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INTRODUCTION



This book is a confession. I am guilty for not reading the signs much earlier. I, too, am responsible for Russia’s war against Ukraine. As are my contemporaries and our forebears. Regrettably, Russian culture is also to blame for making all these horrors possible.


Many Russian writers and historians are complicit in facilitating this war. It is their words and thoughts over the past 350 years that sowed the seeds of Russian fascism and allowed it to flourish, although many would be horrified today to see the fruits of their labor. We failed to spot just how deadly the very idea of Russia as a “great empire” was. (Of course, any “empire” is evil, but let different historians judge other empires.) We overlooked the fact that, for many centuries, “great Russian culture” belittled other countries and peoples, suppressed and destroyed them.


So that Russian culture may live on, we must act. We must start by looking inside ourselves and telling the truth about our past and our present.


Russian, Ukrainian, and indeed any history is made up of myths. Alas, our myths led us to the fascism of 2022. It is time to expose them.


This book is about myths and about people. People who lived one hundred, two hundred, three hundred years ago, and then turned into mythological figures. They died physically; then historians stripped away their human qualities: their weaknesses, their passions, their doubts, their true motives. They were subjected to the inexorable “logic of history,” which serves the needs of those in power.


This book also tells about our contemporaries, such as Volodymyr Zelensky. He and many others appear real and knowable to us now, yet soon they, too, will become immortalized and heroized, and in a generation will seem like legendary characters. Moreover, one of the protagonists of this book, Putin, has already, in his lifetime, turned into an otherworldly, universal evil—and I try to trace how this happened.


I specifically wrote this book in modern language and the present tense, trying to convey and clarify historical terms, drawing present-day parallels, so that today’s reader might grasp the spirit, not merely the letter.


I would like this book to be understandable to readers a century from now, to give them a glimpse into our thought processes. For this purpose, I have tried to depict all the characters as living people, not historical monuments, and to debunk the old myths without sparing historians, without pity for yesterday’s idols, without being afraid to offend the feelings of fellow Russians.


This book will not undo the past and present, but it can change the future. Nationalist history is a disease that afflicts many peoples. The Russian people can stamp out the myths that have infected them; the Ukrainian people will deal with theirs on their own.


For many years, starting in 2004, I visited Ukraine as a journalist. During this time, I got to interview every Ukrainian president, and make the acquaintance of most politicians, big businessmen, well-known reporters, and even clergymen. I witnessed many events: from the talks between Presidents Leonid Kuchma and Vladimir Putin back in 2003 to the opening of the Babyn Yar memorial by President Volodymyr Zelensky in 2021, which commemorates the site where Nazis killed thousands of Jews.


Sometimes I spent lengthy periods in Kyiv and the surrounding region. For example, in Bucha, at the house of my friend Nadia, I wrote a significant portion of my book All the Kremlin’s Men. Incidentally, Nadia no longer speaks to me: because I am Russian, she considers me an “imperialist.”


Recent decades have seen me working as a political journalist in Russia, trying to uncover the hidden causes and motives behind events. I have followed the ever-changing Russian policy in respect to Ukraine. Often horrified by what I heard, I never concealed my thoughts as an opposition journalist and writer.


In 2010, I was one of the founders of the TV station Dozhd (Rain), the only independent news channel in Russia. In 2014, it was effectively shut down for its honest, detailed coverage of the Revolution of Dignity in Ukraine, when the Ukrainian government was overthrown by Ukrainians tired of corruption and abuse of power. A month before the occupation of Crimea, the Kremlin ordered all Russian cable and satellite networks to switch off TV Rain.


I remember well how on March 1, 2014, Russian senators authorized the president to “use the Russian armed forces outside the country”—that is, gave a green light to war in Ukraine. That day, as the station’s editor in chief, I wrote a letter to my colleagues saying that from now on we should always write “in Ukraine”—even if it jars the ears of Russian grammarians—as a sign of respect and support for independent Ukraine. Before that for many years Russians have traditionally said na Ukraine (“on Ukraine”) instead of v Ukraine (“in Ukraine”). Ukrainians usually considered it insulting, as the preposition “on” makes Ukraine sound like a territory, not a country. A similar distinction exists in English, where “Ukraine” has largely replaced “the Ukraine.” But in March 2014 that became crystal clear for me: if it’s important for Ukrainians, we must take heed.


On February 24, 2022, when Putin launched a full-scale invasion of Ukraine, I wrote an open letter that was signed by several Russian writers, filmmakers, and journalists. Later tens of thousands more Russian citizens put their signatures to it. Here it is:


The war launched by Russia against Ukraine is shameful.


It is our shame, but, unfortunately, our children, as well as generations of still infant and unborn Russians, will also have to bear responsibility for it. We do not want our children to live in an aggressor country, to be ashamed that their army attacked a neighboring independent state. We call upon all citizens of Russia to say “no” to this war.


We do not believe that an independent Ukraine poses a threat to Russia or any other state. We do not believe in Vladimir Putin’s statements that the Ukrainian people are ruled by “Nazis” and must be “liberated.”


We demand an end to this war.


Then I had to flee to Germany. During my first year of living in Berlin, I reviewed all the previous interviews I’d conducted over the past eighteen years of working in Ukraine and in Russia. And I kept talking to people, hundreds of people. And they recalled what had brought us to where we are now. From these conversations, old and new, this book was born.


But there are two parts. This book is not only about the present but also about the past—about the historical myths from which today’s politics has grown and which it is founded upon. I carefully and impartially read the historical sources and tried to trace the origins and development of the brutal Russian Empire that gave rise to the current war. This book is by no means an attempt to write the history of Ukraine. Rather, it is a “detective story through the eyes of the criminal,” a chronicle of how Russia has oppressed Ukraine for the past five centuries. How the empire tried to bring up the loyal elite, but in the end couldn’t have suppressed Ukrainian society.


This book tells about the long road to war, and about the road to punishment that we have yet to travel.


Nadia, I am not an imperialist, and I am writing this book so that others will not be either.





PART I



 


SEVEN TALES OF COLONIAL
OPPRESSION IN UKRAINE
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THE MYTH OF UNITY:
HOW BOHDAN KHMELNYTSKY SIGNED
A CONTRACT WITH MOSCOW


Inventing the Russian World


1670, Kyiv. A German monk is writing a history book. He is Innokenty Gizel; a native of Königsberg who grew up in a Protestant family but moved to Kyiv in his youth and embraced Orthodoxy.


Innokenty is not merely writing a book about history: he believes that it will help to champion Orthodoxy, his beloved Kyiv, and the entire Ukrainian territory. Who does he see as their main threat? Muslims, that is, the Ottoman Empire, as well as the West. As he is a German from East Prussia, Kyiv’s sworn enemies in the seventeenth century are the Catholics, in particular those in Poland and the Jesuit order, which is very active in Eastern Europe at this time. Innokenty himself is not just a monk. He is the abbot of Kyiv’s main monastery, that is, an important political figure. He incorporates into his book what the Kyivan monks wrote before him, but adds a very important conclusion of his own.


As is common for a medieval historian, Innokenty begins with the story of Noah, telling how his son Japheth was the progenitor of all Europeans. But then the narrative switches to Japheth’s sixth son, Mosoch, from whom, according to legend, the Russian people are descended and the word Moskva (Moscow) is derived.


Innokenty Gizel has never been to Moscow, but his aim is to create the illusion that it and Kyiv share a common history.


A modern-day critic might say that the Prussian-born Innokenty invented what today is known as russkiy mir (the Russian world)—but that would not be entirely accurate. In essence, he invents a single nation, supposedly with a common history. And this Rus is inhabited by a single people, Gizel claims. Until the latter half of the seventeenth century, the Moscow rulers had a very muddled and mythologized idea of their history and ancestors. They consider themselves the descendants and successors of both the Roman emperors and the Kyivan princes. The Moscow rulers are sure their lineage extends from Emperor Augustus (63 BC–AD 14) himself. In Grand Prince Vladimir (Volodymyr) of Kyiv (c. 958–1015), they see the link that binds them to the Roman caesars. They also like to talk about Moscow’s connection to Orthodox Constantinople, which the Turks captured around two hundred years earlier. In general, for Muscovites in the seventeenth century, Rome, Constantinople, and Kyiv are all distant, semi-mythical cities.


But Innokenty Gizel makes a connection and subordinates all historical logic to it. In his world view, Kyiv was once the capital of some abstract supranational Russia. Then it was Moscow.


For contemporaries of Innokenty Gizel, this revision of history is nothing short of revolutionary. In the seventeenth century, the Polish kings called themselves the rulers of Rus; after all, Kyiv and the surrounding lands had belonged to them for many centuries. Here, the term “Rus” refers to the part of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth inhabited by Orthodox Christians. The Poles refuse on principle to refer to the more easterly “Moscow” tsars as russkiye (Russians), that is, “people of Rus.” But Innokenty Gizel of Kyiv deliberately puts an anti-Polish spin on his version of history.


Moreover, he claims the existence of an all-embracing “pan-Russian Orthodox people,” uniting all the East Slavs (the forebears of modern-day Russians, Ukrainians, and Belarusians) under one umbrella. Moscow, incidentally, thinks otherwise. The Muscovite Orthodox Church does not even consider the Christians of Kyiv to be coreligionists. If a resident of the city in the seventeenth century wants to move to Moscow, he must be rebaptized, as Muscovite priests consider Ukrainian Orthodoxy to be a different faith. But Innokenty pursues his own political goal: his book is not a historical study, rather a tool, or weapon, for diplomatic negotiations. Innokenty’s target audience is Moscow-based diplomats—to exert moral pressure on them. He needs to induce the Muscovite tsar to enter into a military alliance with the Ukrainians and give them security guarantees in their war against Poland. He tinkers with history to achieve the desired end result: to prove that Kyiv and Moscow are directly related and hence the Muscovite tsar is duty bound to assist Kyiv.


Innokenty Gizel’s tendentious tome is published under the title Synopsis. It quickly transcends immediate political interests and unexpectedly becomes a bestseller of the day. Naturally, Synopsis greatly appeals to Alexis Romanov, the Russian tsar at the time.


It is not long before a second, then third, edition of Synopsis is published. Translations into Latin and Greek soon follow. Finally, under the next Russian tsar, Alexis’s son the future Peter the Great, Synopsis becomes in the 1700s the standard textbook on Russian history.


Over the coming centuries, Synopsis will form the blueprint for Russian scholars (Vasily Tatishchev, Nikolay Karamzin, Sergey Solovyov, Vasily Klyuchevsky, et al.) in penning their own versions of Russian history. After Gizel, the whole history of the Russian state will spring from the bygone Principality of Kyiv. In 1913, historian and future foreign minister in the short-lived Provisional Government of 1917 Pavel Milyukov, himself a student of the aforementioned Klyuchevsky, will write: “The spirit of Synopsis reigns supreme in our historiography of the 18th century; it defines the tastes and interests of readers, serves as a starting point for most researchers, and provokes arguments among the most serious of them. In brief, it forms the backdrop for the development of historical science in the last century.”


The historical logic invented by Innokenty Gizel will please Moscow’s rulers so much that it remains the official version of history until the twenty-first century. And so the Russian propagandists of that same century, it turns out, those who assert that Russians and Ukrainians are one people with a shared past, have simply bought into the ideology of a seventeenth-century propagandist.


Helen of the Steppe


It was all because of love. Her name is Elena (Helen). She is young and beautiful, just like her namesake in Greek mythology who sparked the Trojan War. She gets a job as a nanny in the family of a rich Ukrainian. The lady of the house, Hanna, is seriously ill and needs help with the children. The owner, Hanna’s husband, takes a fancy to the young childminder, and soon she becomes his mistress.


Also in love (or lust) with Elena is a wealthy Pole, who dreams of stealing her from his Ukrainian neighbor and marrying her. Even in the twenty-first century, such a story would end in tears; but the seventeenth century is a far crueler time.


The smitten Pole is named Daniel, and his Ukrainian rival Bohdan. In the spring of 1647, seizing a moment when Bohdan is away, Daniel and his servants attack his estate, set fire to it, kidnap Elena, and give Bohdan’s ten-year-old son a vicious beating for good measure. The boy dies soon afterwards.


Thirsty for revenge, Bohdan goes to Warsaw, because Ukraine is a Polish province at that time. He turns, in the first instance, to the courts. But his offender, the Polish nobleman Daniel Czapliński, is a high-placed official, so the court awards Bohdan a derisory sum of compensation, 150 florins. He believes that his land (not to mention his son and mistress) is worth at least twenty times as much. So Bohdan goes in person to plead his case to the Polish king.


Legend has it that the king receives Bohdan in his palace, but secretly, late at night. They are the same age and rumored to be long acquainted, the king having previously entrusted Bohdan with various hush-hush assignments, such as securing Cossack help in the wars against the Ottoman Empire, which his own parliament, the Sejm, refused to finance. At their meeting, however, the king is the first to unburden his soul: he has no power, the nobles are out of control, he sighs. In response, Bohdan tells his harrowing tale. But the king does not wish to get involved, remarking rhetorically: “If you Cossacks [that is, free mercenary soldiers] are such brave warriors, if you have weapons, why don’t you stand up for yourselves?” This off-the-cuff suggestion will change world history.


Bohdan returns to Ukraine and raises a revolt against the Polish overlords, an event known as the Khmelnytsky Uprising. Just a few months later, he exacts revenge on his nemesis Daniel Czapliński, seizing the latter’s estate, reclaiming Elena, and marrying her. Daniel is forced to flee to Poland.


Now for some background about the world inhabited by Elena and Bohdan.


The Ways of the Seventeenth Century


In 1647, Bohdan is fifty-one years old. The land he lives in goes by many names, one of the most common of which is Ukraine. It is at around this time that the traveler Guillaume Levasseur de Beauplan’s book Description of Ukraine is published in France. The author explains that Ukraine is ordinarily understood as being part of Poland, “located between Muscovy and Transylvania.” Another, more common name for these lands is Rus or Malaya Rus (Little Rus)—a toponym of Greek origin. According to one version, supported by many Ukrainian historians today, “Little” simply referred to its being the historical core of the state. The lands to the north of it became known as “Great Rus,” because they were larger. Over time, these names will turn into Malorossiya (Little Russia)—that is, Ukraine—and Velikorossiya (Great Russia), the lands around Moscow.


Bohdan lives in troubled times, even by the standards of the day. Europe is engulfed in the deadliest conflict in its history by percentage of population killed: almost all European states are sucked in, and 5–8 million people die as a result. Historians will call it the Thirty Years’ War. It breaks out when Bohdan is twenty-two and lasts almost his entire adult life.


The main European superpower of the day is referred to simply as “the Empire”—because there is no other on the continent. Its full name is the Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation, a patchwork of duchies and principalities, most of which, when unified in the nineteenth century, will form modern Germany. The Empire has its capital at Vienna and is ruled by the Habsburg dynasty.


The war begins in 1618 as a conflict between the Empire and Bohemia in today’s Czech Republic. This “world war” of the seventeenth century is ostensibly fought over religion: the Catholic Holy Roman Empire and its allies versus the breakaway Protestant principalities. But pretty soon everything gets mixed up and people start butchering each other regardless of religious affiliation.


In the seventeenth century, religion is the primary factor in self-identity. Like nearly all Ukrainians, Bohdan was born into an Orthodox family. At the age of fifteen, however, he was sent to study at a Jesuit school in Lviv, where he was naturally encouraged to adopt Catholicism—which he refused to do on principle.


Bohdan goes to war at the age of twenty-four along with his father, as part of the Polish army against Ottoman forces. The Turks are victorious; Bohdan’s father is slain in battle, and he himself is taken prisoner and sold into Ottoman slavery (a common occurrence in the seventeenth century). But he is lucky: two years later his relatives buy back his freedom.


Having returned home from slavery, the irrepressible Bohdan is soon off to war again. War is the main occupation of many Ukrainian males in the seventeenth century. Most Ukrainians back then are Cossacks; as mercenaries, they earn their crust not only from farming or commerce, but mostly from fighting. In war-torn Europe, mercenaries are in great demand.


By this time, the French have entered the war against the Empire. Despite France being a Catholic country, First Minister of State Cardinal Richelieu (of Three Musketeers fame) eyes an opportunity for French expansion at Habsburg expense. Lutheran Sweden harbors similar imperialist ambitions; it, too, is at war with the Empire. When Richelieu dies, Cardinal Mazarin continues his predecessor’s policy. It is Mazarin who in 1644 hires a detachment of Ukrainian mercenaries to capture the port of Dunkirk in France.


Legend has it that it is shortly after the Dunkirk mission that Bohdan returns home to find his estate devastated and his mistress kidnapped. At first he behaves like a loyal subject of the Polish king, Władysław IV, taking his complaint to the law courts, then to the monarch personally, as described earlier. But then, offended by the treatment shown to him, he gathers a Cossack army around him. He convenes a meeting of Cossacks from all over Ukraine and calls for an uprising. This idea proves very popular: Ukrainian peasants are tired of economic and religious oppression; everyone has many reasons to start a rebellion, it’s not about Elena at all.


Bohdan needs an ally. The ideal ally to fight Poland would be the Tsardom of Russia to the north, he muses. But Moscow, its capital and center, is still too weak after decades of strife. There is nothing for it but to woo the southern neighbor, Crimea. At that moment, the peninsula is a large Muslim state—the Crimean Khanate, still ruled by the descendants of Genghis Khan.


Ambitionless Moscow


What is up with the Moscow-centered Tsardom of Russia (also known as Muscovy) in the seventeenth century? Why does Bohdan Khmelnytsky consider it weak and unable to help? The fact is that the country cannot move on from the reign of Ivan the Terrible, who sat on the throne for fifty years, the longest-serving ruler in Russian history (not even Putin will beat that … probably). Ivan significantly expanded the territory of the state, while inflicting so much inhuman repression on his people that after his death, in 1584, society remained crushed and demoralized for decades to come.


But Bohdan knows little about such internal politics. He was born ten years or so after the tsar’s death and has never even heard of “Ivan the Terrible.” Officially the tsar is Ivan IV, while the epithet “Terrible” will be coined by the historian Vasily Tatishchev only a century later.


Throughout his childhood, Bohdan heard much about Poland’s wars with the Tsardom of Russia and its periodic attempts to place its own candidate on the Muscovite throne. When Bohdan is fifteen years old, in 1610, the Moscow elite (known as the boyars) depose the latest in a string of tsars and offer the crown to another fifteen-year-old: the heir to the Polish throne, that selfsame future king Władysław IV. He and Bohdan are not yet acquainted, of course.


The Moscow boyars have only one condition: the Polish prince must convert from Catholicism to Orthodoxy. Had the proposal been accepted, world history would have taken a different course. But Władysław’s father, the current Polish king, Sigismund III, intervenes. He is categorically against his son’s conversion. In any case, the king has a better idea. The Jesuit-raised Sigismund proposes himself as the new tsar of Russia, followed by the forced conversion of the Muscovite people to Catholicism. The boyars refuse; war breaks out; Polish troops occupy Moscow. Also fighting as allies of the Poles are the Cossacks.


For Bohdan, therefore, the Tsardom of Russia is not so much a threat as a dysfunctional land teeming with Orthodox Christians. When Boh­dan turns seventeen, he learns that a Russian militia has recaptured Moscow and the Poles have retreated. And although young Władysław will continue to call himself Tsar of Muscovy, another young monarch from the new Romanov dynasty has been elected in Moscow. However, for a long time to come, the Muscovite rulers will assiduously abstain from campaigns of conquest. Even thirty-five years later, Bohdan and his Cossack army know they will never persuade the Muscovites to declare war on the Poles. So they turn to the Crimean Khanate.



Independent Ukraine



To launch a full-fledged uprising against Poland, Bohdan must follow democratic procedures: he needs the Cossacks to elect him as their hetman (that is, commander in chief). So he goes to the Zaporizhian Host. The Host is a defensive structure in southeastern Ukraine. It is essentially a fortress located at the end of the world protecting its inhabitants from raiders, in particular the troops of the Crimean Khan, who periodically attack Ukraine from the south, robbing the people and capturing slaves. For the people of the twenty-first century who watched Game of Thrones it would be fair to compare the Host to the Wall and the Night’s Watch. Cossacks from the Host form a special part of Ukrainian society; they are the most daring and courageous, as reflected in the many folk legends about them. They are always ready to join in a revolt. The Host throws its full weight behind Bohdan, who is duly elected, and the Cossacks expel all Polish commanders. The Ukrainian uprising spreads rapidly.


Warsaw sends a huge army to suppress the Ukrainian revolt (the aforementioned Khmelnytsky Uprising), and even demands help from Muscovy (ironically, the Russian tsar agrees). In May 1648, the army of Bohdan Khmelnytsky wins its first major victory at the town of Zhovti Vody, very close to the site where, 120 years later, the Cossack city of Kryvyi Rih will spring up, and, 330 years later, future Ukrainian president Vova Zelensky will be born.


Just a few days later, in Warsaw, the Polish king, Władysław IV, dies from an attack of urolithiasis (kidney stones). Somewhat counterintuitively, Bohdan is taken aback by the news. Despite his rebellion, he still counted on maintaining relations with the Polish king. The plan was not to secede from Poland entirely, but to achieve greater rights and autonomy; now he has no idea who the next Polish king will be, or whom he will face at the negotiating table when the time comes.


The crown of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth at that time is not passed on by inheritance; rather, the next monarch must be chosen by parliament (the Sejm), which consists of representatives of the nobility and clergy of Poland and Lithuania. Having pondered the question, Bohdan decides that, for him, the least bad option would be for the new Muscovite tsar, Alexis Romanov, to occupy the Polish throne. The tsar is tempted, but hesitant about the suggestion. At the same time, Bohdan tries to negotiate with the younger brother of the late Polish king, Jan Casimir—he, too, is a strong candidate. Alexis is still of two minds; Jan Casimir is elected.


But the uprising continues: the rebel peasants start smashing up the homes of Poles and Jews living in the territory of Ukraine. About a third of all Jews in the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth live on Ukrainian soil. Many of them make a living by working for the Polish administration, in particular as tax collectors on behalf of the Polish nobility.


During the revolt, the Cossacks ransack Polish estates and kill their owners. In addition, there are mass anti-Jewish pogroms. The Jews are not the main target of the uprising; they are just in the wrong place at the wrong time. Bohdan does not personally like Jews. Since the revolt takes place under the banner of rights for Orthodox Christians, the Cossacks perceive the Jews likewise as enemies and massacre them along with the Poles. Anti-Semitism is widespread and deep-rooted in the seventeenth century. In Europe, trials of Jews accused of sacrificing Christian children are not uncommon. After the uprising, Bohdan will forever have a reputation as a virulent anti-Semite.


Within a few months, the Ukrainian lands have been cleared of almost all Polish nobles, officials, Catholic priests, and Jews. Estimates vary as to the number killed. In the seventeenth century, human life is of little value; any conflict claims many victims. At the same time, historians have a tendency to inflate the figures.


In December 1648, Bohdan’s army triumphantly enters the ancient capital of Kyiv. He is solemnly greeted by senior clergy: the Metropolitan Archbishop (or simply Metropolitan) of Kyiv, the abbot of the Kyiv-­Pechersk Monastery (now called Kyiv-Pechersk Lavra), Innokenty Gizel, and even Patriarch Paisios of Jerusalem, who happens to be passing through Kyiv on his way to Moscow. They congratulate Bohdan on his victory and even address him as Knyaz, a noble title that roughly translates as “Grand Duke” and suggests that he is a ruler. Hearing this, Bohdan experiences an inner revolution: never before has he thought that Ukraine could be a separate independent state, with him as its leader.


But, on seeing the patriarch, Bohdan first consults him on an entirely different matter: his beloved Elena was forced to convert to Catholicism and marry a Pole, who has now fled. Is it possible somehow for her to divorce her husband in his absence and allow her to get married anew, this time to Bohdan? The patriarch has no objection (and receives six horses and a thousand gold pieces for being so compliant). Bohdan and Elena exchange vows.


A New World Order


The Khmelnytsky Uprising coincides with another historical event: the end of the Thirty Years’ War in Europe. In October 1648, peace talks are being finalized in the German city of Osnabrück. Historians call the treaty the Peace of Westphalia.


 The document guarantees freedom of religion for the German Protestant principalities, and signifies defeat for the Empire. The Empire’s decline is offset by the rise of two new European superpowers: France (which has claimed Alsace from the Empire) and Sweden (which has gained control over the Baltic Sea). “Russia” does not take part in the congress—this single-word designation for the country is still unknown in Europe, but the Swedish delegation mentions in the treaty that the “Grand Duke of Muscovy” was one of its allies, albeit nonbelligerent.


Bohdan Khmelnytsky, of course, hears that the war is over; he can barely remember a time without it. He seems to be trying out the rules of the Peace of Westphalia for himself: an attempt to secure freedom of religion, as did the German principalities, and autonomy, but under the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth.


From this moment on, Bohdan begins negotiations with the Polish king in an attempt to secure maximum autonomy for Ukraine and rights for the Orthodox clergy. Moreover, he wants a Ukrainian delegation to participate in the election of the new king, alongside the Polish and Lithuanian ones. During talks with the Polish delegation, Bohdan Khmelnytsky for the first time describes himself as the “sole ruler of Rus”—that is, he behaves toward the king like some Saxon or Bavarian duke toward the emperor. The Polish diplomats are not ready for such a sharp turn; the negotiations end in failure.


In addition to the Poles, Bohdan Khmelnytsky holds parallel negotiations with the Muscovite ruler about a possible military alliance against the Poles. Tsar Alexis refuses, saying that, of course, he is glad to accept the Cossacks under his patronage, but he will not oppose Poland. If, on the other hand, the Ukrainians join Moscow Tsardom through their own efforts, then so be it. The prospect of Ukrainian liberty is not exactly to Moscow’s liking: from the tsar’s point of view, Bohdan is an insurgent who rebelled against his monarch. The population of Ukraine is too “European”: it consists of free Cossacks and peasants, plus a Western-educated elite and enlightened clergy who speak Latin, like all Catholic priests in Western Europe. In Moscow, strict centralization and bureaucracy rule. Cossack freedom, combined with a democratized nobility, looks too Western and alien to Moscow.


After the aborted negotiations with Poland, the war resumes and ends with another Cossack victory. In 1649, Bohdan and the Polish king, Jan Casimir, sign a treaty that effectively recognizes Ukraine as an autonomous region, a separate Cossack state. Under this agreement, Jews are barred from Ukraine and Chyhyryn, the hetman’s hometown, becomes the capital.


Bohdan creates new state institutions, in effect applying the Polish and Turkish setups to Ukraine. The place of the elected king is taken by the hetman (Bohdan himself), that of the Polish nobility (the szlachta) by the Cossack chivalry, that of the Sejm by the General Rada. But all this is still in embryo.


The problem for the new state is that its inhabitants have abandoned agriculture en masse. The new Ukraine is a paramilitary state (its official name is the Zaporizhian Host); soldiers have a special status, which means everyone wants to be a Cossack. In times of war, this is beneficial, because large forces can be quickly mobilized. But in peacetime, the huge paramilitary population hinders development.


Bohdan Khmelnytsky is not the only European politician in 1649 who creates a new state for himself with a republican form of government. At exactly the same time, on the other side of the continent, Oliver Cromwell replaces the headless monarch as ruler of England. This is just one of many parallels between Cromwell and Khmelnytsky: already in the seventeenth century, comparisons are drawn between them. They are almost the same age; they come to power at the same time; they die at roughly the same time; the states they create ultimately collapse; and their corpses are dug out of their graves and desecrated. But it is they who create a historical precedent that will forever resonate through the history of their respective lands: a successful uprising against the Crown in the name of freedom. It is unlikely that Cromwell knew about the existence of Bohdan Khmelnytsky; but in Ukraine they would surely have heard about the English Revolution and the execution of Charles I—a political and psychological milestone of epic proportions.


Eternal Love


The war continues: the Polish king, Jan Casimir, launches a new campaign against Ukraine. Bohdan and his army set out to meet him, while Elena and Bohdan’s children remain in Chyhyryn. Then something terrible happens: Bohdan’s eldest son from his first wife, Hanna, nineteen-year-old Timosh, attacks and kills his ex-nanny-now-stepmother, and hangs her naked body on the gate of his father’s house.


Sources do not give an exact reason why. Timosh apparently considered Elena guilty of some awful crime: stealing money, committing adultery, spying for the Poles, secretly corresponding with her former husband, Daniel Czapliński—all these versions exist. According to some historians, Timosh laid out his suspicions to his father in a letter. Whether that was before or after the murder is not known.


Bohdan’s reaction is not recorded, but in any case, he has other problems: he is again at war with the Poles. And the troops of his allies, the Crimean Tatars under the command of Khan İslâm Giray, retreat unexpectedly. Bohdan tries to stop them, whereupon the Tatars take him prisoner. In the absence of their hetman, the Cossacks continue to fight but suffer defeat. The Crimean Tatars release Bohdan only ten days later, when the battle is already lost. During this time, the troops of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, advancing from the north through today’s Chernobyl zone, have managed to capture Kyiv. Hetman Bohdan, freed from captivity, manages to cling to power, but the territory under his control is reduced to the Kyiv Voivodeship, the region around Kyiv.


His mind turns again to an alliance with Moscow, since his former Crimean allies proved so fickle and unreliable. Bohdan believes that Ukraine would be far better off if it were to separate from Catholic Poland and accept the patronage of Orthodox Muscovy.


After 1652, Moscow’s attitude toward Ukraine begins to change. The former patriarch dies and the Russian Orthodox Church (ROC) is headed by Nikon, a man with vaulting ambitions. He sees himself as a kind of Russian Cardinal Richelieu (a cleric who controls a nation). It is Nikon who kick-starts the transformation of the Tsardom of Russia, the benighted Muscovy, into the mighty Russian Empire. Nikon explains to the tsar that with Cossack assistance he will be able to regain all the territories lost to the Poles.


Bohdan’s position at this moment is rather precarious, having launched a failed military campaign in Moldavia, which, inter alia, claimed the life of Timosh.


On January 18, 1654, Bohdan and the Muscovite emissaries meet in the city of Pereyaslav, which lies exactly halfway between the old princely capital, Kyiv, and Bohdan’s new capital, Chyhyryn. Bohdan, accompanied by Cossacks and Russians, goes to the city cathedral to swear allegiance to Tsar Alexis. But just at the crucial moment, a dispute arises. Bohdan demands that Alexis’s representative, the boyar Vasily Buturlin, swear on behalf of the tsar to preserve all Cossack liberties. Buturlin refuses to do so but invites Bohdan to state his wishes in writing and send them to the tsar—but only after taking the oath. (For his firm negotiating stance, Buturlin will later receive a royal bonus: a fur coat, a gold cup, and 150 rubles.) The hetman agrees, the Cossacks take the oath to be “eternal subjects of His Majesty the Tsar of All Rus and His heirs.” (Such text was common for the early modern period, when everyone swore “eternal love,” “eternal loyalty,” and “eternal friendship”—which never prevented bloodshed, because it always seemed that the other side broke the oath first.)


After the oath, Bohdan writes a detailed letter to Tsar Alexis, setting out the terms and conditions of Ukraine’s accession to the Tsardom of Russia: the Ukrainians shall elect their own hetman, who is free to conduct his own foreign policy and can receive emissaries and ambassadors, having informed the tsar about this, but who vows to have no relations with the Polish king or the Ottoman sultan; Ukraine shall pay taxes to Moscow, but the tsar has no right to seize any Cossack lands; the entire political structure shall remain the same as under the Poles, and the Ukrainian nobility must retain all their former rights.


Tsar Alexis accepts all these demands—except for independent foreign policy. But the parties, of course, view the treaty differently. The Cossacks have signed various agreements with the Polish kings many times before. For them, this is just another diplomatic document, albeit with a new counterparty. According to Bohdan, the treaty can be broken should Moscow not fulfill its obligations. The hetman has already withdrawn his oath to the Polish king, believing him to have violated the terms by failing to protect the Orthodox faith.


But the Muscovite tsar has never before signed a treaty with any of his subjects. And so the document for him is primarily an oath of allegiance, and the fine print just for decoration.


Death and Deluge


On June 6–7, 1654, six months after Bohdan Khmelnytsky has sworn allegiance to Tsar Alexis in the cathedral of the city of Pereyaslav, two important ceremonies take place. In France, fifteen-year-old Louis XIV is crowned in the cathedral of Reims. And in Sweden, thirty-two-year-old Charles X Gustav is crowned in the cathedral of the city of Uppsala.


France and Sweden have been the most powerful countries in Europe since the end of the Thirty Years’ War. The near-simultaneous coronation of the two monarchs is a symbolic coincidence. It is Louis and Charles Gustav who will soon carve out a new Europe.


Louis XIV has actually been the nominal king for a long time—from the age of four, after the death of his father, Louis XIII. His childhood was difficult. A noble uprising broke out in France against his mother, Anne of Austria, and her lover Cardinal Mazarin, forcing little Louis to flee from Paris. Yet in those days rebellions against royal power were par for the course: the German princes defeated their emperor in the Thirty Years’ War; Oliver Cromwell overthrew and executed Charles I in En­gland; Bohdan Khmelnytsky liberated his land from the Polish king. The civil war in France, known as the Fronde, lasted throughout Louis’s childhood. It led, ultimately, to a dictatorship under the rebel leader, Louis de Bourbon, Prince of Condé. But when he lost popularity, power returned to Louis XIV. This time it was power on a scale that the medieval monarchs could not have imagined.


In 1652, the fifteen-year-old Louis writes a letter to the French parliament: “All power belongs to Us. We hold it according to God’s will, so that no man, whatever his status, can claim it.” Later Louis XIV will become famous for his phrase “L’État, c’est moi” (“The state is me”). Curiously, such childish maximalism will become the political mainstream for several centuries to come and many leaders, right up to the present day, will continue to believe wholeheartedly in their divine right to rule.


Charles X Gustav is older than Louis XIV. Having tasted victory, as he sees it, in the Thirty Years’ War, he is full of imperial ambitions. In his view, the Baltic Sea should become a Swedish lake. The sooner, the better.


In 1654, the fashion for absolutism and imperialism has not yet reached Russia. But the army of the Muscovite tsar decides for the first time to attack the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth—in alliance with the Cossacks of Bohdan Khmelnytsky. The combined army occupies the territory of modern Belarus. It is here that the tsar and the hetman fall out, since both claim the acquired territories as their own. Meanwhile, the local nobility has acknowledged the rule of the Muscovite tsar, while the peasantry want to become subjects of the hetman in the hope of acquiring Cossack liberty. Belarusian peasants swell the ranks of the Cossacks in droves. And the first conflicts between the Ukrainian and Russian administrations break out.


Bursting with imperial ambition, the new Swedish king, Charles X Gustav, also attacks Poland and Lithuania. The united Commonwealth, which until recently was stable, finds itself fighting for its very survival. At this point, Moscow changes tack—Tsar Alexis seeks a truce with the Poles: it is better to have a weak Poland as a neighbor than a strong Sweden. Bohdan Khmelnytsky is against the move—he no longer wants peace with Poland. Bypassing Moscow, he begins negotiations with the Swedish king and enters into an anti-Polish alliance with him. And with that, despite being just one year old, the Treaty of Pereyaslav between Bohdan and the Muscovite tsar is forgotten.


In October 1656, in present-day Vilnius (then Vilna), negotiations begin between Russia and Poland. It turns into a real drama for the Ukrainian side. First, at the insistence of the Polish side, the Ukrainian emissaries are not allowed to attend the talks. Then the Poles play a trick on them, saying that the tsar has agreed to return the hard-won Ukrainian lands to the Poles. It is disinformation, but the Ukrainian emissaries take it at face value.


Bohdan and all Ukrainians are horrified—they are sure that Tsar Alexis has betrayed them. Bohdan, evidently, no longer considers himself a subject of the Muscovite tsar, bound by the Treaty of Pereyaslav. In alliance with Sweden and Transylvania, the Cossacks continue to wage war against Poland, and even capture Kraków. Soon Charles X Gustav of Sweden, Bohdan, and other allies are discussing how to carve up Poland.


In July 1657, Muscovite emissary Fyodor Buturlin pays a visit to Boh­dan in Chyhyryn. By now seriously ill, Bohdan has already chosen a successor for himself: his sixteen-year-old son, Yuri. The talks are tough: Buturlin and Bohdan each accuse the other of violating the Treaty of Pereyaslav. Soon after the meeting with Buturlin, the hetman dies of a stroke. Bohdan’s death breaks off the futile negotiations but also derails any further talks.



Ruin and Oblivion



The sixteen-year-old Yuri Khmelnytsky turns out to be a far less successful young ruler than his peer Louis XIV. Bohdan’s right-hand man, the general clerk Ivan Vyhovsky, persuades the teenager to renounce the throne and go to study at Innokenty Gizel’s academy. Vyhovsky himself becomes hetman. True, despite being an experienced politician, he lacks the charisma and common touch of Bohdan.


In September 1658, a year after Bohdan’s death, Hetman Vyhovsky concludes an agreement with Poland, which managed, ultimately, to withstand the war against Sweden and its allies. Ukraine will join the Commonwealth as a third equal partner: alongside the Kingdom of Poland and the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, it will be known as the Grand Duchy of Rus. The Orthodox faith is granted equal rights with Catholicism, and Ukrainians receive as many seats in parliament as Poles and Lithuanians. The hetman will be elected without any interference from Poland and will mint Ukraine’s own money in Ukraine. In the wars between the Commonwealth king and the Muscovite tsar, the Cossacks may remain neutral, but in the event of an attack by Moscow on Ukraine, the king is obliged to defend the latter. Lastly, the most symbolic clause of the agreement: “What happened under Khmelnytsky shall be consigned to eternal oblivion”—that is, the oath of allegiance of the Ukrainians to the Muscovite tsar is no longer relevant. Thus, legally, the unification of Ukraine with Russia has lasted less than four and a half years. (This will not prevent the Soviet leadership from marking the occasion three hundred years later.)


This so-called Treaty of Hadiach, much more detailed than that of Pereyaslav, is signed by the respective diplomats on September 16, 1658. Only in May the following year is the agreement discussed in the Polish Sejm—and a terrible thing happens. The Sejm throws out all the clauses that guarantee Ukraine’s statehood, relating to both the Grand Duchy of Rus and the minting of coins. The treaty is ratified in a watered-down form, which means that Hetman Vyhovsky’s ambitions are destined never to be realized, one of which is to bear the title “Grand Duke of Rus.” It marks the collapse of his career—Bohdan’s followers and anti-Polish opponents depose Vyhovsky and elect the now-eighteen-year-old Yuri Khmelnytsky as the new hetman.


Yet Bohdan’s son cannot live up to his father. First he signs a new treaty with Moscow (the “eternal oblivion” is itself now forgotten), then again swears allegiance to the Polish king, then suffers a defeat at the hands of his own uncle’s troops, renounces power, and retires to a monastery.


There begins a period that Ukrainian historians will describe, somewhat poetically, as the “Ruin”—the word encapsulates what remains of the Cossacks’ dream of an independent state.


In 1667, Russia and Poland sign a truce and divide Ukraine between themselves. The area of West Ukraine to the right of the Dnieper River goes to Poland (also known as “right-bank Ukraine”), and the left to Russia (“left-bank Ukraine”). This is yet another body blow for the Cossacks, who see their land carved up without so much as a by-your-leave.


Enslaved People and Other Goods


Reconstructing a picture of the seventeenth-century European world is not easy today: the values and technologies are so wildly different. But the main disparity is that most of the countries we know today did not yet exist. And for many of those that did exist, it is a time of early and rapid colonial development.


While the annexation of Ukraine is raising all kinds of questions and doubts in Moscow, the expansion eastwards is progressing at breakneck speed. The area along the eastern border of Muscovy, in the Urals, is also home to Cossacks—the same free warriors as the inhabitants of Ukraine. Only they speak Russian and are in the service of the tsar. It is they who are leading the colonization of Siberia: the conquest of the indigenous peoples beyond the Ural Mountains.


It is in 1648 that the Cossack Semyon Dezhnev reaches America—via the strait between Chukotka and Alaska. In the decades that follow, Muscovite troops conquer eastern Siberia, fighting the local inhabitants, such as the Buryats, who live on the shores of Lake Baikal.


At the same time, the neighboring lands are being colonized by the Chinese, who seize the territory of modern Mongolia. The new Qing dynasty creates its own empire, one that will last until the early twentieth century and fall in the same decade as the Russian empire of the Romanovs. The mid-seventeenth century sees several clashes between the armies of the Muscovite tsar and the Chinese emperor, but in the end they come to an agreement: Mongolia shall belong to China, Buryatia to Muscovy.


There is a plenty of evidence pointing to the brutal treatment of the Buryats by the colonialists: the Cossacks rape women, kill children, and enslave the local population. This provokes frequent backlashes. Then, in 1661, in the former Buryat lands, Russian Cossacks found the city of Irkutsk.


Curiously, 360 years later, it will be contract soldiers from the Russian region of Buryatia who will be accused of violence against residents in areas around Kyiv under Russian control, including the cities of Bucha and Irpin, and the village of Hostomel. Eyewitnesses report rapes and killings.


Back in the seventeenth century, trading slaves and massacring indigenous peoples are nothing out of the ordinary. The conquest of Siberia occurs simultaneously with the colonization of North America. In 1660, the English king introduces a state monopoly on the trade of “mahogany, ivory, Negroes, slaves, hides, wax and other goods” from African countries. The Royal African Company is created, one of the largest companies that will supply slaves to North America for almost a century.


The fate of modern-day New York City is also decided in those same years. In 1655, the Susquehannock tribe rises up against the Dutch settlers in the New Amsterdam area, killing several dozen of them. A decade later, in 1665, the British arrive and seize the land from their Dutch rivals. It changes ownership several times, during which time the indigenous population suffers at the hands of the British and the Dutch. Finally, in 1674, the Europeans agree that New York (formerly New Amsterdam) shall go to Britain and in exchange the Dutch shall receive the South American colony of Suriname.


Also in 1674, the monk Innokenty Gizel publishes his Synopsis in Kyiv. He wants to persuade the Muscovite rulers not to cede the Ukrainian Cossack lands to Poland or Turkey, but to protect them. The history of Russia in his book ends with the Treaty of Pereyaslav, the triumphant but brief reunification of Kyiv and Moscow. He never even mentions the name Bohdan. For twentieth-century Soviet leaders Khmelnytsky will become a folk hero, but for the seventeenth-century Tsar Alexis he is a dangerous rebel. Gizel is sure that his Moscow-based readership will not want to be reminded of him.
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THE MYTH OF BETRAYAL:
HOW IVAN MAZEPA BROKE
WITH PETER THE GREAT


Horsing Around


1817, Venice. Lord Byron, Europe’s most celebrated and scandalous poet, is inspired by a scene he discovered while reading Voltaire: a naked young man is tied to a wild horse as punishment for having an affair with the wife of a wealthy count. An elaborate method of execution, Byron muses: the horse is set free, condemning the young man to near-certain death. Everything about the legend appeals to Byron.


In the protagonist he sees himself, of course. He has recently left England to escape the numerous scandals dogging him: his wife left him a year after their wedding, declaring him insane, the poet’s alleged bisexuality is the talk of London society, and there are even rumors of a love affair with his own sister. Byron flees his native land, feeling as if strapped naked to a horse galloping into the unknown.


Byron’s poem is titled Mazeppa, after its eponymous hero, Ivan Mazepa. (Byron adhered to Voltaire’s spelling.) The work begins with a reference to the Battle of Poltava in 1709, when the army of the Swedish king, Charles XII, is defeated by the troops of the Muscovite tsar, Peter I (later “the Great”). Charles is accompanied by Mazepa, the ageing Ukrainian hetman. The Swedish king notes that Mazepa is more at home in the saddle than any other rider. In response, the hetman explains how this skill was acquired through suffering. He was twenty years old, a page of the Polish king, and the lover of the wife of a rich Polish count. One day, her elderly husband found them in bed together and devised an unusual punishment: to be tied naked to a wild steed let loose. But contrary to expectations, the young man not only survived but also went on to lead Ukraine.


Reaching the end of his tale, Mazepa sees that the young king has fallen fast asleep: the plight of a doomed man tied to a horse has clearly made little impression on him.


Byron’s poem is published in 1819 to tremendous acclaim. More significantly, it inspires a galaxy of painters to continue the theme. For decades to come, artists depict the young Mazepa tied to a crazed stallion. For Europeans, he is a romantic hero, doomed to suffer because of the petty tyranny of a cuckolded old man.


Pushkin and His Horseman


Byron’s work and lifestyle exert a huge impact on writers throughout Europe, including Russia, one of whom is Alexander Pushkin. Ten years younger than the English poet, he styles himself for a while as the “Russian Byron”—and readers, friends, and critics do likewise. Byron’s most popular works are the long narrative, autobiographical poems Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage and Don Juan, which inspire Pushkin to write his own novel in verse, Eugene Onegin, seen by many as the finest work in Russian literature. (Critics describe it as imitative.) Like Byron, Pushkin is eager to see the world, drawn to the romance of travel. But the Russian Empire’s attitude to poets is very different from that of the British: Pushkin pens many politically charged poems, making no bones about his disdain for Emperor Alexander I, and is forbidden to leave the country as a result. Instead, he finds himself “internally exiled” to the Black Sea coast in the south: Crimea and Odesa (in present-day Ukraine), then Chisinau (in present-day Moldova).


In 1823, further burnishing his romantic image, Byron joins the Greek struggle for independence against Ottoman rule and dies of fever in Greece on his way to the front lines in April 1824. At that very moment, Pushkin’s punishment is ramped up: his place of exile is changed to the remote village of Mikhailovskoye in northwest Russia.


December 1825 sees the death of Pushkin’s nemesis, Emperor Alexander I, whereupon officers—all members of secret anti-government societies, remembered by history as the “Decembrists”—stage an uprising in St. Petersburg and Kyiv Province, which is suppressed. Pushkin has friends among the conspirators. Five of his comrades are sentenced to death, the rest to hard labor in Siberia. It is not long before Pushkin himself is summoned to the capital, where he, too, will be tried and condemned, he is sure. However, the new emperor, Nicholas I, on the contrary, allows Pushkin to return from exile. He does not release the poet from censorship but promises to personally read all his works and decide their fate.


A fan of the rebellious Byron, Pushkin knows that to keep the authorities happy he must produce patriotic poems in praise of the state. To square this circle, in 1828 he composes a poem that he initially calls Mazepa, after Byron. The plot is based on another myth from the life of the Ukrainian hetman: Mazepa, no longer young, but sixty-five years old, seduces his own goddaughter, the daughter of his friend Vasily Kochubey. At the same time, he betrays the Russian tsar, Peter I, and goes over to the side of the Swedish king, Charles XII. Kochubey writes to Peter, denouncing Mazepa, who in revenge kills his old friend and father of his beloved. The finale of the poem sees Mazepa and Charles XII defeated by the Russians at the Battle of Poltava. The poem is a paean to Peter the Great.


At the last moment, Pushkin renames the poem Poltava, lest anyone else accuse him of imitating Byron.


Pushkin’s Poltava forms the example of a historical myth: that of Mazepa as a dastardly traitor. Describing his protagonist, Pushkin does not skimp on monstrous epithets: “wicked old man,” “ravager,” and “vile turncoat” are just a selection, while Kochubey, who betrays his friend, is “fearless” and “guiltless.”


Incidentally, just a few years later Pushkin’s attitude toward Peter the Great will change. In 1833, he composes the poem The Bronze Horseman, in which he portrays the Russian emperor (or rather his statue in St. Petersburg) as a monster who ruthlessly sacrifices the people at the altar of personal ambition. Unsurprisingly, this work falls foul of the censors, the honeymoon period between Pushkin and the authorities comes to an end, and the poet remains under suspicion for the rest of his days. He receives no recognition at all from the state, becoming a victim of persecution, rather like his erstwhile hero Byron.


The Real Mazepa


In reality, Ivan Mazepa was never tied to a bucking bronco—it is all the product of poetic license. Here is what actually happened: In 1662, the young Mazepa is serving as a page at the court of the Polish king Jan II Casimir. Only five years have passed since the death of Bohdan Khmelnytsky, but Ukraine is now split in half: the east is controlled by the Muscovite tsar, the west by the Polish king. Mazepa is highly educated: he graduated from the Kyiv-Mohyla Academy, the oldest and best institute in Ukraine, run by Innokenty Gizel, and studied in Holland, Italy, Germany, and France. But the Polish nobles at the court of Jan Casimir in Warsaw do not consider a Cossack as their equal, even an educated one. One day, the popular Polish writer Jan Pasek comes to see the king and meets Mazepa in the reception hall. Pasek, inebriated, takes a dislike to something about the young man’s bearing, hurls a few insults, and hits him in the face. This Mazepa cannot tolerate. The two men reach for their sabers, but the servants pull them apart in time.


The king does not take sides and forces Pasek and Mazepa to publicly reconcile and embrace. But Pasek is unforgiving and unforgetting. Roughly three decades later, he will publish a semi-fictional memoir in which he invents the story about Mazepa’s alleged punishment for adultery. After that, Pasek writes, the disgraced Mazepa left Poland forever and was never heard from again. This is a clear case of wishful thinking: Mazepa did indeed leave Poland soon after the quarrel with Pasek, but it had nothing to do with any punishment. And far from never being heard of again, he returns to lead his people. Nevertheless, the story sticks. So much so that in a hundred years Voltaire, and then Byron, will retell the legend of the young man strapped naked to a horse.


In fact, Mazepa leaves Warsaw with his clothes very much on. The king regularly uses him as a special envoy to deliver messages to the hetman of western Ukraine. Mazepa feels like a fish out of water in both lands: in Poland he is a Cossack, in Ukraine a Pole. So, after one such mission, he decides not to return to Warsaw but to establish himself in Ukraine. He duly marries a close relative of the new hetman. Thanks to Mazepa’s fine education, he becomes a long-serving diplomat for special assignments, most often to Moscow.


In 1686, Mazepa is tasked with preventing a peace treaty between Muscovy and Poland but does not succeed: the two longtime foes sign the (not intentionally ironic) Treaty of Perpetual Peace, in which they officially carve up Ukraine between themselves. For Mazepa and all Ukrainians, it is an unbearable humiliation. Cossacks do not rebel; rather, they submit.


In May 1687, Moscow sends an army to Crimea under the command of Prince Vasily Golitsyn. The Ukrainian army joins the campaign, which ultimately ends in abject failure. Golitsyn somehow has to justify himself in the eyes of Moscow, and so shifts all the blame to Hetman Ivan Samoylovich, accusing him of sabotage.


Far from resisting, the Cossack leaders welcome the charge. In July 1687, they write a collective denunciation of Samoylovich, this time accusing him of treason. There are ten signatures on the document: the fourth belongs to Mazepa, the tenth to Kochubey. It is he, “General Secretary” Kochubey, who is the mastermind behind the conspiracy; his aim is to become the new hetman.


Golitsyn reads the denunciation, sends it to Moscow, and is instructed to arrest Samoylovich. Then, bribed by Mazepa, he helps the latter to be elected hetman. The fact of the bribe is confirmed by a surviving receipt, though some historians assert that it is not corruption.


Since Mazepa is a protégé of Moscow, he immediately accepts several humiliating conditions: for example, Ukraine can no longer elect a hetman unless approved by decree of the Muscovite tsar.


Mazepa’s hetmanship begins terribly—he is totally dependent on Moscow and on Golitsyn personally and financially, and his fellow Cossacks are intensely hostile, because they did not expect Mazepa to exploit his Moscow connections to achieve the role of hetman, leapfrogging over everyone else. Most irksome of all is that the Zaporizhian Host, the Cossack heartland, does not accept him.


For his part, Mazepa is counting on Moscow’s assistance to deal with the Host. But there is a problem: it turns out that his Muscovite patrons are obsessed by new, somewhat harebrained imperial ambitions.


An Inglorious Revolution


In 1687, there are two tsars on the Muscovite throne: Ivan and Peter, the young sons of the deceased Tsar Alexis. They have different mothers, so the two half brothers belong to two warring factions. In reality, however, their elder sibling Sophia (Ivan’s sister, Peter’s half sister) rules the country as regent. Golitsyn is her favorite courtier, and together they become intoxicated by a geopolitical fantasy: that Moscow is the Third Rome (that is, the capital of the third Roman Empire, after the fall of Rome proper and Constantinople). The idea is strange even then, since Europe already has a new Rome: Vienna, whose rulers reign over what is known as the Holy Roman Empire. But Sophia is very ambitious; she, too, wants an empire.


She is greatly inspired by contemporary politics: in 1688, the “Glorious Revolution” begins in England, culminating in the overthrow of the unpopular king, James II. The throne passes to his sister Mary and her husband, the talented military commander William of Orange. Sophia and Golitsyn fancy themselves in the role of Mary and William. But for this they require military victories. They become preoccupied with the idea of winning back the Christian lands in the Balkans from the Ottoman Empire, with Mazepa as an ally and adviser. He tries to dissuade them, but in vain.


Sophia’s favorite, Golitsyn, returns to Moscow from the next campaign and invites Mazepa to go with him. The hetman does not understand why and is bemused by the red-carpet treatment laid out for him: he rides around the capital in a luxury carriage, and is received by Tsarevna Sophia herself, accompanied by one of the two young tsars, Ivan V, and the patriarch of the Russian Orthodox Church (ROC). Only then does Mazepa begin to guess that a military coup is being prepared in Moscow: the second tsar, the seventeen-year-old Peter, has left the city to raise an army and overthrow his half sister. Aware of the threat, Sophia and Golitsyn want to use Mazepa and the Cossacks as a loyal guard to protect their power and put down Peter’s rebellion. Mazepa’s troops are two or three weeks’ journey away from Moscow, but he hesitates and does not give the order to advance on the city.


The crisis lasts throughout August 1689: Sophia attempts to negotiate with her half brother Peter. As a result, the patriarch, the head of the ROC, goes over to the side of the seventeen-year-old tsar, as does the army. At the end of August, even Golitsyn goes to visit Peter in the monastery to surrender. Peter does not receive him, sending him straight into exile.


In early September, it is Mazepa’s turn to visit. Peter does not receive him immediately—the hetman has to wait until the tsar has finished torturing Sophia’s close associates.


In Ukraine, meanwhile, preparations are under way for the election of a new hetman, since everyone is sure that Peter will punish Mazepa for his proximity to Sophia and Golitsyn. But, wholly unexpectedly, Peter is pleased to see him. The tsar, it seems, appreciates the hetman’s refusal to deploy his troops in support of his former patrons. Had he decided otherwise, world history would have run a different course.


Sophia is confined to a nunnery. Thirty-two years old, she has successfully ruled the Russian state for seven years; contemporaries liken her to England’s Elizabeth I. But, unfortunately for her, Sophia will go down in history as nothing more than the conniving elder sibling of Peter the Great.


The seventeen-year-old Peter and the fifty-year-old Mazepa unexpectedly find common ground. The tsar places his full trust in the hetman, revokes the most humiliating terms and conditions forced upon Mazepa after his election, and allows him to consolidate his power. Opponents of the hetman write denunciations to the tsar, accusing Mazepa of having links with Sophia. But Peter refuses to believe them and has their authors executed. For nearly two decades to come, Mazepa is one of the most influential figures in Peter’s inner circle.


The First Emperor


Tsar Peter, in Russian history textbooks, is portrayed as a progressive ruler. He is the superstar of Russian history, albeit not free of controversy. The essential difference between Peter and all other Russian monarchs is that he does not fear Western influence but rather embraces it.


At the age of twenty-five, he travels incognito (under the pseudonym Peter Mikhailov) to Europe: Germany, Holland, England, and Austria. He is less interested in Europe’s political structure and freedom of enterprise than in its technology, especially shipbuilding and weaponry. During the trip, he works at dockyards in Holland and England. In the latter, he also visits a foundry, the Houses of Parliament, the Greenwich Observatory, and Oxford University. He had an opportunity to meet Isaac Newton, then Master of the Royal Mint. However, the great scientist, knowing in advance about Peter’s visit, simply did not show up at the Mint that day.


Returning to Russia, Peter undertakes a program of reforms, including some quite outlandish ones: for example, he introduces a beard tax. The tsar, influenced by clean-shaven Europe, seeks to wean his subjects off their traditional beard wearing, which he identifies with backwardness: “shave or pay” is the motto. It is in the spirit of the exotic taxation schemes of the age. The year before, for example, England had introduced a window tax, causing many people to brick them up, leading to a national health crisis.


Besides technology, the purpose of the trip is to find allies for a future war with Turkey. In 1700, Muscovite diplomats conclude a peace treaty with Turkey, allowing Peter to embark on another campaign—against Sweden for access to the Baltic Sea. The Swedish king, Charles XII, like his predecessors, sees the Baltic as a “Swedish lake.” But Peter has his own, far greater imperial ambitions.


The Ukrainian hetman, Ivan Mazepa, forms the bedrock of Peter’s support, especially since the conclusion of a peace with Turkey has at last brought relative calm to the southern borders of Ukraine. Moreover, Mazepa gradually manages to extend his power to the areas of western Ukraine previously under Polish rule; that is, he almost restores Ukraine’s borders to what they were under Bohdan.


In 1700, Mazepa receives the highest award of Russia, recently introduced by Peter: the Order of St. Andrew. Only much later will Peter confer this honor upon himself and his closest friend, Prince Alexander Menshikov.


All communication between Mazepa and Moscow effectively goes through Menshikov, but the two men do not see eye to eye. This is a serious problem for Mazepa. In 1703, Peter commissions Menshikov to build the future empire’s new capital, St. Petersburg, on the site of uninhabited (and uninhabitable) swampland. In need of mass labor, Menshikov corrals the Zaporizhian Cossacks. Mazepa is furious but forced to obey.


As the military campaign against Sweden commences, Peter and Menshikov’s plans for Mazepa and his troops change repeatedly. The hetman writes to Menshikov, who does not reply. In Mazepa’s eyes, Moscow has nothing but contempt and disregard for Ukrainian blood (that said, Peter cares no more about the lives of his own soldiers).


Envoys from Sweden and its ally Poland pay visits to Mazepa, but he arrests them and informs Peter of all the details. Meanwhile, Ukrainian troops fighting against the Swedes under the command of the Russians complain bitterly about their mistreatment.


In the summer of 1706, Peter and Menshikov travel to Kyiv. Peter takes an immediate dislike to the city, ordering the fortress to be completely rebuilt. But even more insulting to Mazepa is that Peter appoints Menshikov commander of the united army, with Mazepa as his subordinate. It is clear to all that Menshikov sees Ukraine as his private fiefdom.


But in the eyes of Peter’s entourage, there is nothing untoward: Mazepa is almost seventy years old, and his age is starting to count against him. Moreover, Prince Menshikov (a native of Moscow) expects to receive part of the Ukrainian lands as his own personal property, for which reason he acquits himself in a very businesslike manner.


But worse is to come for Mazepa, in April 1707. He arrives at a military council in Zhovkva, a city in western Ukraine, where he learns that Peter has decided to reform the state administration: all the Ukrainian territories are to be stripped of any autonomy and to become part of Russia on equal terms. This is presented to Mazepa as a necessary step to increase defense capability in the war with the Swedes. Peter additionally demands the return to Poland of the cities in western Ukraine under Mazepa’s control; Peter has agreed to this condition with Poles fighting on his side.


Mazepa asks Peter to send a force of at least ten thousand troops to protect Ukraine from the Swedes. To which Peter replies: “Never mind 10,000, I can’t even give you ten. Defend yourselves as best you can.” Declining supper with the tsar and his entourage, Mazepa returns to his quarters and eats nothing all the next day.


In July 1707, having arrived in Kyiv, Mazepa receives detailed instructions from Peter on how to proceed in the event of an attack by Charles XII: retreat beyond the Dnieper River and employ scorched-earth tactics. That is, leave Kyiv—home to St. Sophia’s Cathedral, the Kyiv-Mohyla Academy, and other places dear to Mazepa—to its fate.


The First Zrada


In late August 1707, Vasily Kochubey writes the first denunciation of Mazepa. This is the same Kochubey who twenty years earlier wrote a denunciation of the previous hetman, Ivan Samoylovich, in the hope of supplanting him. Now Kochubey has multiple axes to grind against his former rival Mazepa, who outmaneuvered him for the top job.


Back in 1704, the sixty-five-year-old Mazepa had an affair with his own goddaughter Motrya (or Matrena), the young child of Kochubey. It is this story that Pushkin will describe in Poltava. Almost everything in this tale is true, except that Pushkin will change the heroine’s name to Maria. The love between Motrya and Mazepa is mutual, and the elderly hetman even asks his erstwhile friend Kochubey for her hand in marriage. But according to the rules of the Orthodox Church at the time, marrying one’s goddaughter is tantamount to incest, so Motrya’s parents are vehemently opposed. The love-stricken sixteen-year-old girl elopes with Mazepa, but after some time he sends her back to her parents. Motrya, however, cannot forgive them; she curses her parents and runs away again. But nor can Kochubey forgive Mazepa. Thus, in 1707, he writes a denunciation to Moscow, accusing Mazepa of treason and collusion with the Swedes. In Pushkin’s poem Poltava, Mazepa avenges Kochubey’s denunciation, but, in fact, it is Peter who orders the latter’s execution, after Kochubey admits, under torture, that he unjustly slandered the hetman.


But Kochubey’s accusations of betrayal really are true. Mazepa has indeed decided to go over to the side of Charles XII—but only if the Swedes and Poles go to war against Ukraine: “Unless absolutely necessary, I shall not renounce my allegiance to His Majesty the tsar,” he says to his closest aide, Pylyp Orlyk. He explains to the latter in detail his motivation—that he is acting not for his own sake, but for that of his descendants, “for the common good of the motherland, poor Ukraine, and the people of Malorossiya.”


For contemporary Ukrainian historians, the choice that Mazepa faces is a classic dilemma of that era: enlightenment or absolutism. On the one hand, there is autocracy, in the form of Peter the Great, who forges his empire at any cost; on the other, there is the enlightened West, intelligible to Mazepa, far more democratic than authoritarian Moscow. Whichever he chooses, there will be tough consequences. But, ultimately, he makes a conscious political and civilizational decision.


Meanwhile, Charles XII has been advancing with great success. The Swedish king has grand plans: to divide Russia into principalities, to enthrone Peter’s son, Tsarevich Alexei, and to establish a political system along Polish lines, that is, an “aristocratic democracy” (in which nobles have voting rights). No one in Europe doubts that the campaign will be crowned with the same success as Sweden’s previous military operations in Denmark, Saxony, and Poland. Mazepa is very much aware of such sentiments. Charles XII plans to pass through Minsk and Smolensk on his way to Moscow.


Peter orders Mazepa to send troops to defend Smolensk, but the Cossack commanders inform the hetman that they are ready to die on their native soil, but not in Russia under the leadership of Russian generals. Then, as if by providence, Charles XII, instead of advancing on Moscow, swings south to Ukraine. On hearing the news, Mazepa exclaims: “It’s the devil leading him here!”


Mazepa is summoned to Peter’s headquarters, but he wavers, complaining of poor health. Instead, he himself writes to Charles that he is thankful for the latter’s arrival and to have been liberated from “the heavy yoke of Moscow.” It appears, however, that the hetman has not yet made a final decision, since he does not share his plans with the army. Only on October 23, 1708, when a messenger arrives in Baturyn, northern Ukraine, bringing the rumor that Menshikov is approaching with a view to arresting Mazepa, does the hetman decide finally to join the Swedes and go with his army to Charles’s headquarters.


Soon afterwards, on November 13, 1708, Peter declares Mazepa a traitor. Menshikov’s troops sack Baturyn, slaughtering up to fifteen thousand people, among them many women and children. All houses and churches are burned on Peter’s orders. The Baturyn massacre will later become an important symbol of Peter the Great’s enslavement of Ukraine.


Mazepa is anathematized by the Orthodox Church. Peter himself stages the execution of Mazepa in absentia: the Order of St. Andrew is torn off an effigy of the hetman, which is then ceremoniously hanged, as are several real-life commanders captured in Baturyn. Then the Russian troops besiege the Host; Cossacks are executed, buildings razed to the ground.


Peter chooses a new hetman. Despite Peter’s brutality, many Cossacks switch to the Russian side; only a handful remain loyal to Mazepa.


The Swedish troops, meanwhile, are battling the unusually harsh winter: many die from the cold even before they clash with Peter’s army. Mazepa again vacillates, writing to the tsar and promising to give him Charles XII, but the Swedes intercept the message and place Mazepa under house arrest. In May 1709, Charles besieges the city of Poltava, three hundred miles east of Kyiv, but does not permit the out-of-favor Mazepa to join him on the battlefield, ostensibly because the old man is in poor health. The Swedish troops are defeated. Just three months later, the seventy-year-old Mazepa dies. His right-hand man, Pylyp Orlyk, proclaims himself the new hetman in exile, and even drafts the first Ukrainian constitution. Peter, after the end of what became known as the Great Northern War, declares himself emperor and gives his expanding state a new name: the Russian Empire.


Since Ukraine at that moment is a center of education in the Russian tsardom, Peter engages a Ukrainian scholar to develop his new imperial ideology. In 1716, he summons Feofan Prokopovich, rector of the Kyiv-Mohyla Academy, to St. Petersburg. He will become not only the metropolitan (archbishop) of the new capital, but also the architect of the new empire, and the “Russian Torquemada”—he will develop systems of torture under interrogation. In his numerous historical writings, he follows Gizel in asserting the existence of a “triune people”: Russians, Ukrainians, Belarusians. And that the emperor, not the patriarch, should be the head of the church. Peter takes heed and abolishes the post of patriarch—for almost two hundred years. Finally, it is Feofan Prokopovich who, in his History of Peter the Great and other works, creates the historical myth of the vile traitor Mazepa, which Pushkin will later use.


Mazepa’s defection to the Swedes and their defeat at Poltava is a defining moment in Ukrainian history. The theme of betrayal will echo down the centuries to the present day:


For Russian historians and propagandists, Mazepa has become a common noun, a symbol of treachery. Ukrainian historians will insist that Mazepa, despite his seesawing loyalty to Peter and Charles, never betrayed the interests of the Ukrainian people, which is the key point.


The disputes over Mazepa will resurface with renewed vigor in the 1990s. And in the twenty-first century, the Ukrainian word zrada (betrayal) is perhaps the most loaded in the country’s political lexicon. After the Russian invasion of 2014, Kyiv will coin the concept of zradophilia—Ukrainian society’s obsession with seeking out traitors to the national cause. And Ukrainian society today considers Kochubey, not Mazepa, to have been a real criminal.
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THE MYTH OF CRIMEA:
HOW CATHERINE THE GREAT TOOK
AWAY COSSACK FREEDOM


1831, St. Petersburg, the capital of the Russian Empire. The young writer Nikolay Gogol is busy creating a fantasy world. He is twenty-two years old and desperate for fame.


He moved to St. Petersburg from Ukraine a few years ago. While still at home, he wrote a poem, under the influence of German romanticism, titled Hans Küchelgarten. Now in the Russian capital, the first thing he does is seek an audience with his idol, the great wordsmith Alexander Pushkin. But Pushkin does not receive him: he has been carousing all night and is now fast asleep. Undeterred, Gogol publishes the poem at his own expense—and watches in horror as it gets trashed by every critic. In a fit of nervous anxiety, the young man buys up and burns the entire print run. Almost destitute, he takes a desk job in a government ministry. His romantic dreams of literary glory, it seems, are over.


But St. Petersburg in those days is home to many of Gogol’s countrymen, fellow natives of Ukraine, and they begin to nurture the young talent. True, he notes with curiosity, almost all of his countrymen are ashamed of their roots and keen to become “Petersburgers”; Russian is the only language they use. And Gogol himself speaks and writes solely in Russian.


Gogol finally makes the acquaintance of Pushkin, who takes a liking to him, and strikes up friendships with other writers too. He quickly discovers he can make good use of his Ukrainian provenance. His ebullient tales from the southern climes of the empire are no less popular with the inhabitants of cold, dark Petersburg than Byron’s exotically oriental (Greek, Turkish, Jewish) motifs were with Londoners.


Gogol creates phantasmagorical stories about the magical land of Ukraine. Inspired by the folk tales and rituals he learned in childhood, he populates his homeland with mystical creatures: wizards, witches, demons, supernatural beings. Gogol does not invent but rather codifies the myth that Ukrainians are not ordinary people, that theirs is a paranormal world of magic and mystery.


His first volume of Ukrainian tales Gogol publishes in 1831. That same year sees the release of Victor Hugo’s Notre-Dame de Paris (The Hunchback of Notre Dame) and the start of Charles Darwin’s five-year, round-the-world trip aboard HMS Beagle, during which he will frame his theory of evolution.


Petersburg society at this time is gripped by the uprising against the Russian Empire in Poland and western Ukraine. The Poles are inspired by the revolutionary events in France of 1830. After Russian troops invade Warsaw, Polish composer and pianist Fryderyk (Frédéric) Chopin, who is on tour in Paris, realizes that he will never see his homeland again.


European, and especially French, public opinion is wholly on the side of Poland, and the question of providing military assistance is even discussed in parliament. It is then that Pushkin composes his poem “To the Slanderers of Russia.” He begins by saying that the suppression of the uprising in Poland is a “family quarrel” which strangers should keep out of: “These tribes have long been feuding.” Then he addresses the French, declaring that they hate the Russians for having defeated Napoleon. And he promises that if the French want to send “their embittered sons” to Russia once more, they will die as surely as before. (Exactly the same idea will be trumpeted by Putin’s militaristic propaganda in the early twenty-first century: “We can do it again,” Russian jingoists will say, alluding to a potential replay of World War II.) True, unlike Putin’s propagandists, Pushkin himself is a child of war. When Napoleon invaded Russia, Pushkin was thirteen years old, a student at a lyceum outside St. Petersburg. But the city where he was born and spent his childhood, Moscow, is captured and burned by French troops.


Pushkin’s contemporaries are of two minds about the poem. Some applaud; others are full of shame and horror.


Gogol, on the other hand, does not react at all to the Polish uprising: he comes from near Poltava, the heart of eastern Ukraine, far from the hotbed of protest and where there is strong anti-Polish sentiment. The twenty-two-year-old writer is too caught up in his Ukraine-flavored fantasy world: that same year, 1831, he pens the story “The Night before Christmas”—his only work with real historical characters.


The tale is written in Russian, with a view to the Petersburg audience, but it is full of Ukrainianisms and folk sayings. And, like many of his later works, it is laugh-out-loud funny. It is perhaps one of the first examples of real comic literature in Russian: before Gogol, much had already been written in the language, of course, but nothing by a talented humorist.


Plotwise, the protagonist, the blacksmith Vakula, dreams of marrying his beloved Oksana, but she will accept him only if he brings her the tsarina’s slippers. Vakula thinks of drowning himself, but then fortune magically intervenes: he manages to trick the devil into taking him to St. Petersburg, where he finds the Russian empress, Catherine the Great.


As envisaged by Gogol, at that very moment Catherine is receiving a delegation of Cossacks, headed by the tsarina’s favorite, Prince Grigory Potemkin. Vakula manages to infiltrate their group and ask for the slippers. The rest of the Cossacks are shocked by Vakula’s foolish scheme, but the empress is touched by his simplicity, and presents him her slippers. Vakula goes home to a fairy-tale ending: he and Oksana get married, and, on parting, he gives the devil a good spanking.


It is curious that the writer sets his magical Ukraine in the time of Catherine the Great. For him, this is the relatively recent past: he was born in 1809, just thirteen years after the death of the empress, and in childhood he surely heard many stories and legends about her. In Gogol’s fairy tale, the Russian ruler acts as a kind sorceress who gives the lowly protagonist what he needs. But Catherine the Great’s real-life role was very different: for Ukrainians; she was more like an evil genius. Gogol is well aware of this, knowing, as he surely does, the history of the Ukrainian Cossacks.
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