty and, as free men, we are returning to it,” he told the
deputies. They approved the union but not in the form that Nemyrych and
Vyhovsky wanted. When Vyhovsky received the revised text, he told the cou-
rier that he was bringing him death.

Most of the Cossack elite now saw Vyhovsky as a traitor. Nemyrych was
killed in a skirmish with Vyhovsky’s opponents. The other Cossack delegates
to the Polish Diet were executed at a Cossack council summoned by the het-
man’s enemies. Vyhovsky himself had to flee. He had won every battle he
fought, either against his opponents, as was the case at Poltava, or against the
Muscovite forces at Konotop, but he had lost the debate within his own
ranks over the issue of relations with Poland. Stepping down as hetman, he
left for western Ukraine, where he became the captain of Bar in Podolia
while maintaining his title of palatine of Kyiv and the seat in the Polish sen-
ate that came with it. This was the only provision of the Union of Hadiach
that was actually implemented.

Vyhovsky’s hetmancy opened a new page in the history of Cossack
Ukraine—a page marked by internal strife and fratricidal war. Since Cossack
forces were insufficient to defend the Hetmanate, whoever held the office of
hetman had to keep Cossack ranks united while constantly maneuvering
among the major powers in the region. It was a task that few could accom-
plish. Khmelnytsky had managed to keep the Cossack officers in line with
such disciplinary measures as chaining troublemakers to a cannon, as he did
with the firebrand of the 1648 massacres, Colonel Maksym Kryvonis, or
even ordering the execution of Cossack rebels. Vyhovsky had failed to main-
tain the unity of the Cossack realm. The task passed once again to Bohdan
Khmelnytsky’s son Yurii, who was reelected to the hetmancy after the ouster
of Vyhovsky. The dynasty was back, but Ukraine’s problems were no closer
to solution.

Yuri KHMELNYTSKY CAME to power in the fall of 1659 with the support of
Cossack officers who believed that they could reach an agreement with the
tsar on conditions no worse than those negotiated by the old Khmelnytsky.
They miscalculated. When Yurii Khmelnytsky and his supporters began
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negotiations with the Muscovites, they found themselves in a trap. A new
Cossack council, called at the initiative of a Muscovite military governor
(voevoda) and surrounded by a Muscovite army of 40,000, confirmed the
election of the young Khmelnytsky but on conditions that reduced the rights
and privileges given to his father. From now on, the hetman’s election re-
quired the express permission of the tsar, and he had no right to conduct for-
eign relations or appoint colonels without the consent of Moscow. Muscovite
military garrisons were to be stationed in all major towns of the Hetmanate.

Vyhovsky’s defection to the Poles had resulted not in new concessions
from the Muscovite side, as his opponents had hoped, but in the curtailment
of the Hetmanate’s previous rights. The tsar’s officials wanted his subjects to
realize that they would not tolerate breaches of the union with Muscovy un-
der any circumstances. In January 1660, the Muscovite voevodas sent Khmel-
nytsky a message making that particular point. The corpse of Danylo
Vyhovsky, a brother of the former hetman and a cousin of Yurii Khmel-
nytsky, who had fallen into Muscovite hands during a failed attack on the
Muscovite garrison in Kyiv, was delivered to the young hetman’s residence
on his ancestral estate of Subotiv. Danylo’s captors had tortured him to
death. What the hetman saw in the coffin caused him to break down in tears.
“His whole body was torn to pieces by whips, his eyes plucked out and the
sockets filled with silver, his ears turned inside out with a drill and filled with
silver,” wrote a Polish diplomat who happened to be there at the time. “His
fingers had been sliced. His legs had been butchered along the veins. In a
word, it was unheard-of savagery.”

If the tsar and his officials wanted to intimidate the young hetman and
his entourage, they did not achieve their purpose. According to the same
source, the arrival of the Cossack officer’s massacred remains not only made
the young Khmelnytsky weep but also aroused outrage at his court. Danylo
Vyhovsky’s young widow cursed her husband’s killers. Revenge came later
that year. In the fall of 1660, during a battle between a Muscovite army and
Polish detachments backed by Crimean Tatars, the young Khmelnytsky and
his troops switched sides and swore allegiance to the Polish king. The Mus-
covite army was defeated. Its commander spent twenty years in Crimean
captivity.

While this Polish victory gratified the Cossacks, it did nothing to secure
the Hetmanate. The Cossacks returned to the king’s jurisdiction on condi-
tions even less favorable than those offered by the version of the Union of
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Hadiach approved by the Polish Diet. The new treaty expunged the very
name of the Rus’ principality, so important to the Cossack authors of the
Hadiach union. Every time the Cossacks switched sides in the ongoing
Muscovite-Polish war for control of Ukraine, they lost additional elements
of their sovereignty. The pressure exerted on the Cossack polity by its much
more powerful adversaries, the Tsardom of Muscovy and the Kingdom of
Poland, soon became too strong for the Hetmanate to bear, and it split into
two parts along the Dnieper River.

In 1660, as Yurii Khmelnytsky established his headquarters on the Right
Bank of the Dnieper, the regiments on the Left Bank, with Muscovite sup-
port, elected their own acting hetman. Khmelnytsky organized a number of
expeditions to subdue the rebellious regiments but failed to achieve his goal.
The region was close to the Muscovite border, and the tsardom’s military
governors solidified their hold on it. In early 1663, in utter despair, the
twenty-two-year-old hetman resigned and entered a monastery. This was the
official end of the united Hetmanate. That year, the Right-Bank Cossacks
elected a hetman subordinate to Poland, while those on the Left Bank elected
a hetman who recognized the sovereignty of Muscovy. Four years later, in
1667, Muscovite and Polish diplomats signed the Truce of Andrusovo,
which divided Cossack Ukraine, with the Left Bank going to Muscovy and
the Right Bank to Poland.

THE oLD HETMANATE did not go down without a fight. Colonel Petro Doro-
shenko, a scion of one of the best-known Cossack families, led those opposed
to the division of the state, which they considered their true fatherland, into
battle. Doroshenko’s grandfather had been a Cossack hetman in the 1620s,
his father a colonel under Bohdan Khmelnytsky. A native of Chyhyryn, Petro
began his service at the hetman’s court. After his promotion to the rank of
colonel, he took part in a number of diplomatic missions, including negotia-
tions with the Swedes, Poles, and Muscovites. He even led one of the Cos-
sack embassies to Moscow. A supporter of Yurii Khmelnytsky, he ended up
in Right-Bank Ukraine, and in 1665 the local Cossacks elected him hetman.
News of the impending partition of Cossack Ukraine had shocked and
galvanized the Cossack elite, and Doroshenko won election with an agenda
of raising another revolt against Poland and uniting Ukraine on both sides of
the Dnieper. Like Bohdan Khmelnytsky before him, Doroshenko counted
on the support of the Crimean Tatars. Together they attacked the Polish
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armies in the fall of 1667, forcing the king to grant autonomy to the Right-
Bank Hetmanate. Doroshenko then crossed the Dnieper and took control of
Left-Bank Ukraine, which was already in revolt against Moscow. The tsar’s
officials had aroused discontent by trying to conduct a census for tax pur-
poses. News of the partition of Ukraine at Andrusovo had turned it into
open revolt.

Doroshenko, already hetman of the Right Bank, was now elected on the
Left Bank as well. The Cossack Hetmanate once again became united, de-
spite the two partitioning powers. But the unity did not last long. Soon
Doroshenko had to leave Left-Bank Ukraine to deal with a new Polish offen-
sive and a new hetman sponsored by the Poles. Meanwhile, Muscovite troops
occupied the Left Bank. The Ottomans were now Doroshenko’s only hope.
In July 1669, Sultan Mehmed IV sent him new insignia of office, including
a hetman’s mace and banner. The sultan took Doroshenko and his Cossacks
under his protection on the same condition as the rulers of Moldavia and
Wallachia: that they mobilize troops at his first summons. The lands claimed
by Istanbul included not only Cossack Ukraine on both sides of the Dnieper
but also the Rus’ lands all the way to the Vistula in the west and the Nieman
in the north.

It was an ambitious agenda, but conditions seemed to favor Cossack ef-
forts to realize Khmelnytsky’s dreams of twenty years earlier and bring all the
Rus’ lands of the commonwealth under their control. This time, the Otto-
mans not only offered the hetman’s insignia but also put troops on the
ground. In 1672, a 100,000-strong Ottoman army crossed the Danube and,
with the support of its Crimean, Wallachian, Moldavian, and now Cossack
vassals, moved against the Polish forces. They went much farther than Kho-
tyn, the site of the crucial battle of more than half a century earlier, and be-
sieged the fortress of Kamianets in Podolia. Located on a high cliff and
surrounded by a deep ravine, it was considered impregnable but fell to the
Ottomans after a siege of only ten days. Soon the sultan’s army was besieging
Lviv. The Poles sued for peace and renounced their claim to Podolia and the
middle Dnieper region. Doroshenko and his supporters were in a celebratory
mood.

But Doroshenko’s hopes were not realized. The Ottomans took the for-
tress of Kamianets and the adjacent Podolia region under their direct con-
trol, while the Cossacks got their old possessions on the middle Dnieper in
lieu of an independent state. There were no plans to extend the offensive to
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the Left Bank or northward to Volhynia and Belarus. But that was only the
beginning of Doroshenko’s troubles. The Ottomans aroused indignation by
turning some Christian churches into mosques and allowing the Crimean
Tatars to conduct their slave-hunting raids in the region. Support for Doro-
shenko was dwindling as quickly as the population of the Right Bank under
his nominal control. It was turning into a desert as inhabitants fled both east
and west. Many crossed the Dnieper to the Left Bank, where the Muscovites
crushed the opposition of the Cossack elites, installed a loyal hetman, and
promoted an economic revival. The Right Bank became a ruin, giving that
name to an entire period of Ukrainian history.

It was only a matter of time before Doroshenko left the Ukrainian politi-
cal scene. Instead of uniting Ukraine under a loose Ottoman protectorate, he
brought one more partitioning power into the region—one that turned out
to be more destructive than any of its predecessors. In 1676, when Musco-
vite troops supported by their Left-Bank Cossack allies crossed the Dnieper
and approached Doroshenko’s capital of Chyhyryn, the Cossack hetman re-
signed his office and swore allegiance to the tsar. His life was spared, and, as
one who had “seen the light,” he received the title of voevoda and went to
serve the tsar in Viatka (present-day Kirov), almost nine hundred kilometers
east of Moscow. He was allowed to retire to the village of Yaropolets in to-
day’s Moscow oblast. Married to a Russian noblewoman (one of their de-
scendants was Aleksandr Pushkin’s wife, Natalia), he died there in 1698.
Ironically, a society of natives of Ukrainian Podolia, the region that suffered
most from the Ottoman rule that Doroshenko helped bring to Ukraine, re-
built the small chapel over his grave in 1999.

Direct Ottoman rule over parts of Ukraine did not last long—the Otto-
mans gave low priority to that part of their frontier, and they needed re-
sources elsewhere, especially in the Mediterranean. The year Doroshenko
died, Podolia reverted to Polish control. The Ottomans were out of the
picture, and the Muscovite-Polish border on the Dnieper, against which
Doroshenko had rebelled in 1666, was now fully reestablished. The Cossack
state did not disappear altogether, but its territory and autonomy, not to
speak of its independence, were severely curtailed—it survived only in Left-
Bank Ukraine. The Cossack land, which had been booming in the first half
of the seventeenth century, could muster enough human, economic, and
military resources to challenge the major powers in the region but not to
defend the accomplishments of the Cossack revolution. When it came to
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foreign alliances, the Cossacks tried everything, starting with the Crimea
and the Ottomans and ending with Muscovy, the Swedes, and Poland.
Nothing worked—the unity not only of Cossack Ukraine but of the
Ukrainian lands in general was lost. Until the end of the eighteenth century,
most of Ukraine formerly controlled by Poland would remain divided be-
tween Poland and Russia. The division would have profound effects on
Ukrainian identity and culture.



CHAPTER 12

THE VERDICT OF POLTAVA

HE Cossack HETMANATE, which survived under the suzerainty of the

Muscovite tsars only on the Left Bank of the Dnieper, served as a con-
struction site for a number of nation-building projects. One of them, closely
associated with the name “Ukraine” and a view of the Hetmanate as a distinct
Cossack polity and fatherland, became the foundation for the development of
modern Ukrainian identity. Another, associated with the official Russian
name of the Hetmanate, “Little Russia,” laid the basis for what would later
become known as “Little Russianism,” the tradition of treating Ukraine as
“Lesser Russia” and the Ukrainians as part of a larger Russian nation.

Both intellectual traditions coexisted in the Hetmanate before the last
major Cossack revolt, led by Hetman Ivan Mazepa in 1708. Mazepa’s revolt
targeted Muscovy and the official founder of the Russian Empire, Tsar Pe-
ter I. It ended in defeat as the Russians overcame the Swedish army, which
Charles XII led into Ukraine. The Battle of Poltava in 1709 profoundly
changed the fate of the Cossack Hetmanate and Ukraine as a whole. The loss
for Charles was a double loss for Mazepa and his vision of Ukraine as an en-
tity separate from Russia. In subsequent years, the Little Russian interpreta-
tion of Ukrainian history and culture as closely linked to Russia would become
dominant in the official discourse of the Hetmanate. The idea of Ukraine as a
separate polity, fatherland, and indeed nation did not disappear entirely but
shifted out of the center of Ukrainian discourse for more than a century.

IN THE LAST decades of the seventeenth century, the Muscovites kept Left-
Bank Ukraine under their control thanks not only to their superior military
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force but also because they turned out to be much more flexible than their
competitors. While the tsars used the election of every new hetman to whit-
tle away at the rights and privileges given to the Hetmanate under Bohdan
Khmelnytsky, they also knew when to relent. In 1669, in the midst of the
revolt led by Petro Doroshenko, Moscow agreed to return to conditions
close to those granted to Khmelnytsky. It did so at a time when the Poles
were reducing the much less substantial body of Cossack privileges in effect
on their side of the river. The result was not hard to predict. The Left Bank
attracted new settlers from the Cossack lands under Polish rule and kept
growing economically, while the Right Bank turned into a virtual desert.
The tsars allowed their Cossacks more rights, but they also got to keep them
as subjects.

In relatively short order, the Left-Bank economic expansion led to the
economic and cultural revival of Kyiv. Classes resumed at the Kyivan Col-
lege. The professors who had fled the city in the 1650s now welcomed a new
generation of students. New subjects were taught, new poetry written, and
new plays performed. Ukrainian baroque literature, initiated in the early sev-
enteenth century by Meletii Smotrytsky, reached its peak in the writings of
poets such as Ivan Velychkovsky and in the prose of Lazar Baranovych, a
former professor at the college who became archbishop of Chernihiv. His
student Simeon Polotsky brought the Kyiv baroque literary style to Moscow,
where he helped lay the foundations for the emergence of Russian secular
literature. The introduction of Kyivan texts, practices, and ideas into Mus-
covy in the second half of the seventeenth century would cause a split in that
country’s Orthodox Church. While the tsar and the patriarch backed Peter
Mohyla—style reforms, conservatives rebelled and united around the leaders
of the Old Belief. It was no accident that the name applied to them by the
official church, raskol'niki, or schismatics, came from Ukraine.

But cultural influence flowed in both directions. While Kyivan clerics
brought Western cultural models from Ukraine to Muscovy, they also bor-
rowed from the arsenal of Muscovite political ideology. Key to that ideology
was the notion of the Orthodox tsar as the linchpin of a new political and
religious universe. The Orthodox intellectuals of the commonwealth, long
without a king of their own, embraced the opportunity to enter an idealized
Orthodox world inspired by the Byzantine vision of symphony between an
autocratic ruler and the one true church. In the end, however, practical con-
siderations outweighed idealism. As early as the 1620s, the newly consecrated
Orthodox bishops, hard pressed by Warsaw, had turned to Muscovy as a
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source of support and a possible place of exile. The desire for the tsar’s pro-
tection only increased after the Pereiaslav agreement (1654) and reached its
peak after the Truce of Andrusovo (1667), which divided Cossack Ukraine
in half.

According to the conditions of the truce, Kyiv, located on the Right Bank
of the Dnieper, was supposed to become a Polish possession after a two-year
grace period. But the prospect of submitting once again to the rule of a Cath-
olic king terrified the Kyivan clergy. They summoned all the powers of per-
suasive rhetoric they had acquired at the Kyivan College and the Jesuit
schools of Europe to convince the tsar that the city of Kyiv should stay under
his control. They succeeded only too well. Inokentii Gizel, the archimandrite
of the Kyivan Cave Monastery and one of the leading figures in the campaign
to “persuade the tsar,” wanted to keep Kyiv under tsarist rule while maintain-
ing the independence of the Kyiv metropolitanate. Things worked out other-
wise. In the 1670s, the tsar retained his control over the city, but in the next
decade Muscovite officials and their supporters in Ukraine succeeded in
transferring the Kyiv metropolitanate from the jurisdiction of Constantino-
ple to that of Moscow. The transfer took place in 1685, and so the Kyivan
clergy received the tsar’s protection at the cost of their independence.

The battles over the fate of Kyiv gave birth to one of the most influential
texts of the premodern Russian Empire, the first printed “textbook” of Rus’
history, published at the Cave Monastery under Gizel’s supervision. The
book had a long, baroque title: Synopsis, or a Brief Compendium of Various
Chronicles About the Origin of the Slavo-Rossian Nation and the First Princes of
the Divinely Protected City of Kyiv and the Life of the Holy, Pious Grand Prince
of Kyiv and All Rus’, the First Autocrat, Volodymyr. It appeared in 1674, when
Kyiv was preparing for an Ottoman attack and the Poles were demanding it
back from Muscovy. In the Synopsis, Kyiv figured as the first capital of the
Muscovite tsars and the birthplace of Muscovite Orthodoxy—a city that
simply could not be abandoned to infidels or Catholics. References to the
Slavo-Rossian nation, which, according to the authors of the Synopsis, united
Muscovy and the Cossack Hetmanate in one political body, further sup-
ported this argument. This was the foundation of the myth still accepted by
most Russians today about the Kyivan origins of their nation. In the seven-
teenth century, however, the Muscovite elites were not yet thinking in terms
of national affinity. Russian empire builders would fully appreciate the inno-
vation of the Kyivan monks, who treated the inhabitants of Muscovy and
Ukraine as one nation, only in the nineteenth century.
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The crisis caused by the partition of Ukraine between Muscovy and Po-
land forced not only the Kyivan clergy but also the Cossack officer stratum
to come up with a new model of identity. The Cossack elite no longer had
to defer to the clergy in that regard: the Kyivan College listed among its
alumni not only priests and bishops but also Cossack officers, including a
number of hetmans. If the clergy could not envision their homeland without
an Orthodox tsar, the Cossack officers needed no tsar at all. They pledged
their allegiance to a common Cossack “fatherland” embracing both sides of
the Dnieper.

Until 1663, when the first de facto partition of Ukraine took place, the
Cossack officers used the term “fatherland” to refer either to the entire com-
monwealth or to the Kingdom of Poland. At the time of the Union of Had-
iach (1658), they were lured back to the suzerainty of the Polish king by
appeals to return to their Polish fatherland. But things changed after the par-
tition. First one hetman and then another began to argue in their circular
letters or universals for the unity of their Ukrainian fatherland—the Het-
manate on both sides of the river. After the Truce of Andrusovo all of them,
including Petro Doroshenko and Yurii Khmelnytsky, referred to the interests
of the Ukrainian fatherland as their supreme object of loyalty, superseding
any other allegiances or commitments. The Cossack fatherland was more
than the Zaporozhian Host—a much more traditional object of Cossack loy-
alty. It included not just the Cossack Host but also the territory and inhabi-
tants of the Hetmanate. They called that fatherland Ukraine. After 1667, the
Cossacks began to refer to it as Ukraine on both sides of the Dnieper.

THE LAST CossACK hetman who tried to unite the Left and Right Banks un-
der his rule was Ivan Mazepa (1639-1709). The banknotes of independent
Ukraine depict only two of all the Ukrainian hetmans. The first is Bohdan
Khmelnytsky, whose image appears on the five-hryvnia note, and the second
is Ivan Mazepa, depicted on the ten-hryvnia bill. Mazepa is arguably better
known outside Ukraine, especially in the West, than Khmelnytsky: Voltaire,
Lord Byron, Aleksandr Pushkin, and Victor Hugo all wrote about Mazepa’s
life and exploits. He came to figure in European operas and North American
theatrical shows, gaining literary and cultural fame as both a ruler and a lover
under the French spelling of his name—Mazeppa. During Mazepa’s het-
mancy the notions of fatherland, Ukraine, and Little Russia became con-
tested once again. The outcome of Mazepa’s rule was the formation of a new
type of Little Russian identity.
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Mazepa ruled the Hetmanate longer than any of his predecessors, for
more than two decades (1687—1709), and died a natural death. That was an
achievement in its own right. Two of his predecessors had been either killed
or executed. The two hetmans who ruled immediately before Mazepa were
accused of “treason,” arrested by Muscovite voevodas, and sent to Siberia.
Members of their families were also persecuted. To lose the hetman’s office,
personal freedom, or life itself, one did not have to conspire against the tsar
or try to join the Poles, Ottomans, or Swedes. It was enough to fall out of
favor with the Moscow courtiers.

Mazepa’s life trajectory reflected the general fate of Cossackdom in the last
decades of the seventeenth century. A native of Left-Bank Ukraine, the future
hetman came from 