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A NOTE ON TRANSLITERATION


Personal and place names are transliterated according to a slightly simplified version of the Library of Congress systems for transliteration from the Ukrainian and Russian alphabets. Polish nomenclature is unchanged. Places are identified according to the nomenclature of the country within whose internationally recognised borders they now exist. When a well-established English spelling differs from standard transliteration (for instance Moscow or Vienna), the familiar spelling has been utilised.
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On 24 February 2022, the Russian army invaded Ukraine. The most important route of invasion came from the north, from Belarus, the shortest route from the border to Kyiv, the Ukrainian capital. The Russians travelled openly in columns, unafraid, without air cover or reconnaissance. They brought along their dress uniforms for the victory parade they planned to march through Kyiv’s central square in three days’ time.


There was no parade. They were stopped at the city of Bucha, twenty-four kilometres as the crow flies from Kyiv. Twenty-four kilometres is the distance from which their artillery could have reached the centre of the Ukrainian capital. The Russians were stopped by volunteers from the neighbouring city of Irpin. They occupied a hill above the bridge between the two cities and fired on the enemy from there.


The defenders held the line for an entire month until regular Ukrainian troops arrived and pushed the Russians all the way back to the Belarus-Ukraine border. Most of the defenders were civilians. Among them was a musician from an academic orchestra; a family therapist who taught Argentine tango in his free time; a lawyer who handled the radio communications, since radio was a hobby of his; several construction workers; a gas station attendant, and others. The sniper was a recreational hunter. They fought creatively. When they came under fire from large calibre weapons, they brought in concrete mixers and bulldozers to build a barricade against shelling. When the rains and cold became too much, they ran to a nearby building that had been hit by the enemy to warm themselves by the fire and dry their clothes.


All Ukraine was seized with a spirit of initiative and self-organisation. In the early days of the war, military experts discussed what would have happened if President Volodymyr Zelensky had left Kyiv (as Western governments had suggested) or if Russian strike groups (of which there were at least three) had killed him. They reached the conclusion that while it would certainly have been a tragedy for Ukraine, it would not have radically changed the course of the war. Just look at the mayors of the largest towns and cities. Each of them took the initiative to organise their own defence without waiting for orders from the capital. This offers a striking contrast to the Russians, who lacked any initiative. President Vladimir Putin interfered in the actions of the Russian army, making decisions at the level of a colonel or brigadier general.


A comparison with the Greco-Persian Wars comes to mind. At that time, an alliance of democracies, the Greek city-states, successfully resisted and eventually defeated the much larger Persian Empire. One outcome of that victory was the birth of history. Herodotus, ‘the Father of History’, wanted to understand the roots of Greek resilience. He travelled to the parts of the ancient world he could reach, comparing the habits of the ancient Greeks with those of other nations.


The history of Ukraine that you hold in your hands was written with a similar goal in mind. I have tried to discover the reasons for Ukraine’s resilience within a global context. Because the Russia-Ukraine war isn’t just another war. This war will determine the contours of the future world. German Chancellor Olaf Scholz has called it a Zeitenwende, a turning point in modern history. Historians debate what would have happened if the Greeks had lost the Greco-Persian Wars. It’s not difficult to imagine what would have happened to Ukraine had it not successfully resisted in those first weeks of the war. Just look at Bucha. After the Russian retreat, the bodies of 461 residents were found here. In the broader area, there were 1,137 victims. Most had been shot and many of the bodies showed signs of torture.


Bucha now stands beside Srebrenica and Darfur as prime examples of modern genocide. The war brings more and more tragic symbols. On 6 June 2023, the Kakhovka dam, which was under the control of Russian forces, was blown up. The released water flooded vast areas of southern Ukraine all the way to the Black Sea, resulting in significant loss of life of both humans and animals and irreparable environmental damage. It has been called an ecocide. But it seems that wasn’t enough for the Russians. Putin and his associates are now threatening to launch nuclear strikes against Ukraine and against the Western countries which support it. The world is facing the threat of nuclear apocalypse.


These examples raise questions that are as old as history itself: what is the nature of human evil? It is possible to limit violence in history? Is it even possible to achieve sustainable progress in the face of global threats?


The history of Ukraine and the neighbouring lands and peoples offers rich material in the search for answers to these questions. On the one hand, Ukraine’s past is permeated with extreme violence. As this book attempts to show, the Ukrainian question, now and in the past, becomes particularly acute at the most critical turns of global history – the crises of the seventeenth century, the First and Second World Wars, the fall of communism. On the other hand, Ukrainian history is also exceptionally rich in examples of survival, solidarity and resilience. Thus, Ukraine’s past offers both alarming warnings and grounds for optimism.


I must warn the reader up front that this book offers no unequivocal answers. Since ancient times it has been said that history is the teacher of life. For better or worse, this pretty saying is not true. As Friedrich Hegel argued and Sting sang, history teaches us nothing. It is more like a prompter in the wings giving the actors their cues.


Alexander Gerschenkron was a historian of Eastern Europe at Harvard who was born in imperial Odessa, now Ukrainian Odesa. Gerschenkron writes that, ‘[t]he historian’s contribution consists in pointing at potentially relevant factors and potentially significant combinations among them which could not be easily perceived within a more limited sphere of reference. These are the questions. The answers themselves, however, are a different matter. No past experience, however rich, and no historical research, however thorough, can save the living generation the creative task of finding their own answers and shaping their own future.’


Many books of Ukrainian history have been published since Ukraine gained its independence in 1991. This book is different in that it poses different and more difficult questions about Ukraine’s past, questions whose answers may be critical for the future of Ukraine and the entire world.


There is no single recipe for writing history. Each historian works according to their own taste. I’ll offer a few of my own criteria of ‘taste’.


First, my ideal is a history without names and dates. I prefer history that attempts to see the processes behind isolated events. Such a history doesn’t draw us a detailed roadmap, but it can serve as a compass and help us navigate which way to go.


Of course, it’s impossible to write history entirely without names or dates. Marc Bloch, one of the great historians of our time, has compared historians to giants of the fairy tales: they know that wherever they catch the scent of human flesh, there lies the quarry. Names and dates are the muscles and blood of history. Take them away and you are left with only a desiccated skeleton. But without analysing the skeleton, we won’t understand what the body of history consists of. We need a healthy compromise. This book will keep names and dates to the bare minimum.


My second criterion is that history should be global. Rudyard Kipling asked, ‘And what should they know of England who only England know?’ The same question could be asked about Ukraine. The central elements of its history – the appearance of Rus, the history of the Cossacks or the Holodomor – cannot be understood within only the limited frame of Ukraine itself.


The question of how far to expand the frame to the east or to the west is an open question that historians have been debating for several generations. I propose a radical resolution to the problem: expand the frame to the entire globe. Global history doesn’t just mean maximising the geographic scope. First and foremost, it involves a search for the connections which made the globalised modern world possible. I will trace these connections to support one of the main theses of this book: Ukraine emerged as a result of globalisation and the rise of the West, which began with the discovery of America in 1492. In this sense, Columbus deserves to become one of the main characters of Ukrainian history.


Global history doesn’t require us to abandon the nation as a unit of study and description. Theoretical historians assert that a global history can be written about anything. If so, then it is possible to write a global history of the Ukrainian nation. One important caveat here is to remember that there were periods in history when nations didn’t exist, just as printed books, trains and smart phones didn’t exist. Nations don’t exist in nature. They are a product of historical development over the last few centuries. But if we compare nations with living organisms, they behave entirely differently from people. While most people want to appear younger, every nation tries to appear older and tries to trace its origins to ancient times – to the Old Testament or Herodotus or as some Russians try to do – the Etruscans. (‘Etruscans are Russians.’)


We have to be able to distinguish between two things: how nations describe themselves in the mouths of politicians and intellectuals, and what actually happened. Another thing is that nations don’t arise out of nothing. They are built, or rather people build them, from the building blocks of the past. Some of those blocks are imaginary and invented, sometimes to the point of absurdity. But other blocks are very real. In Ukraine, those blocks would include its fertile soil and its unique status as a geopolitically important borderland. Therefore, it will be impossible to write a convincing history of Ukraine if we limit ourselves to only the last few centuries when the Ukrainian nation was born and formed.


This brings us to our third and last criterion. Ukrainian history should be viewed in terms of the longue durée: long periods of time, the deep currents of the past, which can extend over centuries or millennia and continue to influence the present day.


My ambition is to present the history of Ukraine in this dual key of global history and the longue durée. But here, I depart not only from the path of most Ukrainian historians but most historians in general. They are likely to view my efforts with scepticism. Here I’m following in the footsteps of economists, social scientists and sociologists who use a similar approach to answer the questions posed above. For the sake of brevity, I’ll mention here just a few of the best-known authors whose lead I have followed in this book: Daron Acemoglu, Ronald Inglehart, Douglass North, Robert D. Putnam, and Hernando de Soto. They belong to various disciplines but agree on one thing: history matters. In analysing and diagnosing the present, we must begin with a serious and sober analysis of the past.


Before moving on to the main story, I’d like to make a few more subjective remarks. Writing a historical synthesis is a bit like intellectual suicide. It requires the writer to go beyond his narrow field of specialisation and make his way into realms where he has neither the relevant knowledge nor the necessary confidence. By profession, I am a historian of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Naturally, I can’t be expected to write authoritatively about the tenth or fifteenth centuries. I’m almost certain that experts in the history of those centuries will easily find errors or inaccuracies in my writing. For this I would like to apologise in advance.


Another challenge in writing a synthesis of this kind is how to describe complex things simply, but not too simply. To facilitate the former and avoid the latter, I’ve relied on metaphors. Metaphors are for a historian what formulas are for a mathematician, physicist or chemist: they allow us to replace long explanations with brief formulations. I hope that intelligent readers will understand the sense and limitations of this method.


Nowhere in this book do I claim to be right. On the contrary, doubt is my intellectual homeland. As a result, I qualify almost every claim I make with words such as ‘it seems’, ‘usually’ or ‘often’. Where I have not done so, readers can add the qualifications in for me.


There are no ‘iron laws’ of history. Therefore, no claim about the past can be absolute. But history is also not just a chaotic accumulation of facts. Between the non-existent laws of history and the chaos of past events, we can identify relevant factors – the ones that Alexander Gerschenkron urged historians to discover. This is what I’ve attempted to do to the best of my ability.


After long vacillations, I have chosen not to provide detailed descriptions of the exceptions to these broad tendencies – particularly when such descriptions would entail a significant expansion of the text and divert me from my central argument. The same can be said for the many people of non-Ukrainian ethnicity who have lived in these lands throughout history: Jews, Poles, Crimean Tatars and others. Their appearances in this book are fragmentary, only in relation to the central narrative line. I’m aware of this limitation and regret it. For readers who would like to know more about the diversity of Ukraine, I can recommend Paul Magosci’s A History of Ukraine: the Land and its Peoples. Here, I will limit myself to the observation that Ukraine has undergone a complex transformation from an ethnic to a civic nation. This transformation is one of the central themes of this book.


And one last thing. Norman Davies once wrote that ‘good historians need to admit to their limitations. The worst are those who imagine themselves to be free of any bias’. In the light of this admonition, I’d like to acknowledge my own bias. I want to see Ukraine as a liberal democracy. Therefore, I’ve written this book in such a way as to show that this goal is not only desirable, but achievable.


I do not share the view that only some countries can have liberal democracies and the rest, due to their historical and cultural circumstances, should go their own way. This is just like saying that the people of certain countries somehow prefer to be deprived of their property, condemned to poverty, imprisoned, tortured and executed, have their women and children raped and their men sent to die in foreign wars in foreign lands just because they have their own, so-called ‘traditional values’. For all its imperfections, liberal democracy is still the best safeguard against violence. A nation’s history may make the path longer or more difficult, and liberal democracy won’t always prevail, but I have no doubt that this path is worth following.


July 2023
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Almost every general history of Ukraine starts with a statement that ‘Ukraine’ means ‘borderlands’. It is both right and wrong. As a matter of fact, Ukraine may be read both as ‘borderlands’ and ‘a country’. The term itself comes from kraiaty (to cut) so it indicates a particular area that is demarcated, or cut off, from other territories. So it can mean either kraina (the country itself) or okraina (borderlands), depending on where you stand. If someone is outside this space, say in Moscow or Warsaw, it is okraina, or outskirts, for them. If you are within this space, in Kyiv or Lviv for instance, then it is more likely to indicate the kraina, the homeland.


Although there are historical texts to support both possibilities, the earliest use of the word Ukraina appears to reference the idea of a country. In 1187, the Kyiv Chronicle describes the heroic death of the Prince Volodymyr Hlibovych. The chronicler writes that ‘all Ukraine groaned for him.’ Most likely, he means ‘a land (a country)’ and not ‘a borderland’. Another use of Ukraine as a country occurs in the Peresopnytsia Gospel of 1556, the first translation of the Scriptures from Old Church Slavonic into the vernacular. Where the Church Slavonic text reads ‘he went into the land of Judea’ and the Greek original reads ‘ὅρια = the land’, the translation into the local Slavic language reads, he ‘came into the Judean ukraina’.


It is true that there are relatively few uses of the word Ukraina in the sense of ‘country’ in the oldest written sources. It has to be taken into account, however, there aren’t many written sources at all from the region. The period spanning the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries in the Ukrainian lands is often called the ‘long silence’. Instead of written sources, we can turn to the oral tradition of songs and proverbs and these frequently mention Ukraina. There we encounter expressions such as ‘not far away Ukraina’, ‘he went to far Ukraina’, ‘my beloved Ukraina’, or even the affectionate diminutive ‘Ukrainonka’.


The songs don’t tell us exactly where this country is located. It could be the land in which the singer lives, or a distant land in which they’d like to live. We shouldn’t be too surprised by the ambiguity. People living in the Carpathian Mountains didn’t know their mountains were called the ‘Carpathians’; they just called them ‘the mountains’. Similarly, Ukraina may just have been what they called their land. It was simply the default name.


Other examples include China/Zhong guo as ‘the central states’, the region of Slovenia called Krajina or Germany’s name for itself, Deutschland. Deutsch comes from the Old German diutisc, which means ‘people.’ Accordingly, Deutschland literally means ‘the land of the people’ – ‘the country in which we live’. This roughly corresponds to the name Ukraina in the sense of ‘country’.


Ukraina in the second sense, i.e., as a ‘borderland’, dominates in documents written after 1569, when the Ukrainian lands entered the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. That’s how it appears on a map drawn by the French engineer and cartographer Guillaume Le Vasseur de Beauplan in 1651. The Polish king hired Beauplan to construct the Kodak fortress, which was intended to control the Ukrainian Cossacks. Beauplan’s map is one of the earliest and most detailed maps to come from Eastern Europe. The territory depicted coincides with the borders of later Ukrainian ethnic territory, from Lviv in the west to the Don in the east. But in Beauplan’s conception, Ukraine, as the map’s title and the preface to his Description of Ukraine suggest, is actually only the steppe, the Wild Field (camporum desertorum), ‘a great frontier between Muscovy and Transylvania’.


The word Ukraina means different things. At various times it may reference specific provinces (Volhynia-Ukraine, Podolia-Ukraine, Kyiv-Ukraine, Bratslav-Ukraine); the general borderlands at the edge of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth (the Bratslav and Kyiv principalities); the territory at the ‘edge of Europe’ (the point where the Christian world bordered with the Muslim world); or it could also be named as a ‘country’ on a par with the Polish and Russian states of the time (the ‘Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth’, ‘Muscovy’ and ‘Ukraine’). ‘Ukraine’ during this period is a wandering term that can’t be firmly pinned to one and only one territory.


The word ‘Ukrainian’ emerged around the turn of the seventeenth century. In 1619, the Zaporozhian Cossack Oleshka Zakhariv identified himself as Ukrainian when he was captured during the Polish-Muscovite War. In his History of the Russian Empire (1759), Voltaire was the first non-Ukrainian writer to use the term ‘Ukrainian’. However, he only identified the Cossacks as Ukrainians and ‘forgot’ about all the Ukrainian peasants, townspeople and clergy.


The Cossack uprising (1648–1657) led by Bohdan Khmelnytsky represents a turning point in Ukrainian history that marks the formation of the Cossack state. For the next several decades, ‘Ukraine’ was one of the names of this state. There were also references to the ‘Ukrainian people’ and ‘the united brotherhood of the Ukrainian Commonwealth’. The leaders of the Cossack state, the hetmans, referred to ‘our fatherland Ukraine’ and ‘glorious Ukraine’ (Slavna Ukraina). At the same time, the name ‘Ukraine’ referred not only to the Cossack state within specific borders, but also to the lands beyond it, all the way to the Polish-Ukrainian ethnic border to the west.


The fate of the word ‘Ukraine’ mirrors the fate of the Cossack state itself after its absorption into Muscovy in 1654. For as long as the state retained its autonomy, the name ‘Ukraine’ regularly appeared in written documents. When the state was absorbed into the body of the later Russian Empire (from 1721) and eventually disappeared, the names ‘Ukraine’ and ‘Ukrainians’ also disappeared. Although they were lost, they didn’t disappear entirely. They seemed to be playing hide-and-seek: now you see me, now you don’t. ‘Ukraine’ begins to appear more frequently again in the nineteenth century, during the rise of nationalism throughout Europe. Along with Ukraine, the word Ukrainians also becomes more common. For instance, the writer Nikolai Gogol (born as Mikola Hohol to a Ukrainian family) appears in the Carlsbad spa register as: Mr. Nicolas de Gogol, Ukrainien, établi à Moscou. In 1884, the young poet Larysa Kosach adopted the pseudonym ‘Ukrainka’ (the female form of Ukrainian), most likely influenced by her uncle, Mykhailo Drahomanov, who signed his articles with the pseudonym ‘Ukrainets’, aka Ukrainian in the male form. She has been known ever since as Lesia Ukrainka.


The examples of Mykola Hohol, Mykhailo Drahomanov and Lesia Ukrainka are just some of the most prominent historical figures. We know of at least twenty-five other less famous individuals, nineteenth-century writers, politicians and public figures, who used the pseudonyms ‘Ukrainka’ or ‘Ukrainets’. Obviously, this isn’t an exhaustive list of everyone who considered themselves Ukrainians, nor does it suggest that everyone considered themselves Ukrainians. It only shows that the word was in broad circulation at the time. ‘Ukrainians’ is also used as an ethnic marker to distinguish Ukrainians from Poles, Jews, Muscovites, Swedes, Tatars and Turks.


We must bear in mind, though, that the word Ukrainian did not strictly carry any sense of Ukrainian ethnicity. When the Ukrainian literary scholar Mykhailo Rudnytsky was studying at the Sorbonne in the early twentieth century, people viewed him as a curiosity: he was the first ‘Ukrainian’ who wasn’t Polish! Up to that time, the only Ukrainians they’d seen were Poles who came from the eastern Polish regions of present-day Volhynia and Central Ukraine.


Taras Shevchenko’s Kobzar (1840), the book that serves as a kind of Ukrainian national Bible, is another curious example. Although the entire book is about Ukraine, the word ‘Ukrainian’ never appears. That doesn’t mean Ukrainians did not exist in Shevchenko’s time. The Bible doesn’t use the words ‘religion’ or ‘religious’ either. Nonetheless, no one denies that the Bible is a religious book.


Shakespeare presented this thesis in a poetic way:




What’s in a name? That which we call a rose


By any other name would smell as sweet;





The main theme of Ukrainian history can be summarised in one sentence: The history of Ukraine is about dropping the ‘the’. In English, the is used to refer to specific geographical regions (or outlying areas), not countries. Geographical areas, as opposed to legal jurisdictions, are frequently referred to with ‘the’. For instance, ‘the Scottish Highlands’, ‘the Mississippi Delta’, or ‘the Donbas’ (Donetsk Coal Basin). The exceptions are generally when the country name is plural (the United States, the Netherlands, or the Bahamas). There is one curious exception – the Gambia. In 1964, when the Gambia gained independence, its prime minister asked the Standing Committee on Geographical Names to add the article the to the country’s name so that it would not be confused with the better-known Zambia.


For a long time, Ukraine was written in English with the article: the Ukraine. This reflected its formal status: it was not a separate state, but a part (outskirts) of the Russian Empire and the USSR. This all changed when Ukraine declared its independence in 1991. Since then, the proper name has been Ukraine, without the article. If someone continues to write or say, ‘the Ukraine’, it is either due to a slip of the tongue, ignorance, or ill will. When Barack Obama said ‘the Ukraine’ in an interview during the 2014 Ukraine crisis, he became the target of journalistic ridicule.


In Slavic languages, the difference between Ukraine and the Ukraine is represented by a preposition: ‘on Ukraine’ vs ‘in Ukraine’. ‘On Ukraine’ references the sense of borderland: on the outskirts. Not in a country. This difference is particularly significant in Russia: a significant portion of the Russian elite, if not the majority, continues to believe that Ukraine is part of the ‘Russian World’ and that Ukrainians and Russians are one people. In 2011, then-President Dmitry Medvedev held a meeting with a group of Russian historians. When one of them said, ‘in Ukraine’, Medvedev immediately corrected him, ‘on Ukraine.’ Medvedev continued, ‘That’s what they say, “in Ukraine”. We say “on Ukraine”.’ Putin, however, said ‘in Ukraine’ up until the summer of 2013. He began to say ‘on Ukraine’ at the very moment when he declared his strategic goal of uniting Russians and Ukrainians into one state. In other words, his military aggression in 2014 was preceded by linguistic aggression. In 2014, Putin’s former advisor and later opponent Andrei Illarionov advised his fellow liberal Russians: if you want to help Ukraine in any way, stop saying ‘on Ukraine’, say ‘in Ukraine’.


This brief introduction illustrates a dominant feature of Ukrainian history: everything, or almost everything, related to it immediately becomes the subject of heated ideological debate, starting with something as basic as the name of the country itself.


Rus and Others: A Tangle of Terminology


Two other names for Ukrainians were ‘Cherkasy’ and ‘Cossacks’. The origin of the word ‘Cherkasy’ is unclear. According to one version, it is of Turkic origin and means ‘warrior’. Russian texts use the word Cherkasy as one of the names for the Ukrainian Cossacks, who became a central symbol of Ukrainian identity. ‘Cossack’ is of Turkic origin and meant ‘free person’, as well as ‘nomad’ and ‘robber’ (the name of Kazakhstan comes from the same Turkic root).


The Turkic origins of the names ‘Cossacks’ and, most likely, ‘Cherkasy’ once again demonstrate how Ukraine emerged from the intersections of several worlds. An integral element of this synthesis is reflected in the derogatory Russian term for Ukrainians, ‘khokhols’. A khokhol is a single lock of hair on an otherwise clean-shaven scalp. This hairstyle was common for men among steppe peoples. The earliest mention appears in texts describing tribes in Manchuria in the fourth century. In the early years of the Polish republic, the khokhol was popular among the local gentry and Cossacks. The khokhol on the head was paired with a shaved chin. This differentiated the Ukrainian Cossacks from the Muscovites, who wore beards. (This may be the origin of the Ukrainian insult for Russians, goats or ‘katsapy’ because they wore long beards, like goats.) In the eyes of Orthodox Muscovites (future Russians), the khokhol became a symbol of Catholicism. They wrote that the Ukrainian Cossacks walked around like Poles, with khokhols, shaved their beards like those of the Roman faith and were overall ‘heretical khokhols, satanic beggars and unruly grandchildren’. They eventually learned that the Cossacks were Orthodox like themselves, despite the fact that they came from the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. Nevertheless, the distaste remained: the ‘khokhols’ are part of us and yet not of us, with their own uncouth habits and sly ‘khokhol’ nature. The existence of the ‘khokhol/katsap’ word pair shows that future Ukrainians and Russians were different long before they became ‘Ukrainians’ and ‘Russians’.


Most often Ukraine and Ukrainians were known by the name ‘Rus’ and later its derivatives: ‘Rosiya’, ‘Rus’, ‘Rusyns’, ‘Ruthenians’, ‘Russians’, ‘Little Russians’, and so on. But if the story of Ukraine and Ukrainians is complicated, the story of Rus and Russians is even more complicated. It is total terminological chaos.


It’s impossible to determine exactly where the name ‘Rus’ came from or what it meant. There are various versions of its origin: it could be a local, East Slavic word, or maybe it’s Gothic, Celtic, Iranian, Serbian, or Scandinavian.


The claim for a local origin posits that ‘Rus’ is derived from the name of an East Slavic tribe that lived near the Ros River, a tributary of the Dnipro. This region became the centre of the large medieval state called Rus, with its capital in Kyiv.


The problem with this version is that there is no mention of such a tribe in historical sources. It appears to be an invention of patriotic historians who wanted to prove that the ancient Rus state had local origins. This theory was established as state ideology during the Soviet era, but it originated in the mid-eighteenth century. On 6 January 1749, Gerhard Friedrich Müller (1705–1783), a member of the Russian Imperial Academy of Sciences, was to give a lecture in St Petersburg entitled ‘On the Origin of the Russian People and their Name’. Basing his claim on Frankish and Byzantine sources, he attempted to show that Kyivan Rus was founded by Scandinavians. Müller never finished giving his lecture. One of the Russian academics interrupted his speech with the words: ‘You, worthy author, are insulting our people!’ A special commission was assembled and Müller was forbidden to address the topic further. They advised him to study a safer, less hazardous topic: the history of Siberia. (He was lucky not to get sent there.)


This story shows the level of passion in the debate over the origins of Rus. But long before this debate, in the twelfth century, the Scandinavian origins of Rus were recorded by the anonymous author of The Tale of Bygone Years, the most important local medieval chronicle. The earliest example of the term Rus also supports the Viking origin: the Annals of St Bertin, under the date 839, refer to ‘Swedes who call themselves Rhos’. In modern Estonian and Finnish, ruotsi still means Swedish. According to this version, ‘Rus’ most likely referenced a military grouping, like Cossacks or Cherkasy, based on the Proto-Germanic or Old Norse verb ‘to row’. So ‘Rus’ referred to military units that travelled along rivers and seas in large boats.


Most likely the term ‘Rus’ was an exonym, that is, a name utilised by outsiders. They did not call themselves that, just as Indians did not call themselves Indians – either in India or North America. The closest analogy to ‘Rus’ may be the word ‘Spaniards’. The inhabitants of the Iberian Peninsula did not call themselves that; they considered themselves Aragonese, Castilians, Catalans and Basques. But outside their peninsula, in military service, they became Hispanici to strangers, because their peninsula had been called Hispania in Latin since ancient times.


From the beginning, ‘Rus’ was used in two senses: narrow and broad. In the broad sense, ‘Rus’ meant all the possessions of the ‘Rus’ dynasty. In the narrow sense, it meant only the core of their possessions, i.e. the Central Dnipro region centred on Kyiv. ‘Rus’ in this sense went out of usage after the Mongols conquered the local state in the second half of the thirteenth century. For almost a hundred years after that, only the rulers of the southwestern lands, territory within the borders of modern Ukraine, used the title of rulers of Rus. They titled themselves dux totius terrae Russiae (prince of all Rus – called Russia in Latin), dux et dominus Russiae (prince and ruler of Rus), rex Russiae (king of Rus). After that princely line died out, these lands passed to their closest relatives – the rulers of Poland, Hungary and the Grand Duchy of Lithuania.


The northern, Muscovite rulers began using ‘Rus’ significantly later. The title of ‘Sovereign of All Rus’ was first used by Tsar Ivan III of Moscow in 1478. Over time, Muscovy began to identify as the only true ‘Rus’. So did the Grand Duchy of Lithuania. As a result, two ‘Rus’ emerged: Lithuanian and Muscovite. The rulers of each claimed that they alone ruled ‘All of Rus’ and denied that right to the other side. That is why the Lithuanian-Polish tradition called the northeastern lands not Rus, but the Muscovite state, the Moscow kingdom, or simply Muscovy, while Moscow called the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth the Lithuanian state, Lithuania, or the Lithuanian lands.


Separate from its geographical political meaning, ‘Rus’ also had a religious meaning. It could mean the Orthodox Church (‘Rus Church’) and the Orthodox faith (‘Rus faith’). But the Orthodox were not the only ‘Rus’. The Greek Catholic (Uniate) Church, which emerged in 1596, was also called Rus. It was subordinate to the Vatican, but retained the Orthodox rite and so was ‘Rus’. On the other hand, both churches were also called ‘Greek’ as a sign that they had adopted Christianity from the ‘Greeks’, i.e., the Byzantine Empire.


‘Rus’ could also refer to ethnic identity. The Rus scribe Meletii Smotrytsky (1577–1623) stated: ‘It is not faith that makes a Rus a Rus, a Pole a Pole, a Lithuanian a Lithuanian, but birth and blood as Rus, Polish, or Lithuanian.’ Rus was particularly common among people who lived side by side with those of other faiths, particularly in Galicia and Transcarpathia. There, religious identities coincided with ethnic ones. To say ‘I am Rus’ was equivalent to saying ‘I am not Catholic’ (i.e., not Polish or Hungarian), ‘not Muslim’ (a Tatar) and ‘not Jewish’. But a ‘Rus’ of that time might well be what we would call a ‘Belarusian’ today. Although the name ‘Belarusian’ first appears at the same time as ‘Ukrainian’ (in the early seventeenth century), there was no clear division between Belarusians and Ukrainians at the time. They were united by a common ‘Rus faith’ and ‘Rus blood’ and their language was perceived as one. Future Belarusians and Ukrainians could be distinguished by their place of origin: Belarusians came from the Lithuanian part of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth and were also called ‘Lithuanians’.


These names were neither fixed nor mutually exclusive. If, for example, a member of the Rus gentry from Lithuania was asked who he was, his answer would depend on the circumstances of who asked him and where. In church, he would identify himself as Rus, at the gentry Sejm (noble parliament) he was Lithuanian and in a conversation with a foreigner he was a Polish nobleman.


The matter is further complicated by the fact that the term ‘Rus’ was used in two forms – Latin and Greek. In Latin, it was written Russia. This was the form used in areas neighbouring the Catholic world, for example, in the titles of Galician princes. We should not be surprised that on Beauplan’s map, the only area labelled Russia is the territory of modern Ukrainian-speaking Galicia. At that time the official name for the Galician lands was the Rus Voivodeship, or in Latin Palatinatus russiae.


The Greek form is ‘Rosiya’/‘Rossiya’. Initially, this term was only used in Byzantium. It first appears in a local Slavic text from 1387. Metropolitan Cyprian called himself Metropolitan of Kyiv and all Rosiya. In the northeastern regions of Rus lands, ‘Rossiya’ (with the double ‘s’) has been used since the time of Peter I. This is the name he adopted for the empire he founded in 1721 on the foundations of the old Muscovite Kingdom. This form appears to have originated with Ukrainian churchmen, who knew Greek well and used this form to describe their home. They helped Peter I build his empire and brought the name ‘Rossiya’ with them. The fact that the name was imported from Kyiv should not be surprising, given that at the time Kyiv was superior to Moscow in terms of education and the Ukrainian elite had a powerful influence on the political and cultural life of the Kingdom of Muscovy and the later Russian Empire. In Slavic languages, adjectives are often formed by the addition of a -ky or -kii ending. Thus, Rus becomes russkii as an adjective. The Slavic form of ‘russkii’ has not disappeared from the Russian language; it exists in parallel with the Greek ‘rossiiski’ with an ‘o’. The former is used mainly for people of Russian ethnic origin, while the latter is used for citizens of the Russian state. For example, world chess champion Garry Kasparov is a ‘Rossiyanin’ (Russian citizen), but not a ‘russkii’ because he is of Armenian-Jewish descent. On the other hand, a citizen of the Russian Federation who is of Ukrainian or Belarusian descent would be considered both ‘russkii’ (ethnically descended from the Rus) and a ‘Rossiyanin’. The centres of Old Rus (Holy Rus) were the old Orthodox centres of Kyiv and Moscow, but not modern cosmopolitan Petersburg.


And the difficulties don’t end there. Adjectives were frequently added to ‘Rus’ and so the number of possible combinations increased. One of the earliest maps of the world, a map by the Venetian monk Fra Mauro (1450), lists as many as five lands called variations of Rossi: a ‘White Rossia’, ‘Black Rossia’, ‘Red Rossia’, ‘Rossia or Sarmatia in Europe’ and ‘Rossia or Sarmatia in Asia’.


In addition to the ‘White’, ‘Black’ and ‘Red’ Rus, there was also ‘Little’ and ‘Great’ Rus. Ukraine was called ‘Little Russia’ and Russia was called ‘Great Russia’. In more recent times, ‘Little’ and ‘Russia’ have been read as signs of status: Russia is bigger and older and Ukraine is smaller and younger. This is anachronistic. Originally, ‘Little’ Russia was older and higher in status. This corresponds to the Greek (Byzantine) tradition of calling the original core of a church or state ‘lesser’ (minor) and the lands to which that church or state later spread ‘greater’ (major). Accordingly, Little Russia referred to the core of the ancient Rus lands centred in Kyiv, while Great Russia referred to the northern Rus lands centred in Moscow. We find the first mention of ‘Little Russia’ in Byzantine documents from 1303 referring to the Metropolis of Galicia. The title of the last prince of Galicia, Yuri II Boleslav, included ‘King of Little Russia’. The words ‘Great Russia’ appear in the title of the Moscow tsar only in the sixteenth century and didn’t immediately take root: the first Romanovs didn’t adopt the title.


‘Little’ and ‘Great’ Russia, as well as ‘White’ Russia, became fixed political terms only after these separate Rus polities finally ‘met’. This took place when the Ukrainian Cossack state voluntarily accepted the protection of the Muscovite tsar in 1654. The Cossacks insisted on the equal dignity of Little and Great Russia. For instance, in his 1762 poem ‘A Conversation between Great Russia and Little Russia’, the Cossack scribe Semen Divovich puts the following words into the mouth of his Little Russian homeland:




I know that you are Russia. That’s what I call myself, too.


Why are you threatening me? I’m perfectly brave.


It wasn’t to you I swore loyalty, but to your sovereign,


To whom you and your forefathers were born.


Don’t imagine that you rule over me,


We just have the same sovereign.





By the nineteenth century, the usage of ‘Little’ and ‘Great’ Russia with implied reference to status and size was fully established. In the Russian Empire, the term ‘Little Russian’ was the official term. In the western Ukrainian lands that were under Austrian rule, the norm was ‘Ruthenian’ or ‘Rusyn’. These terms were gradually replaced by the names ‘Ukraine’ and ‘Ukrainians’ in the twentieth century. After the Second World War, when the Soviet government completed the unification of all Ukrainian lands into a single state, these names were used for the entire territory. However, ‘Little Russians’, ‘khokhols’ and ‘Rusyns’ don’t disappear entirely. The first two appear whenever the Russian elite wants to assert its monopoly on the past and present of Ukraine and all of Eastern Europe. The term ‘Rusyns’ remains alive in Transcarpathia and ethnically Ukrainian areas that were never part of Soviet Ukraine (like the Prešov region of Slovakia).


This brief history of the word ‘Rus’ and its derivatives reflects the long and sometimes confusing evolution from peoples or nations to modern states. From the time of the formation of the Russian Empire to Putin in the present day, the Russian elite has been offering a straightforward path: ‘Russia has always been Russia!’ In this way, it claims a monopoly on Ukraine’s past and present: Russians and Ukrainians (‘Great Russians’ and ‘Little Russians’) are one people. Until recently, many people in the West believed this. One reason for this is that modern English, German and French, have used identical terms for ‘Rus’ and ‘Rossiya’. They are both called ‘Russia’. Even in the works of eminent Western historians, one can find such clumsy terms for the local medieval state as Kievan Russia, though more recent works tend to consistently use the more accurate term Kyivan Rus. More cognisant historians try to spell ‘Rus’ and ‘Ruskii’ as Rus, Rusian (with one ‘s’), or Ruthenian to distinguish it from Russian. In this text, Rus and Rus’ke (for adjectives) will generally be rendered as ‘Rus’. Various kinds of Rus existed at various times and sometimes at the same time. There was Muscovite Rus, Ukraine Rus, Lithuanian Rus. The Russian Empire will be called Russia, the Russian Empire or the Russian Federation. Ukrainian lands will be used to describe areas that later became part of the modern Ukrainian state.


It is important to understand that ‘Russky’ was not identical to ‘Rossisky’. They were like two dice that could produce different combinations and, accordingly, different meanings. Separately, they might refer to what we would now call Ukraine and Ukrainian.


Tradition and Modernity


Most of the examples above illustrate the golden rule of historians: ‘The past is a foreign country: they do things differently there.’ One of the main differences is that in the past, ethnicity and nationality did not play the central role that we ascribe to them today. In the past, if you asked the inhabitants of any territory who they were, the first three answers would have been: ‘we are local’, ‘we belong to such and such a religion’ and ‘we belong to such and such a group’ (peasants, tradesmen, or artisans). If they were slaves or serfs, they might also name their owner or master.


To us, it’s incomprehensible. We live in a world of documents. Our height is measured and our eye colour described. We are identified by the language we speak, our income, etc. and then this information is entered into official documents. Or collected by Google. This information is then used to determine our suitability for a job, loyalty to the government, purchasing power, etc. The Stalinist-era saying ‘no documents, no person’ conveys this feature of modernity quite precisely.


In the pre-modern world, it was possible to spend your entire life without any documents. Identity depended less on relationships between people and more on the relationship between people and God. Therefore, one could safely do without Google, because God knew everything – not Google.


For instance, just three or four generations ago, most people in Ukraine lived in villages and few knew their date of birth. Instead, everyone knew their name day: the day dedicated to the Christian saint they were named after. If a girl was born in early January, the second half of August, early September, or mid-October, a time when the Christian calendar celebrated the feasts of the Virgin Mary, she was named Maria. The man’s name that appears most often in the Christian calendar is St John, or Ivan. Therefore, ‘Ivans’ became a collective name for Ukrainians and Russians (a nation of Ivans).


All of these names indicated that the villagers belonged to the Christian faith – unlike, say, Jews, who gave their children names from the Old Testament (Abraham, Moses, Sarah, etc.). Christians and Jews had one thing in common: their identification was, so to speak, vertical. It flowed from their relationship with God.


In the modern world, we have almost stopped celebrating name days based on the religious calendar. Instead, we celebrate the birthdays recorded in our passports. The church is separated from the state. Therefore, official documents rarely, if ever, mention religious affiliation. An Orthodox Christian, a Greek Catholic, a Jew, a Crimean Tatar, or an atheist can have a Ukrainian passport. In the modern world, our identities are recorded in many different documents. And among all possible identities, nationality is often first: the identity of the state that grants you a passport.


The transition from religious vertical identification (person – God) to national horizontal identification (person-person) meant a radical rewriting of old identities. In modern society, children can be given names that don’t appear in Christian texts, such as the ‘pagan’ names of the Kyivan princes. These names only became popular in the mid-nineteenth century. It was then that the first Volodymyrs, Yaroslavs, Ihors and Olha’s appeared – first in the families of nationally conscious intellectuals and later among the townspeople and peasants.


It is not only the names of people which change, but also the names of nations as they transform from traditional religious communities into modern secular nations. Prussians and Bavarians become Germans, Samogitians become Lithuanians, some Lithuanians became Belarusians, Muscovites become Russians, Vlachs become Romanians, Jews became Israelis, and the Rusyns of Austria-Hungary along with the Little Russians of the Russian Empire become Ukrainians.


These changes have provoked and continue to provoke disputes. For example, Belarusians and Lithuanians argue about who has more right to the historical name ‘Litvins’; Ukrainians claim that Russians ‘stole’ their name because Moscow has no greater relationship to Rus than modern Romania has to ancient Rome; Russians claim that Ukrainians are an artificial nation invented in the twentieth century by the German General Staff, Poles, Bolsheviks, Jewish Freemasons, etc. because they used to be called ‘Little Russians’.


If we set aside the political overtones of these disputes for a moment, it is worth noting that they are based on the mistaken belief that names, like the nations they describe, are fixed and unchangeable. This is not the case. Everything in the world is subject to change. Without these changes, we would continue to live, as American sociologist Rodney William Stark has suggested, in a world where most infants do not live to the age of five and many women die in childbirth; a world with many astrologers and alchemists but no scientists; a world of despots, lacking universities, banks, factories, eyeglasses, chimneys and pianos. And, I would add, without passports or fixed national identities.


Different peoples on different continents experienced these changes with different intensities and at different times. In some places, they emerged locally, in others, they were imported as a result of globalisation and colonisation. The general nature of these changes can be described by the basic term modernisation. But even this term requires us to explain what modernity is and how it differs from the pre-modern world.


In the pre-modern world, the majority of the population lived in villages and worked the land; in the modern world, the majority live in cities and work in industry or service. In the pre-modern world, few people could read; in the modern world, few people cannot read. The pre-modern world was characterised by low social and geographic mobility: a person born a peasant would die a peasant, most likely in the same village. In the modern world, the children or grandchildren of those who work the land may leave their ancestral lands and eventually become professors, poets, commanders-in-chief and even the leaders of superpowers (like Mikhail Gorbachev or Barack Obama).


Dichotomies like these help us organise our thinking, but they’re not particularly good at describing reality. For example, the rural/urban opposition is a key contrast in identifying the transition from the pre-modern to the modern world. A society is considered modern when 50 per cent or more of its population live in cities. If we stick to this criterion, then Ukraine became modern only in the 1960s and the world as a whole only in the early 2000s. We will thus reach a conclusion that is formally correct, but in fact, meaningless: modernity began only a few decades ago!


Another challenge lies in the fact that these criteria differ from one society to another. For example, if we are talking about the share of the population living in urban areas, we must take into account that the size of a city is defined differently in different places at different times. In nineteenth-century Ireland, Germany or France, a city was defined as any populated area with more than two thousand inhabitants. In the Netherlands, that number was twenty thousand. Thus, an urban population of 50 per cent in Ireland is not at all equivalent to an urban population of 50 per cent in the Netherlands.


The criteria that we often use as if they were universal, actually belong to a specific society. In terms of modernity, that society can be described by the term ‘WASP’ – white, Anglo-Saxon, Protestant. In fact, English society is considered the birthplace of modernity. The question becomes whether these same criteria can be applied to societies where the majority of people are neither white, Anglo-Saxon nor Protestant?


To escape this narrow track of dichotomies and criteria, it may help to shift the emphasis from objective features (those that can be touched and counted) to subjective features (those that exist only in our heads). The term ‘modern’ comes from the Latin word modo, meaning recent. It first appeared only after the fall of ancient Rome, in the sixth century, and belonged to what was called Vulgar Latin. The very origin of the word offers a clue to its semantic load. Vulgar Latin was considered inferior to ancient Latin and ‘modern’ meant something that was obviously of inferior quality. Everything new (moderne) was inferior to the ‘good old days’. Homines novi (new people) meant roughly the same thing as nouveaux riches in French or ‘new Russians’ in Russian and ‘new Ukrainians’ in Ukrainian: people with bad manners. The modern had the right to exist only insofar as it attempted to imitate the ancient. As Petrarch rhetorically asked: ‘What is all history, but the praise of Rome?’


‘Modern’ has radically changed its meaning from negative to positive over the past three to four centuries. The beginnings of this change can be seen in the so-called ‘Quarrel of the Ancients and Moderns’ waged by French and British writers in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The ‘Ancients’ such as La Fontaine, Jonathan Swift and others, argued that ancient Greece and Rome represented the peak of human civilisation; everything that came later was of lesser value. The ‘Moderns’, on the other hand, drew attention to scientific discoveries. They acknowledged that Homer, Plato, or Virgil may remain unsurpassed, but you can’t compare Archimedes and Ptolemy to Copernicus or Newton.


Since the nineteenth century, the value placed on ‘modern’ and ‘ancient’ has completely swapped. In the imagination of educated people, modernity carries the promise of change for the better. To be modern, you don’t have to live in an industrial, urbanised, educated society; you just have to want your society to become industrial, urbanised and educated. If traditionalists base their legitimacy on loyalty to traditions, modernists justify themselves by faith in a better future. Modernity begins when people start to believe in change and strive towards it.


The fact that the modern world contrasts itself with traditional societies does not indicate that modern societies lack traditions. In reality, no society can exist without traditions. Where tradition is lacking, new ones are invented, such as the idea of naming children after ancient rulers of Rus that I mentioned earlier. This is why the nineteenth century can be called the century of ‘invented tradition’. The main feature of modernity is not the presence or absence of traditions, but the way in which these traditions are passed down from generation to generation. In a traditional society, a son learns to plough by working in the field with his father; a daughter learns to run a household by helping her mother; an apprentice craftsman learns the craft in his master’s workshop. Traditional knowledge is transmitted orally from person to person. A father knows his son, a mother knows her daughter, a master knows his apprentice and they can be taught without the need for textbooks or even the ability to read.


In contrast, modern society requires education. If factory workers are to master complex operations, they need at least a minimal level of education. Industrial production cannot function without mass education and children can only be taught en masse using textbooks in a language they understand. Various dialects and vernaculars must be reduced to a single unified and standardised language, what we call the literary or standard language.


The modern elite has to pay attention to the language, because the strength of the economy and, consequently, its power depend on it. The nation itself is a child born of the marriage between the modern state and folk culture. Traditional society managed without nations, modern society cannot. This does not exclude the possibility that proto-national communities existed in the pre-modern world. But if they did exist, they were nations ‘in themselves’ rather than nations ‘for themselves’. They knew who they were not, but could not yet say who they were. For a nation ‘in-itself’ to become a nation ‘for-itself’, it needs books, passports, maps, schools and so on – all those elements of the modern world that fix national identities and make them into mass identities.


The difference between a nation ‘in-itself’ and a nation ‘for-itself’ can be conveyed through another contrast: ‘a people’ and ‘a nation’. A people simply exists in itself, just as grasses or trees grow. Nations, on the other hand, do not exist in nature. They have to be cultivated, like lawns or gardens. And a new product needs a new name. You could hardly call the primordial forests they replaced by the names of the Luxembourg Gardens or Central and Hyde Parks!


The key figures in the transformation of peoples into nations are ‘gardeners’ of a special variety – poets, writers, literary critics, historians, geographers, philologists and other ‘highbrow’ representatives of the elites. They glorify the nation’s past and predict its even greater future, define its borders and draw maps, write national history, create a grammar of the national language and above all, choose or invent a name for the nation. Until they agree on what to call it, terminological chaos will reign.


We can say with a fair degree of precision when this chaos ended for Ukraine: during the last decades of the nineteenth century. Before the last decades of the nineteenth century, there was no agreement on what most Slavic peoples should be called, with the exception of Poles and Russians. In Ukraine, the terms ‘Rus’, ‘Little Russian’, and ‘Ukrainian’ could be viewed as interchangeable or could be viewed as mutually exclusive. In the first half of the nineteenth century, an anonymous ‘History of the Rus’ was popular among the descendants of Ukrainian Cossacks. The patriotic author of that text disagreed with the change from the name ‘Rus’ to ‘Ukraine’: in his perception, the name ‘Ukraine’ was the invention of ‘shameless and malicious Polish and Lithuanian fabulists’.


In the mid-nineteenth century, a compromise emerged: ‘Rus’ and ‘Ukraine’ began to be used as two parts of the same name. The term ‘Rus-Ukrainian’ was first coined by Galician poet Ivan Hushalevych during the ‘Spring of Nations’ (revolutions of 1848–49). He did it to emphasise the unity between the parts of Ukraine under Austrian control and those under Russian control. In 1890, the term appeared in the name of the first Ukrainian political party, the Rus-Ukrainian Radical Party (commonly translated to English as the Ruthenian-Ukrainian Radical Party). In 1898, Mykhailo Hrushevsky called his magisterial text, The History of Ukraine-Rus. In the early twentieth century, the first half of the term ‘Rus-Ukrainian’ disappeared. At the end of the First World War, on the ruins of the Austro-Hungarian and Russian empires, the first states with the words ‘Ukraine’ or ‘Ukrainian’ in their names appeared. The Ukrainian People’s Republic, the Ukrainian State, the Western Ukrainian People’s Republic, the Ukrainian SSR, or the Reich Commissariat ‘Ukraine’. During the interwar period, the terms ‘Ukrainian and Ukrainians’ gradually replaced ‘Rus or Rusyns’ and after the Second World War, following the Soviet unification of all Ukrainian territories, ‘Ukraine’ became the commonly accepted name.


In a nutshell, ‘Rus’ is primarily the name of a traditional, historical community and ‘Ukraine’ is primarily the name of a modern society. In this sense, the creation of Ukraine was threefold: from a people to a nation, from a traditional to a modern society, from Rus to Ukraine. Although this formulation is somewhat oversimplified, it does permit us to construct meaning from terminological nonsense.


By paying so much attention to names, we are pushing aside questions that are no less significant: what makes up the societies whose names we are discussing? What is the social capital passed from generation to generation: the social values, interpersonal relations, relations between people and government? Does this social capital change with each such transfer and to what extent?


The author of these lines is of the opinion that there are more connections between the traditional and modern worlds than we realise. In particular, these links to the past explain the specific character of modern Ukraine, including why it resists Russian aggression so intensely and why it is so drawn to unite with Europe.


That is the subject of the rest of this book.
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ANCIENT RUS, ca 1000
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‘Who can be happy in Russia?’ asked the Russian poet Nikolai Nekrasov in the 1870s. He didn’t provide a clear answer and even if he had, it would have been self-referential: ‘not poets’. In Russia, the vocation of poet is both highly respected and dangerous. As Osip Mandelstam stated, ‘Only in Russia is poetry respected – it gets people killed.’ The poet’s fate confirmed his words: he died in the Gulag in 1938.


No one has attempted to estimate how many other poets, writers and literary critics of Russian, Ukrainian, Georgian, Kazakh and other nationalities were repressed in the Russian Empire and the USSR. In Soviet Ukraine, an estimated 85 per cent of poets, writers and literary critics fell victim to Stalinist repression in the 1930s. This period is known as the ‘Executed Renaissance’. After Stalin’s death in 1953, mass repressions were no longer as widespread, but they didn’t cease entirely. From 1960–80, poets and writers were overrepresented among those targeted for persecution.


Ukrainian poet Vasyl Stus was first arrested in 1972. He returned to Kyiv in the autumn of 1979, after serving time in prison and exile, but he was not free for long. Soon he joined the Ukrainian Helsinki Human Rights Protection Group and ‘earned’ a second arrest, this time for fifteen years of prison and exile. While he was in transit to the camp, labour strikes broke out in neighbouring communist Poland. Solidarity, the anti-communist trade union, took shape.


Although communism existed in both Ukraine and neighbouring Poland it was much milder in Poland: poets were not repressed by the dozens; books and magazines banned in the USSR could be read in local libraries; Warsaw was the only communist capital to host a Rolling Stones concert; the Catholic Church in communist Poland had more influence than the Polish communists did; and in 1978 Cardinal Karol Wojtyła of Krakow became the first Slavic pope as John Paul II.


Stus admired Poland. He wrote that, ‘There is no other nation in the totalitarian communist world that has so passionately defended its human and national rights.’ He predicted that Poland would lead the way for the collapse of communism and regretted that he wasn’t Polish himself. He particularly wondered whether Ukraine would ‘follow the Polish example’. He believed that Ukrainians were psychologically closest to Poles, but that they lacked the most important thing: national pride.


At that time, the Soviet government in Ukraine was preparing for the fifteen hundredth anniversary of Kyiv. This date was invented: no one knows when Kyiv was actually founded. The atheist Soviet authorities invented this anniversary to counter the celebration in the West of the millennium of the baptism of Rus (988). All this led Stus to think about the influence of Orthodox Christianity on Ukraine. He wrote, ‘I believe that the first mistake was the adoption of the Byzantine-Moscow rite, which brought us, the easternmost part of the West, into the East. Our individualistic Western spirit, stamped by despotic Byzantine Orthodoxy, could not free itself from this duality of spirit, a duality that eventually became hypocrisy.’


Stus’s words resembled the conclusions of the famous Russian Byzantinist Alexander Kazhdan. As a Jew, Kazhdan was allowed to leave the USSR in 1978. He settled in the United States and worked at Harvard University. There, summarising his academic career, he wrote: ‘When I think of the history of Byzantium and its significance for the twentieth century, I always come back to the same idea: Byzantium has left us a unique experience of European totalitarianism. For me, Byzantium is not so much the cradle of Orthodoxy or the storehouse of the treasures of ancient Hellas, as a thousand-year-long experiment in totalitarian practice, without whose understanding we are, it seems, unable to see our own place in the historical process.’


Vasyl Stus died in a prison camp in Russia on 4 September 1985. According to the official version, he died of cardiac arrest. Others believe that his death was arranged by the prison guards. Almost four years later, as he had predicted, the collapse of communism began in Poland. In June 1989, Solidarity won the first democratic elections and formed an anti-communist government. The revolutionary wave moved further east. In September 1989, Kyiv hosted the founding congress of the People’s Movement of Ukraine, which modelled itself after Solidarity.


After years of communist isolation, Soviet Ukraine began opening to the outside world. In the summer of 1990, Harvard professor of Byzantine studies Ihor Ševčenko came to Kyiv for an international academic conference. Observing the changes in the Ukrainian capital, he concluded: ‘The Byzantine legacy . . . along with later long-term trends . . . may, in the midst of rapid change, recede into the background, but their effects will not fade overnight.’


The twentieth century is called the ‘age of extremes’. Vasyl Stus, Alexander Kazhdan and Ihor Ševčenko had very different fates in this century, but they all reached a common conclusion: Prince Volodymyr’s decision to adopt Christianity from Byzantium in 988, rather than from Rome, had a profound impact on the people who would live in the shadow of Russian Orthodox civilisation for the next thousand years.


Between the Civilised and Barbarian Worlds


The history of every country is linked to its geography. People rarely consider the fact that Ukraine is among those countries whose climate and soil permit the cultivation of grapevines. It is one of the world’s few brandy-producing regions. Before the 2014 Russian annexation of Crimea it was one of the twenty-five largest wine producers in the world.


The Mediterranean and Black Sea regions have long provided for grapevines. Viniculture originated in the southeastern part, now known as West Asia and the Middle East. The ‘fertile crescent’ of this region – the lands between the Mediterranean Sea and the Persian Gulf, that are irrigated by the Tigris, Euphrates and Nile – was the birthplace of the earliest writing systems. Much earlier, about ten thousand years ago, the people in these lands initiated the cultivation of wheat, rye and other cereals during the earliest revolution in human history – the transition to agriculture.


Bread and wine are symbols of Christianity. In the Middle Ages, Christianity defined the borders of Europe. Christianity itself arose in the environment of Jewish, Greek and Roman cultures. Therefore, whatever history we choose-economic, political, or cultural – the Mediterranean region remains the cradle of European civilisation. It stretched from Egypt in the south to the Black Sea in the north, from Gibraltar in the west to the Caucasus in the east. Barbarians lived to the north. In ancient times, the main line of division between civilisation and the world of barbarians ran along the North-South axis. The Mediterranean was the civilised ‘South’, where all the riches of the world were found: gold and silver, luxurious fabrics and good wines. And, of course, books and libraries.


The latter, however, were of little interest to the barbarians. Their lives were based on working the land where conditions permitted and nomadism everywhere else. Both groups came into contact with the civilised South through trade and warfare. In the end, robbery and trade were often different sides of the same coin, as they were part of a general economic scheme that was largely based on violence. It is noteworthy that for a long time one of the main commodities on Mediterranean markets was slaves brought from the North.


The riches of the South were like a magnet for the northern barbarians, who constantly raided the civilised lands. During the Roman Empire, the South tried to protect itself from the barbarians by building a line of fortifications (limes) which stretched from the Atlantic coast of northern Britain across the entire European continent to the Black Sea. In the Roman imagination, the limes were more than just a fortification. They represented an almost sacred boundary that no civilised person would cross without a very good reason.


The Peloponnesian Peninsula, inhabited by the ancient Greeks, was a centre of Mediterranean civilisation starting from the middle of the first millennium BC. Its lands were poor in natural resources, as only 25 per cent of the territory was available for agriculture and the rest was mountainous. This lack of arable land and other resources forced the population to colonise neighbouring territories. From the Peloponnese, Greek colonisers moved throughout the Mediterranean, accessing neighbouring seas and coasts through the straits. Greek colonisation linked these coastlines into a single Mediterranean world. The later campaigns of Alexander the Great and Roman generals united them into a single political body.


Sea travel was dangerous. According to the ancient Greeks, the distance between life and death is measured by the thickness of a ship’s plank. The Black Sea was especially perilous. Unlike the Mediterranean or the Adriatic, there were no islands where you could dock along the way and warlike tribes inhabited the shore. The ancient Greeks originally called this sea ‘inhospitable’ (Pontus Axenus). And then, with the cunning of the ancient Greeks, they renamed it the ‘hospitable sea’ (Pontus Euxinus) to deceive both fate and the gods.


For the Greeks and later the Romans, the Black Sea region was a distant, little-known land inhabited by strange creatures and tribes. The Amazons, a warlike tribe of women known from the Iliad and the exploits of Hercules, were said to live here. Tacitus wrote that these lands were inhabited by creatures with human faces but animal bodies. The idea of the Black Sea region as the ‘homeland of barbarians’ outlived ancient Greece and Rome, entering later European culture. Robert Howard placed his hero Conan the Barbarian here. The name of the Amazon River (and, later, amazon.com) is also associated with Black Sea mythology. When Pizarro’s warriors were searching for El Dorado in the South American jungle, they reached a river. There they encountered a bellicose tribe led by women who would beat their men to death if they tried to retreat. Pizarro’s men named the South American river after the female warriors of the Black Sea.


We know about the Black Sea region as part of the ancient world primarily thanks to Herodotus, the father of history. He travelled throughout the Mediterranean world and described what he encountered. Therefore, his work can be considered the first global history, within the limits, of course, of what the Greeks knew of the world. Like any good history, the book was built on the elucidation of causes, effects and connections – all the things that make history a science. In the case of the inhabitants of the Black Sea region, the departure point for comparison was obvious: the local barbarian tribe of Scythians had achieved the same thing as the Greeks by defeating a Persian army several times their size.


But comparing the Scythians and the Greeks is like comparing fire and water. The Scythians wore cloaks made from the scalps of their dead enemies. They had no settlements; men spent their lives on horseback, women and children in carts. They were distinguished by their drunkenness (‘drinks like a Scythian,’ meaning they drank undiluted wine, while the Greeks diluted wine with water), talkativeness (‘jabber like a Scythian’) and lack of taste (the Greeks considered modesty a virtue, while the Scythians loved to drape themselves in gold). The Greeks looked at the Scythians as if in a distorted mirror. The Scythians were everything they were not and did not want to be. In short, barbarians.


Of course, Herodotus lacked the level of objectivity that we demand of modern historians. Fascinated by ancient civilisations, we often forget how chauvinistic (to use a modern term) the ancient Greeks could be towards other peoples. Their stories often fail to mention the mutual nature of the Greco-Scythian ties. Not only did the Greeks reach the Black Sea region; the Scythians also reached Asia Minor. Scythian warriors were the guardians of order in Athens. One of the seven great Greek sages was a Scythian – Anacharsis, who is credited with the invention of the anchor. On his return, he was killed by the Scythians for becoming Hellenised and even the mention of his name was forbidden. The same fate befell the Scythian king Scyles, who tried to lead a double life as a barbarian Scythian and a civilised Greek until his tribesmen discovered his secret and beheaded him.


In any case, the written history of the Ukrainian lands should begin with Herodotus’ History. The Black Sea region had a particular role in the Roman Empire: it was the ‘Roman Siberia’, a place of exile for criminals and undesirables. It was here that Ovid (43 BC–17 AD) was exiled, having fallen out of favour with Emperor Augustus for corrupting Roman youth with erotic poetry, although speculation suggested more personal reasons. Ovid bewailed his exile in the ‘Sarmatian land’ or Scythia, where he suffered from storms, the sea and (allegedly) the severe winter. This is a classic example of poetic licence, whereby the poet did not consider it a sin to exaggerate or even lie for the sake of a good story. And really, the poets weren’t the only ones with the habit. Herodotus himself reported that in the lands north of Scythia, so many feathers fall from the sky that it’s impossible to see.


In the second half of the eighteenth century, the Russian Empire won the Black Sea steppes. Russian Empress Catherine II undertook the project of creating a ‘New Greece’ and gave Greek names to the newly founded cities there. She also changed the name of the Tatar city Hacıdere to Ovidiopol, literally ‘the city of Ovid’. This new city stood near one of the most ancient cities in the region, Ophiusa, meaning ‘city of snakes’ in Greek. Later, under the Romans, it was called Tyras and was the northern outpost of the empire. Today it is Bilhorod-Dnistrovskyi in Ukraine.


Another famous exile was Clement (35–99), one of the early popes. Christianity was outlawed in the Roman Empire at that time and Christians were persecuted and killed. Clement was exiled to the Crimean quarries near Chersonesus Taurica (Korsun in the Slavic tradition). Labour in quarries in those days was tantamount to execution, due to the slow and painful death from exhaustion. According to legend, Clement not only survived but also converted several prisoners and guards to Christianity. For this, he was drowned with an anchor around his neck so that his followers would not find his relics and worship them. The sea, however, gave up his tortured body.


The miraculous relics of Pope Clement were kept in Chersonesus. In the ninth century, the Slavic enlightener Cyril found them there and took some to Rome. The rest were taken to Kyiv by Prince Volodymyr (960/963–1015) after he conquered the city. He built the Church of the Tithes in Kyiv to store the relics and he was later buried there with his wife, the Byzantine princess Anna. Volodymyr’s son Prince Yaroslav (983/987–1054) showed the head of St Clement as his most precious relic to the envoy of King Henry I who was sent to woo Yaroslav’s daughter Anna. The cult of St Clement spread throughout the Rus lands. Clement became one of the first saints in the local Christian tradition and his legend is firmly entrenched in local folklore.


If we track the movements of this legend, along with written and material artifacts (such as white stone architecture), we can follow the path of civilisation through Eastern Europe. It moved from south to north through the ancient Black Sea region to Kyiv and then from Kyiv to all the Rus lands. The oldest Rus historical chronicle, The Tale of Bygone Years, tells us that the apostle Andrew travelled all the way to the site where Kyiv would later arise and blessed the future ‘mother of Rus cities’.


The term ‘mother of Rus cities’ is actually just a literal translation from the Greek for ‘capital of Rus’ (‘metropolis’ means ‘mother of cities’). Greek was the language of the Byzantine Empire. But although the Byzantines spoke Greek, they called themselves Romans. They traced their roots to the city on the Tiber and the twins Romulus and Remus. This empire was not just a direct successor to the Roman Empire – in the minds of the Byzantine writers, it was the same Roman Empire. They believed that a state continues to exist for as long as there is government in a capital and precisely where this capital was and what it was called were matters of secondary importance.


The capital moved from Rome under Emperor Constantine (ruled 306-337). To escape the threat of barbarian attacks, he transferred the centre of the empire from Rome to the Black Sea colony of Byzantium, which was ideally defended from all sides by the sea and mountains. Initially, this capital was to be called ‘New Rome’, but it went down in history as the city of Constantine – Constantinople. Constantine is also associated with another great transformation of the Roman Empire. Before him, the Roman Empire was pagan and polytheistic; after him, it was monotheistic and Christian. Constantine stopped the persecution of Christians, declared himself their protector and on his deathbed, he converted to Christianity.


The Byzantine Empire lasted just over a thousand years, until the Turkish conquest of Constantinople in 1453. By destroying Byzantium, the Ottoman Turks completed the process that had begun with the Arab conquests of the seventh and eighth centuries AD: the transformation of the eastern and northern Mediterranean into a Muslim world. Since that time, the South-North line as the main marker of civilisational divide has gradually transformed into the East-West line. But the old division did not die. It lived on into the nineteenth century. The Russian Empire was called the Northern Empire and travellers who set out from St Petersburg or Moscow to Little Russia (Ukrainian lands) were sure that they were going to the South, to look for the roots of the old civilisation.


Between the Vikings and the Greeks


The first great state on this territory emerged on this South-North axis, a state that textbooks call Kyivan Rus. But a state with that name never actually existed. The name was coined in the nineteenth century by Ukrainian and Russian historians to distinguish the Rus centred in Kyiv, from the later Rus (Russia), centred in Moscow and St Petersburg.


The Byzantine Empire didn’t exist either. German historians invented the name in the sixteenth century to distinguish the empire centred in Rome from the later empire centred in Constantinople. There is, however, a fundamental difference between the history of the Byzantine Empire and the history of Kyivan Rus. While the former is rich in texts, the latter was rather ‘silent’. We know much less about it than, say, ancient Egypt. The history of old Rus can be compared to an Egyptian pyramid turned upside down: it is based on a small number of definite facts above which rise a mass of hypotheses, interpretations, guesses, speculations or simply manipulations. The further you move up from the bottom, the more unbridled the fantasy.


One of these fantasies is reflected in the dispute between Ukrainian and Russian historians: who can lay claim to the nation-state of Rus – Russia or Ukraine? This debate is meaningless. Rus was neither a Russian nor a Ukrainian state. In fact, you could have hardly called it a state for quite some time. For the first hundred years, it was more like the East India Trading Company that helped found the British Empire. Established in 1600, this company, with the help of its own army, conquered a vast territory from western India to eastern China over the next two hundred and fifty years. Later, the British crown took over control of these lands in the mid-nineteenth century. Similarly, Rus emerged and operated as a trading company, which then turned into a state at the end of the tenth century.


Calling Rus a nation-state is like calling a wooden abacus the first computer. Nation-states didn’t appear until much later, almost a thousand years later, in the nineteenth century and were broadly recognised as the basis of international politics only after the First World War. It makes about as much sense to fight over claims to the legacy of Rus as it would to debate whether the Carolingian Empire was French or German.


A comparison with the Carolingian Empire, another large empire of the early Middle Ages, at the western end of the European continent, will help us better understand the nature of Rus. Both states were empires of the North, founded by barbarian conquerors – the Franks in the first case, the Rus (Varangians) in the second. Ibn Khaldun, the fourteenth-century Arab author known as the ‘father of sociology’, described a general scheme of relations between conquerors and conquered. He asserted that in a military confrontation between barbaric and civilised peoples, the former will defeat the latter due to their greater military prowess and tribal solidarity. However, within a few generations, the conquerors succumb to the temptations of civilisation, dissolve among the conquered majority, lose internal solidarity and lapse into internal strife – at which point their state falls victim to the next barbarians.


This scheme of Ibn Khaldun’s conveys the history of Rus in general terms. The first two generations of rulers had Scandinavian names: Hrorekr (Rurik), his voivode Hélgi (Oleh), his son Ingvar (Ihor), and his daughter-in-law Hélga, feminine form of Hélgi (Olha). By the third generation, they have Slavic names: Sviatoslav (938–972), Volodymyr, Yaroslav. The reigns of Volodymyr (980–1015) and Yaroslav (1019–54) mark the high point in the political power of Rus. During the twelfth century, Rus breaks up into smaller principalities ruled by numerous Rurikids (members of Rurik’s dynasty). They spent their time waging incessant and brutal internecine wars until they fell victim to new conquerors, the Mongols and Tatars, in 1237–41.


Rus was a multi-ethnic entity. The conquerors were the Rus (most likely Scandinavians); the peoples of the north belonged to the Ugro-Finnish tribes (called the Chud, Vsev and Meria in the ancient chronicles); the southern peoples were Turkic nomads (Pechenegs and Cumans). The core was made up of Slavic tribes. Where they originated is a matter of scholarly debate. Two of the three established theories of the origins of the Slavs, place the Slavic ancestral homeland on the territory of modern Ukraine. Recent genetic studies offer some support for this version. According to one study, the ‘Slavic’ gene appeared about fifteen thousand years ago on the territory of Ukraine, from where it spread west, north and south after the Ice Age, probably under pressure from migration by the steppe peoples.


Linguistic analysis suggests that early Slavs lived on the banks of rivers and lakes, or near swamps. This is supported by the argument of ‘three trees’: the beech, larch and yew. These are the only local trees whose names are borrowed from other languages rather than having Slavic roots. Most significantly, these particular trees do not grow near swamps. The Pripet Marshes on the border between modern Belarus and Ukraine may have been the Slavic ancestral homeland. The linguistic records also suggest that the early Slavs did not live by the sea: words related to navigation, sea fishing and maritime trade are of foreign origin in Slavic languages. The fact that the rivers Daugava and Neman (Nemanas) have Baltic names suggests that they mark the northern boundary between Slavic and Baltic tribes, who were probably once part of a common Balto-Slavic group.


In the south, the ancient Slav settlements reached as far as the Wild Field – the Black Sea steppe inhabited by nomadic peoples. The Scythians and neighbouring steppe tribes described by Herodotus were most likely proto-Iranian and inhabited these territories long before the Slavs appeared. Strong evidence for this theory is provided by the fact that the largest rivers on Slavic territory have proto-Iranian names, such as the Danube, Dniester, Dnipro and Don (from the common root d-n, meaning river). The history of these tribes and later nomadic peoples is the history of the great Eurasian steppe. It stretched in a wide swath from Manchuria and Mongolia through Northern China and Kazakhstan, Southern Siberia, the Volga and Black Sea regions, present-day Moldovan and Romanian lands and part of the Balkans, ending on the Pannonian Plain (in present-day Hungary).


The Eurasian steppe was a kind of broad highway along which nomadic tribes – Avars, Ugrians, Bulgarians, Tauri, Goths, Visigoths, Vandals, Franks and others – passed from east to west during great migrations of peoples. It is assumed that their appearance in the western part of the Eurasian continent was associated with two periods of prolonged drought in Western and Central Asia around 300 and then 800 AD.


The climate of the Wild Field differed from that of the rest of the Eurasian steppe. It had particularly fertile soil, which had been washed in the warm Black Sea. Simply put, the steppe grass was juicier here. It is believed that the origins of horsebreeding can be traced to this area. Sometime between 4000 and 3500 BC, horses were domesticated and then horsebreeding culture spread all the way into China and as far south as Egypt. For most nomads, the Black Sea steppes were a kind of throughway: they passed through the Wild Field and continued further. This is evidenced by the names of some European countries and regions where they finally stopped: Andalusia (from the Vandals), Bulgaria (from the Bulgars), Hungary (from the Huns) and, most likely, Catalonia (originally Gothalonia, i.e., the land of the Goths). Some nomads settled in the Volga and Black Sea regions. Huge Hun and Avar empires emerged and disappeared here. In the early period of Rus, directly to their east lay the Khazar Khaganate, a large Turkic state whose elite adopted Judaism. Some Slavic tribes also fell under the governance of the Khagans. One legend holds that the Khazar Khagans were the actual founders of Kyiv. In 969, Rurik’s grandson Sviatoslav defeated the Khazar Khaganate. Sviatoslav himself was killed three years later by the Pechenegs, another nomadic tribe who were later ousted by the Cumans in the early eleventh century.


The proximity of the steppe made Eastern Europe a region of intense contacts between peoples – both military and peaceful. High degrees of multiethnicity and multiculturalism have always characterised its history. No single ethnic group here can claim ethnic purity or autochthonous rights. Any such claims are dangerous political fantasies. We can only roughly determine who was here earlier and who arrived later. We don’t know when Slavs appeared in these lands. Their existence as a separate group can be affirmed more or less definitely only from the sixth century onward. The first culture that archaeologists consider undoubtedly Slavic is the Prague-Korchak culture. It existed in the years 500–700 between the Elbe and Dnipro rivers. The first written references to the Slavs appear in Byzantine sources of the sixth century. There, the Slavs appear as Anti, Slaveni and (probably) Veneti. By the end of the ninth century, they had settled Eastern, Central and Southern Europe, displacing Germanic tribes in the West and Illyrian tribes in the Balkans.


The speed with which the Slavs settled Eastern, Central and Southern Europe is another great mystery. The Slavs were an agricultural civilisation and such civilisations typically spread at an average of one kilometre per year. The Slavs spread almost six times faster than that! One possibility is that Slavic culture was not an ethnic culture, but rather a mode of existence. On the one hand, this way of life was associated with a more sophisticated economic structure that lifted local tribes above the level of mere survival. On the other hand, Byzantine sources speak of the warlike nature of the Slavs. They also note a unique characteristic: unlike other tribes, the Slavs did not keep their captives in permanent slavery, but after a period of time gave them the option of returning home or remaining with them as free people. The combination of these two traits – a better way of managing the economy and an egalitarian ethos – made the Slavic way of life as attractive to other tribes as, say, the hippie communities of the 1960s and ’70s. Over time, this spirit evaporated and the Slavs became a hierarchical community, but it may explain the rapid pace of Slavicisation in Eastern, Central and Southern Europe.


In the ninth century, new barbarians appeared in this vast contact zone: Scandinavians. Like the much earlier ancient Greek colonisation, Scandinavian colonisation was carried out along waterways. In the eastern part of the European continent, the Scandinavian colonisers moved from North to South along the river system connecting the Baltic with the Black Sea. Here, their appearance is plausibly linked to the restoration of trade links between Northern Europe and the Mediterranean in 750–900. This restoration was based, on the one hand, on the rise of the Carolingian Empire, which stabilised the political situation in Western Europe and thus made long-distance trade possible. On the other hand, the Arab conquests in the South intensified the slave trade in the Mediterranean and the barbaric North was one of the main suppliers of slaves.


Whatever you call them, between 850 and 1050 these Northern tribes were attacking all the coasts of Europe and in England, northern France (Normandy) and southern Italy they even established local governments. Those who appeared on the Slavic lands were called the Rus.


The Tale of Bygone Years claims that there was no agreement among the local Slavic tribes and they were constantly fighting each other. To stop the strife,




. . .they went overseas to the Varangians, to the Rus. These particular Varangians were known as Rus, just as some are called Swedes and others Normans and Angles and still others Gotlanders, for they were thus named. The Chuds, the Slavs, the Krivichians and the Ves then said to the Rus, ‘Our land is great and rich, but there is no order in it. Come reign as princes, rule over us’. Three brothers, with their kinfolk, were selected. They brought with them all the Rus and migrated. The oldest, Rurik, located himself in Novgorod; the second, Sineus, in Beloozero; and the third, Truvor, in Izborsk. From these Varangians, the Rus land received its name.





This story is too good to be true. No one invited the Vikings – they came on their own. They came looking for silver, the main precious metal of the Middle Ages (gold coins were more expensive and rarer). Silver was plentiful in the South. The main deposits were in the vicinity of Baghdad, the capital of the Islamic Abbasid dynasty. Baghdad was one of the largest and richest cities in the world at the time and the Arab drachma played a role like that of the American dollar today. The Vikings travelled along the Volga to reach the Abbasid Caliphate. Thus, the Arabs called them the ‘Volga Varangians’. But starting in the second half of the ninth century, the flow of Arab silver coins gradually started to dry up and in search of new sources of wealth, the Varangians reoriented themselves from Baghdad to Constantinople. They moved from the Baltic to the Black Sea like an avalanche, absorbing other nations on their way. In the 830s they opened the route to Constantinople and in 860 they attacked the city with a large fleet of two hundred ships and, after plundering its surroundings, returned North unhindered. They repeated this move several times later in the tenth century.


By that time, they controlled the entire trade route ‘from the Varangians to the Greeks’. Of all the Rus princes, Sviatoslav was the most successful in military terms. His main goal was to get as close to Byzantium as possible. His ambitions are best evidenced by his intention to move his capital to the Danube, to the Bulgarian city of Pereiaslavets. We can’t know how his plans would have turned out had he not died near the rapids of the Dnipro at the hands of a steppe prince. But it’s certainly possible that modern historians would be speaking of Pereiaslavan Rus rather than Kyivan Rus.


Ancient Rus State


The southward movement of the Rus stopped when Sviatoslav’s son Volodymyr converted to Christianity in 988. There may be no other event that has had such a profound impact on the history of Eastern Europe in general and Ukraine in particular, as the baptism of Rus. It was a civilisational leap from a pagan society to a Christian society – with consequences in almost every area of public life: politics, economics and culture. In The Tale of Bygone Years, the chronicler describes this story as ‘choosing a faith’. Supposedly, Prince Volodymyr first listened to the stories of envoys from different lands about their religion and then sent his own envoys to those lands to determine which faith was better. He allegedly rejected Islam because of the complete ban on alcohol, because ‘the joy of the Rus is drinking, we cannot do without it’. Fascinated by their description of the Hagia Sophia in Constantinople, where his ambassadors felt as though they were in heaven, Volodymyr decided to convert to Byzantine Christianity.


The story of ‘choosing a faith’ is not unique. It wanders from one folklore to another. We find similar stories among the closest neighbours of Rus, the Khazars, Lithuanians and Volga Bulgarians. We should assume that the choice of Christianity from Constantinople was rather a ‘choice without a choice’. Living in the shadow of the largest and richest civilisation of the time, Volodymyr had limited options.
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