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eighteenth-century Orthodox archbishop, it described the heroic
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book as a manifestation of Russian national spirit, but Taras
Shevchenko interpreted it as a quest for Ukrainian national liberation,
and it would inspire thousands of Ukrainians to fight for the freedom
of their homeland. Serhii Plokhy tells the fascinating story of the
text’s discovery and dissemination, unravelling the mystery of its
authorship and tracing its subsequent impact on Russian and Ukrainian
historical and literary imagination. In so doing, he brilliantly
illuminates the relationship between history, myth, empire, and
nationhood, from Napoleonic times to the fall of the Soviet Union.
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Introduction

On the sunny morning of March 31, 1814, the citizens of Paris witnessed a
scene that their city had not experienced in almost four hundred years. Armed
foreigners poured into the streets and squares, making their way into the city
through the Pantin Gate. A multinational army, some of its units dressed in
uniforms never before seen in Western Europe, paraded in front of shocked
and confused, but also amazed and occasionally amused Parisians. At the
head of more than one thousand corps, consisting of Russian, German and
Austrian troops, rode on his grey thoroughbred Alexander I, the Tsar of all the
Russias, the liberator of Europe, and the conqueror of France. As he led the
march through the streets of the French capital, Alexander was followed by his
colorfully dressed Cossack guards, an object of interest and amazement to
some citizens of Paris and a source of unease and concern to others.

On one side of Alexander rode the King of Prussia, on the other — the
representative of the Habsburg emperor. Suddenly Alexander stopped his
horse and declared to the surprised crowd: “I do not come as an enemy;
I come to bring you peace and commerce!” His words were met with cheers.
It was a moment of triumph of Russian arms and the Russian spirit that
history had not seen before and would never see again. Joseph Stalin
recalled Alexander’s capture of Paris when he met President Harry Truman
in Potsdam after the Second World War. In 1945, as in 1814, it seemed that a
new era was dawning: Russia had repelled a brutal aggressor and emerged
from the abyss of near defeat to bring liberation to the nations of Europe
and peace and prosperity to the world. But there was a catch. On both
occasions, Russia was eager to share with the world a commodity that it
lacked itself. Freedom was in short supply in the Russian Empire and the
Soviet Union, and victory abroad bore the seeds of future defeat at home."

" Janet M. Hartley, Alexander I (London and New York, 1994), p. 124; Henri Troyat, Alexander of
Russia: Napoleon’s Conqueror (New York, 2003), pp. 187—206; Henry Kissinger, Diplomacy (New
York, 1994), p. 398. On Napoleon’s invasion of the Russian Empire and the campaigns of the

I



2 Introduction

This book tells a story directly related to the growth and development
of one of those seeds: the idea of the sovereignty and freedom of nations.
The idea gained strength slowly but steadily throughout the nineteenth
century, and in the wake of the First World War it brought about the
disintegration of the Russian Empire. Few elements of Alexander’s army
of 1814 contributed more to unraveling the empire than the Cossacks.
These colorfully dressed horsemen, who did not leave the French capital
before introducing it to the concept of fast food — Parisian bistros have
their origins in the Russian &ystro, which means “fast” — were recruited
from the steppe borderlands of the Russian Empire. Among those warriors
were Cossacks of Ukraine or, in the official nomenclature of the time,
Litdle Russia, who were particularly eager to join in the fighting and
had high expectations of the war. Only a few decades earlier they had
had an autonomous state with military units of their own. Now they had
proved their loyalty to the empire and wanted it to recognize their service.
The Cossacks did not expect the restoration of their state, but they hoped
that their regiments would not be disbanded and that rank-and-file
Cossacks who entered the imperial service would be exempt from peasant
labor obligations. They were promised as much in 1812, when the state
needed them to defend the empire. With the war won, the promises were
forgotten.

By 1816 Cossack units in Ukraine had been dissolved, and the noble
status of descendants of Cossack officers was again in question. Their
special rights and privileges were taken away, and the conditions of their
integration into the empire were demeaning. The Cossack conquerors of
Paris found themselves victors abroad but vanquished at home. For the
Cossacks of Ukraine this was a painful but not wholly alien experience.
Their previous masters, the kings of Poland, had used them as cannon
fodder for generations, luring them into state service in time of need and
reneging on their promises thereafter. Back then, in the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries, the Cossack response was invariably the same: they
would rise in revolt, starting bloody uprisings that claimed tens of
thousands of victims, and shaking the foundations of the Polish state.
The largest of those uprisings, led by Bohdan Khmelnytsky in 1648,
inaugurated a lengthy period of wars that set the Polish-Lithuanian
Commonwealth on the road to partition in the late eighteenth century.
It also brought many Ukrainian Cossacks under the sovereignty of the

Russian imperial army in Europe in 1813-14, see Dominic Lieven, Russia against Napoleon: The True

Story of the Campaigns of War and Peace (New York, 2010).
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Russian tsars, who were astute enough to offer the Cossacks autonomy,
which they had not enjoyed under the Polish kings.”

Now, with autonomy gone, the regiments disbanded, privileges under
attack, and the noble status of officer families in question, the Cossacks
were powerless to strike back in their usual manner. Their response was
unconventional and at first largely ignored by the empire. A few years
after the Napoleonic Wars, a mysterious manuscript began to circulate
among the dissatisfied Ukrainian elite. It was a historical treatise called the
History of the Rus', in which the term Rus' referred to the Ukrainian
Cossacks. They were presented as a nation separate from the Russians to
the north. The manuscript told the history of the Cossacks in a manner
befitting the hopes and expectations of the Romantic age: its narrative was
replete with heroes and villains, as well as enthralling battle scenes,
victories and defeats, and graphic depictions of bloody reprisals. The
nation of Rus' emerged victorious from its numerous ordeals. It overthrew
the Polish yoke and joined the Russian Empire of its own free will,
responding to religious and ethnic affinity with the Muscovite tsar
and his nation. But the new authorities mistreated the brave but naive
Cossacks, taking away their ancestral name of Rus' and appropriating it
for themselves. The author of the treatise claimed that his purpose was to
give the heroic Cossack nation the recognition it deserved. He achieved
much more than that.

For almost a quarter century the text existed only in manuscript, copied
and recopied by descendants of the Cossack officer elite. It became one of
the most influential — and, from the perspective of the Russian Empire,
most destructive — historical texts of the modern era. The first Russian
intellectual to fall under the spell of the History was Kondratii Ryleev, a
veteran of the Napoleonic wars and a leading poet of the era. The
manuscript inspired him to write one of the most impassioned poems
of the nineteenth-century liberation movement, the “Confession” of
Severyn Nalyvaiko, the leader of a late sixteenth-century Cossack revolt.
The poem sent thousands of young Russians into unequal battle with
their government. Alexander Pushkin was the next poet to be inspired by
the History, and one of the first to publish excerpts from it. Nikolai
Gogol, another literary genius of the era, was eager to follow suit: some

* For general surveys of Ukrainian history, see Orest Subtelny, Ukraine: A History, 4th edn. (Toronto,
2009) and Paul Robert Magocsi, A History of Ukraine, 2d edn. (Toronto, 2010).

3 Istoriia Rusov ili Maloi Rossii. Sochinenie Georgiia Koniskago, Arkbiepiskopa Beloruskago (Moscow,
1846).



4 Introduction

of the most impressive scenes of his novel 7Taras Bul'ba were based on
the History. Despite his deep Ukrainian patriotism, Gogol, not unlike
Pushkin before him, saw in the History a manifestation of Russian
national spirit and imperial patriotism. A younger generation of
Ukrainian intellectuals, led by the father of the modern Ukrainian nation,
Taras Shevchenko, read the Cossack chronicle as a quest for national
liberation. Thus interpreted, the History, which became known as
the bible of the Ukrainian national movement, inspired thousands of
Ukrainian patriots to fight for the freedom of their homeland.

The modern Ukrainian nation, which emerged from the ruins of the
Russian Empire during the Revolution of 1917, employed the Cossack
myth embodied in the History of the Rus' to legitimize its new state. In 1918
it revived the Cossack rank of hetman for its leader and chose for that
office a descendant of one of the Cossack hetmans of the early eighteenth
century. Independent Ukraine of the post-First World War era was soon
crushed by the rising power of the Russian and Polish states, which
divided the Ukrainian lands between themselves, but Cossack mythology
survived the ordeal. Mykhailo Hrushevsky, Ukraine’s greatest historian
and the principal author of the Ukrainian national narrative, continued
his research on Cossack history in Soviet Ukraine in the 1920s. His
numerous students researched the history of Cossack statehood in
Western Ukraine, which was under Polish rule during the interwar
period. The Great Famine of 1933 and the accompanying persecution of
the Ukrainian intelligentsia crushed the Ukrainian national revival in the
USSR. Ironically enough, the outbreak of the Second World War and, in
particular, the Soviet takeover of Western Ukraine and Western Belarus in
September 1939 led to a revival of Cossack studies, which were considered
useful for bolstering Soviet Ukrainian patriotism directed against Poland
and, later, Nazi Germany.

The Cossack myth gained new legitimacy in Soviet Ukraine after the
war under the aegis of the “friendship of peoples” paradigm. That
paradigm stressed the accomplishments of the Cossack hetman Bohdan
Khmelnytsky, who accepted the tsar’s suzerainty over Ukraine in the mid
seventeenth century. The Soviet authorities changed course once again in
the early 1970s, banning further research on the subject because they saw
the growing interest in the Cossack past as a manifestation of Ukranian
nationalism. Their attempts to curb the dissemination of Cossack myth-
ology were only partly successful. When in 1991 Ukraine reappeared on
the political map of Europe, the new state was led to independence by
activists deeply inspired by the History of the Rus'. Ivan Drach, the leader
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of Rukh, the largest pro-independence Ukrainian movement of the late
1980s and early 1990s, took it upon himself to translate the History into
modern Ukrainian in the months leading up to independence. The
Ukrainian referendum of December 1, 1991, put an end to the Russian
Empire in its modern, Soviet incarnation. Few historical works contrib-
uted more to this global transformation than the History of the Rus'*

This book examines how the history of Cossackdom as a social estate and
an autonomous polity was transformed into a nation-building myth that
helped split the monolith of Russian imperial identity and laid the
foundations for the rise of the modern Ukrainian nation. It addresses this
task by taking a close look at the origins of the History of the Rus', by far
the most important text in the formation of the Cossack myth and
Ukrainian historical identity.

The most astonishing fact about the History is that scholars are still
unable to agree even on the most basic facts about this seminal work,
including the name of its author. The introduction to the History claims
that it was written over a long period by several generations of Orthodox
monks. It was then edited in the 1760s by Archbishop Heorhii Konysky of
Mahiliot in Belarus. No one accepts that version today. Like Ossian’s
poetry in Britain, the Manuscript of the Queen’s Court in the Czech lands,
and the Tale of Igor’s Campaign in Russia, the History was the product of an
era of forgeries in which entrepreneurial intellectuals were busy producing
birth certificates for their nations — the older, the better. While the Scots
and the Czechs know the names of their mythmakers and venerate the
memory of James Macpherson and Vaclav Hanka, the Russians and
Ukrainians are still divided with regard to their storytellers. The claim that
the 7ale of Igor’s Campaign is a well-written mystification is widely accepted
in the West but vehemently rejected in Russia. The puzzle of the History of
the Rus' is of a different nature. Few scholars accept the old notion that it
was produced by Orthodox monks and their archbishop, but questions
about the author, the time and place of the work’s creation, and its intended
message continue to haunt historians, literary scholars, and linguists almost
two hundred years after the first appearance of the mysterious text.

In my search for the author of the History of the Rus', 1 use the term
“author” in the broadest possible terms, encompassing possible multiple
authors and editors of the work. I bow to historiographic tradition in

* For the impact of the History of the Rus' on the development of Ukrainian national identity, see
Parts I, II, and III of this book.



6 Introduction

referring to that person, or group of persons, as “he.” This implies no
assumption that women were not involved, only the recognition that as of
this writing we have no late eighteenth-century or early nineteenth-century
historical works written by individual or collective female authors. The
search for the author of the History constitutes the main story line of this
book. Its two additional layers — a history of the Ukrainian Cossacks from
the early sixteenth to the early nineteenth century and a history of the
discovery, publication, and study of the History itself — serve to illuminate
relations between history, myth, and nationhood from Napoleonic times
to the present. By tracing the ways in which every new generation of
students of the History reinterpreted the manuscript according to its own
needs, fears, and models of its ever-changing national identity, I relate the
search for the author of the History as a story of the search for modern
Ukrainian and Russian identity. The book makes use of previously
unknown archival sources, but its main conclusions are based on a textual
analysis of the History, its sources, prototypes, and competitors. To make
the results of my research accessible to readers not primarily interested in
the details of intertextual relationships, I present my findings through the
individual stories of scholars and potential authors of the History.

My main goal lies beyond the task of discovering the origins of a text
that has mesmerized generations of scholars. In solving this particular
puzzle, I attempt to put the History into its original political, ideological,
and cultural context by establishing the time of its creation and identify-
ing the circle of those involved in its production. I argue that the History
was not a conscious manifesto of Russo-Ukrainian unity or of rising
Ukrainian nationalism — the two opposing interpretations advanced by
modern scholarship on the text — but an attempt on the part of the
descendants of the Cossack officer elite to negotiate the best possible
conditions for their incorporation into the empire. As the imperial
authorities challenged the noble status of Cossack officeholders and
liquidated the last vestiges of Cossack military organization, the Ukrainian
nobility was eager to promote its historical achievements and prove that
the descendants of the Cossack officers were equals of the Russian nobil-
ity. Indeed, the Ukrainian elite of the early nineteenth century claimed
that the Cossacks were superior to the Russian nobles, as they were
descendants of the Rus' tribes — the original founders of the Russian state
and dynasty. The paradox that I highlight in my conclusions is that in
contending for imperial elite status the creators of the Cossack myth laid
the foundations for the rise of the new Ukrainian nation, leading to the
demise of the all-Russian identity and the eventual collapse of the empire.



Introduction 7

One of the most rewarding aspects of my research has been the fitting
of my textual analysis and detective work into the broader context of the
history of national mythologies. The dismantling of the “mythologized
past,” as Paul A. Cohen notes in his groundbreaking work on the events
and historical image of the Boxer Uprising, “is seldom pain-free: it entails
a loss, often irreversible, not unlike that resulting from death, that can be
severely disturbing and may, because of this, be stubbornly resisted.” Still,
such dismantling is an extremely important task of history as an academic
discipline. No less important is the study of historical myths and the
process of mythmaking. In that regard, the story of the creation, dissemin-
ation, and reception of the History of the Rus' seems an ideal object of
study. The History of the Rus' was a key text in the transformation of
Cossackdom as a lived experience into a historical and national myth. No
matter how idealized, inaccurate, and even fantastic the image of Cossack
history presented in this text, it became an embodiment of “truth” about
the past for generations of readers. As Cohen writes, “Once assertions
about the past enter deeply into people’s minds (and hearts), it is arguable
that they acquire a truth of their own, even if this truth does not at all
coincide with what actually happened at some point in past time. At the
very least such assertions are true statements about what people believe and
therefore must occupy a central place in any history of human
consciousness.”’

In my understanding of the term “myth,” I follow the definition
provided by George Schopflin, a student of East European politics and
coeditor of a collection of essays on Myths and Nationhood: “Myth is one
of the ways in which collectives — in this context, more especially nations —
establish and determine the foundations of their own being, their own
system of morality and values. In this sense, therefore, myth is a set of
beliefs, usually put forth as a narrative, held by a community about itself.”
According to Schopflin, who in this case echoes numerous other scholars
sharing an anthropological approach to the study of myth, “[i]t is the
content of the myth that is important, not its accuracy as a historical
account.” The History of the Rus' seems to fit two of Schopflin’s nine
categories of national mythology — the myths of military valor and
ethnogenesis. By focusing on the heroic deeds of the Cossacks, the History
provided the emerging Ukrainian nation with a story of its origins not as a
social estate or a political entity but as an ethnic group of “native-born”

> Paul A. Cohen, History in Three Keys: The Boxers as Event, Experience and Myth (New York, 1997),
pp. 211-12.



8 Introduction

Rusians (that is, inhabitants of Rus'). I argue in this book that by doing so,
the History helped replace the myth of all-Russian unity with that of
Ukrainian historical and cultural uniqueness. It also turned the Cossack
myth into one of the cornerstones of modern Ukrainian identity.®

My immediate point of departure in interpreting the History of the Rus'
as an expression and embodiment of Cossack mythology has been John
A. Armstrong’s discussion of the role of the Cossack myth in Ukrainian
nation-building. He defined myth as “the integrating phenomenon
through which symbols of national identity acquire a coherent meaning.”
Also crucial to my interpretation of the role of the Cossack myth in the
formation of Ukrainian national identity is Anthony D. Smith’s observa-
tion that “myths, memories, symbols and values can often be adapted to
new circumstances by being accorded new meanings and new functions.”
These broad definitions and general assumptions worked very well for me
in the past, when I dealt with the evolution of premodern East Slavic
identities and the uses and abuses of Cossack history in post-Soviet
settings. Although they provided a good general framework for this study
as well, in the course of my work I found, to my surprise, that I could no
longer rely exclusively on the familiar literature about nations and nation-
alism that includes works by Benedict Anderson, Miroslav Hroch, Ernest
Gellner, and Eric Hobsbawm.”

When I began work on this book, I expected that the traces of the
History's anonymous author would lead me to a group of dreamy intel-
lectuals who contributed to Miroslav Hroch’s “heritage-gathering” stage
of nation-building without having a clear political goal in mind. My
research led me in a different direction. The circle of “unusual suspects”
discussed in this volume consisted of notables not only politically engaged

¢ George Schopflin, “The Functions of Myth and a Taxonomy of Myths,” in Myths and Nationhood,
ed. Geoffrey Hosking and George Schopflin (London, 1997), pp. 19-35. On the formation of
Ukrainian national mythology, see Andrew Wilson, “Myths of National History in Belarus and
Ukraine,” in Hosking and Schopflin, Myths and Nationhood pp. 182—97.

7 John A. Armstrong, “Myth and History in the Evolution of Ukrainian Consciousness,” in Ukraine
and Russia in Their Historical Encounter, ed. Peter J. Potichnyj ez al. (Edmonton, 1992), p. 133;
Anthony D. Smith, The Ethnic Origins of Nations (Oxford and New York, 1986), p. 3. Cf. Serhii
Plokhy, Ukraine and Russia: Representations of the Past (Toronto, 2008), p. 168; Plokhy, 7he Origins
of the Slavic Nations: Premodern Identities in Russia, Ukraine and Belarus (Cambridge, 2006), p. 4.
For the dominant “modernist” approaches to the study of nationalism, see Benedict Anderson,
Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origins and Spread of Nationalism (London, 2006);
Miroslav Hroch, Social Preconditions of National Revival in Europe (New York, 2000); Ernest
Gellner, Nations and Nationalism (Ithaca, N.Y., 2009); E. ]. Hobsbawm, Nations and
Nationalism since 1780: Programme, Myth, Reality (Cambridge, 1992); Gellner and Terence
Ranger, eds., The Invention of Tradition (Cambridge, 1992).
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at home but also well integrated into the empire. Individuals potentially
responsible for the production of the History and definitely involved in its
reading and dissemination included highly placed imperial officials who
made their careers and fortunes by extending imperial boundaries and
administering imperial borderlands. They received their education in the
imperial capitals and sent their children to imperial institutions of higher
learning, which turned them into Russian writers and poets. Why would
such people produce, reproduce and disseminate a text that not only
glorified the Cossack past but also promoted a separate Rus' nation and
eventually contributed to the fall of the empire? In order to answer that
question, I had to put the results of my research not only into the
historiographic context of nationalism and national identities but also
into that of the evolution of empires.

The last decade has seen a tremendous growth of interest in the history
of empires and an explosion of literature on the relations between empires
and nations. What I found particularly useful was the emphasis of this
new research on the simple fact that national ideology did not develop in a
vacuum but grew out of the political and ideological context of empires.
While the early promoters of nations had specific political goals in mind,
they did not necessarily regard nation and empire as irreconcilable polit-
ical categories. In their recent global history of empires, Jane Burbank and
Frederick Cooper note that the fathers of the American Revolution, like
their counterparts in Haiti, “used imperial idioms and addressed imperial
institutions” before they decided that the conflict was irresolvable and
opted for secession. Nations did not replace empires overnight. They were
conceived and formed within the boundaries defined by empires, and it is
important to place the development of national ideas and mythologies
into that historical context. “Once we get away from a nation-centered
view of history and the assumption that history moves inexorably toward
correspondence of one ‘people’ with one state,” suggest Burbank and
Cooper, “we can focus on longstanding debates over what democracy,
citizenship and nationality actually meant and when, where, and to whom
these notions applied — within empires, in interempire rivalries, in mobil-
izations against empires.”®

# Jane Burbank and Frederick Cooper, Empires in World History: Power and the Politics of Difference
(Princeton and Oxford, 2010), pp. 221, 245. For the recent literature on empires, see David
Abernethy, The Dynamics of Global Dominance: European Overseas Empires, 14151980 (New
Haven, 2000); John Darwin, Afier Tamerlane: The Global History of Empire since 1405 (London,
2008); Niall Ferguson, Empire: The Rise and Demise of the British World Order and the Lessons for
Global Power (New York, 2003); Dominic Lieven, Empire: The Russian Empire and its Rivals
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It is within this context of empire-defined historical, political, and
intellectual space that I felt most comfortable placing my “suspects” and
their ideas about history, politics, and the nation. There are a number of
important specificities to be taken into account when examining relations
between the elite of Ukrainian Cossack origin and the rulers of the
Russian Empire in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Unlike other
social, religious, and ethnic groups in that empire (and many others), the
descendants of the Cossacks were convinced — and the History of the Rus'
offers the best evidence of that belief — that they were not conquered
subjects but full participants in the ruling imperial nation, indeed, its
most ancient, authentic, and central component. They considered them-
selves partners in the imperial undertaking and protested discrimination
against them by the imperial center. The closest parallel to the Ukrainian/
Little Russian situation in the Russian Empire is the role played by the
Scots in the formation and expansion of the British Empire, and
I benefited enormously from the extensive literature on the role of literary
texts in the formation of Scottish mythology and identity vis-a-vis the
British Empire and the notion of “Britishness.”

Kenneth McNeil, one of the recent writers on the subject, points out
the “unique historical conditions in Scotland that produced a professional
elite, which assumed a central role in shaping British imperial attitudes
while simultaneously feeling the increasing dominance of English political
and cultural influences.” Anyone familiar with the role played in the
formation of the Russian Empire and Russian imperial identity in the
eighteenth century by natives of Cossack Ukraine, from such heavy-
weights as Teofan Prokopovych and Oleksandr Bezborodko to the thou-
sands of Ukrainian intellectuals, bureaucrats, and medical doctors (at one
point, the latter made up more than two-thirds of all the empire’s
physicians), can recognize the parallels between Ukrainian and Scottish
experiences of empire in that period. No less intriguing for a scholar of
Russo-Ukrainian relations in their imperial context is McNeil’s statement
that the “ambivalence of the Scottish negotiation of the difference reflects

(London, 2001); Charles S. Maier, Among Empires: American Ascendancy and its Predecessors
(Cambridge, Mass., 2007); Alexei Miller, The Romanov Empire and Nationalism (Budapest and
New York, 2006).

? See, for example, Leith Davis, Acts of Union: Scotland and the Literary Negotiation of the British
Nation, 1707-1830 (Stanford, 1998); Stefan Thomas Hall, The Role of Medieval Scottish Poetry in
Creating Scottish Identity: “Textual Nationalism” (Lewiston, N.Y., 2006); Katie Trumpener, Bardic
Nationalism: The Romantic Novel and the British Empire (Princeton, 1997); Alok Yadav, Before the
Empire of English: Literature, Provinciality, and Nationalism in Eighteenth-Century Britain (New
York, 2004).
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the anomalous condition of a minority culture seeking to transform itself
into an imperial one.” It is one of my conclusions that a similar ambiva-
lence underlay the Cossack historical myth as formulated in the History of
the Rus''®

The Scottish and Czech parallels turned out to be exceptionally
productive for interpreting the results of this study because they help
place the History of the Rus' and the Cossack myth that it helped create
and disseminate into the broader context of European mythmaking.
The genre of national literary mystification, to which the History of the
Rus' intimately belongs, found its best-known representatives in James
Macpherson and Vaclav Hanka. The extensive literature on the literary
forgeries of the era provides a useful framework for analyzing the origins
and reception of the History of the Rus'. The demand for a national epic in
the wake of a national disaster or defeat, the use of the imperial language
in such an epic, the emphasis on the historical and cultural superiority of
the defeated nation over its victors, the attribution of authorship to a
long-deceased authoritative figure in order to authenticate the forged
narrative and its message, the use of forgery to “restore” the lost national
narrative and, finally, the political loyalty of the creators of such national
mystifications to the empire — all these features typify the genre to which
the History of the Rus' belongs.”

The focus of this book on the authorship of the History of the Rus' has
influenced its narrative strategy and structure. It consists of seventeen
chapters grouped in five parts. Part I, “The mystery,” discusses the impact
of the History on the Russian and Ukrainian historical imagination while

*® Kenneth McNeil, Scotland, Britain, Empire: Writing the Highlands, 1760-1860 (Columbus, Ohio,
2007), p. 14. On the parallels between Ukrainian and Scottish experience, see Stephen Velychenko,
“Empire Loyalism and Minority Nationalism in Great Britain and Imperial Russia, 1707-1914:
Institutions, Law and Nationality in Scotland and Ukraine,” Comparative Studies in Society and
History 39 (1997): 413—41. On the parallels between Walter Scott’s writings and the portrayal of the
Cossacks in Russian literature, see Judith Deutsch Kornblatt, 7he Cossack Hero in Russian
Literature: A Study in Cultural Mythology (Madison, Wis., 1992) and Edyta M. Bojanowska,
Nikolai Gogol: Between Ukrainian and Russian Nationalism (Cambridge, Mass., 2007).

On historical forgeries and literary mystifications, see Nick Groom, The Forger’s Shadow: How Forgery
Changed the Course of Literature (Basingstoke and Oxford, 2002); Margaret Russett, Fictions and Fakes:
Forging Romantic Authenticity, 1760-1845s (Cambridge, 2006); K. K. Ruthven, Faking Literature
(Cambridge, 2001); Susan Stewart, Crimes of Writing: Problems in the Containment of Representation
(Durham, N.C., and London, 1994). On literary mystifications in Russia and Ukraine, see George
G. Grabowicz, “National Poets and National Mystifications,” in Literarni mystifikace, etnické myty a
Jejich diloha pri formovani narodniho védomi. Studie Slovackého muzea: Uherské Hradisté 6 (2001): 7-24;
Edward L. Keenan, Josef Dobrovsky and the Origins of the Igor' Tale (Cambridge, Mass., 2004); Aleksei

Tolochko, “Istoriia Rossiiskaia” Vasiliia Tatishcheva: Istochniki i izvestiia (Moscow, 2005).
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telling the story of the discovery and publication of the manuscript — a
source of unending questions and of a large body of evidence to be
investigated. It also presents background information about the Cossacks
and their state. Part II, “On a cold trail,” considers previous attempts and
failures to identify the elusive author of the History. It focuses on research
by individual scholars and life stories of the “usual suspects” believed to
have written the work. It also shows how the search for the author of the
History was influenced by the scholars’ own conceptions of their identity.
As that identity changed, and scholars who adhered to populist ideals were
replaced by those who valued the interests of the nation above all, so did
candidates for authorship of the History and the understanding of its
message.

The two central parts of the book (III and IV) are constructed around
questions akin to those asked by detectives in criminal cases: when, where,
and under what circumstances did the act of historiographic forgery take
place; what was the motive; did the culprit act alone or have accomplices;
and, finally, what was the identity of the mysterious perpetrator or
perpetrators. Part III, “Pieces of a puzzle,” establishes the geographic,
social, and ideological context of the creation of the History of the Rus'.
There I retire the files left to us by previous investigators. Using the
evidence they collected, I go back to the source, the History itself, to
investigate the time and place of its creation and the motives of its author.
Part IV, “Unusual suspects,” defines the immediate social and intellectual
circle of the author of the History of the Rus'. With the time and place of
the historiographic “crime” established, and the motives and methods of
the mystification uncovered, it returns to the question of authorship by
putting forward a “lineup” of new and unusual suspects. All of them were
not only present at the right place and time but also had the appropriate
background, education, connections, and intellectual capacity to commit
the “crime of writing.” Each new chapter serves as a stepping stone on
the road to the virtual summit, where the answer to the big question —
who was behind the creation of the History of the Rus'— is finally revealed.
Part V, “A family circle,” presents a considerable body of additional
evidence to answer the questions posed in the introduction and early
chapters of the book. This part not only establishes the circle behind the
creation of the History but also addresses the much larger question of
the political and social milieu in which the manuscript was produced. The
conclusions put the History into the broad context of history, mythology,
and nation-building on Europe’s steppe frontier.
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The mystery






CHAPTER I

A call for freedom

It was one of those white summer nights for which St. Petersburg is
famous. The small crowd that gathered in the early hours of July 13, 1826
on the Holy Trinity Bridge across the Neva River and on the shore near
the SS. Peter and Paul Fortress could clearly see the gruesome ritual
taking place on the ramparts of the fortress. First, to the accompaniment
of drumbeats, dozens of young and middle-aged men were led out of the
fortress, most of them dressed in dirty and worn-out officers” uniforms.
They were then divided into smaller groups and brought in front of the
military detachments, summoned to the scene, in which they had once
served and that some of them had led into battle. They listened calmly
as the verdict of the court was read out, sentencing them to years of hard
labor and exile. After the sentence was read, the convicts were brought
to their knees and their sabers broken above their heads, signaling the
revocation of their noble status, officer ranks, awards, and distinctions.
Their epaulettes and military uniforms were burned in front of the
fortress.

Once the ritual of “civic execution” was over and the convicts taken
back inside the fortress, those gathered on the banks of the Neva could
see guards escorting five more men in heavy chains out of the fortress
gates. They led them to the gallows that had been hastily constructed on
the riverbank. There was a pause as the executioners looked for benches
on which to place the five men awaiting execution. They finally found
some in the abandoned naval school nearby. What followed sent a chill
through everyone who witnessed the scene, including the executioners
themselves. As drums beat and the hangmen removed the benches and
the floor of the scaffold from under the condemned men’s feet, only
two of them hung on their ropes, while the three in the middle fell into
the ditch beneath the gallows. The ropes used to hang them proved too
weak to carry the weight of their bodies and the chains around their
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ankles. There was a sigh of relief and astonishment among those present
at the execution. Would the men be saved?

“God does not want them dead,” said one of the guards, but the
military governor of St. Petersburg, General Pavel Golenishchev-Kutuzov,
ordered the survivors to be brought back to the scaffold and hanged again.
The scenario of the execution had been written by Emperor Nicholas
I himself, and the battle-scarred general, who had distinguished himself
in the Battle of the Nations at Leipzig in 1813 and was then dispatched
to St. Petersburg from Paris with the news of Napoleon’s defeat, was
determined to carry out the emperor’s orders to the end. Nicholas had
wanted the execution to be over by four o’clock in the morning: it was
now close to five, with the sun up and the darkness all but gone, yet three
convicts accused of high treason were still alive. Golenishchev-Kutuzov
ordered his hangmen to hurry. The stunned and bloodied survivors,
one of them barely able to walk, were led out again onto the hurriedly
rebuilt scaffold. “It’s an accursed land where they don’t know how to plot,
judge, or hang,” one of them is alleged to have said. Another shouted at
Golenishchev-Kutuzov: “Base lackey of a tyrant! Give the executioner
your ornamental pins so that we don’t die a third time!” The general
was unmoved. By six o’clock the execution was finally over. The bodies
of the five prisoners who believed that they had given their lives in the
fight for freedom were removed from the scene. Next day their remains
were transported to Goldai Island near St. Petersburg and buried in an
unmarked grave.

The five men hanged that summer morning of 1826 on the banks of
the Neva were the leaders of the Decembrist conspiracy, organized by
veterans of the Napoleonic Wars who sought to change the political order
of the Russian Empire. On December 14, 1825, seven months before the
gruesome execution on the ramparts of the SS. Peter and Paul Fortress, a
score of young, idealistic Russian officers had led their troops to the Senate
Square in St. Petersburg with the hope of toppling the autocracy, abolish-
ing serfdom, and convening a constitutional assembly. Their troops were
surrounded by detachments loyal to the tsar and dispersed by artillery
fire. A subsequent rising of the Chernihiv regiment in Ukraine was also
suppressed. After a six-month investigation, the leaders of the two uprisings
were hanged, participants and members of Decembrist circles exiled to
Siberia or sent to wage war in the Caucasus. The revolt was crushed, plans
for the radical restructuring of the empire (some of which included such
drastic measures as the introduction of military dictatorship) dashed, and
the autocracy emerged victorious. But the example of the five martyrs and
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the dream of freedom kindled by the leaders of the revolt would live on,
inspiring future generations of rebels."

The man who called General Golenishchev-Kutuzov a “base lackey of
a tyrant” was a thirty-year-old retired officer and manager of the Russian-
American Company in St. Petersburg, Kondratii Ryleev. He was the heart
and soul of the Decembrist circle in St. Petersburg. It was in his apart-
ment that the revolt was planned in the days leading up to December 14,
1825. A friend of Alexander Pushkin and an acclaimed poet in his own
right, Ryleev inspired his friends and co-conspirators not only with his
fiery poetry, in which he called on his readers to fight for freedom even at
the cost of their lives, but also by his stoicism at the time of his execution.
When a priest tried to console him, Ryleev took the priest’s hand, put it
on his chest and said, referring to his own heart: “Feel, Father, it’s not
beating any faster than before.”

Ryleev’s friends believed that he had foreseen his own death when, a
few months before the uprising, he published a short excerpt from a
poetic novel on which he was working at the time. The poetic novel,
titled Nalyvaiko, had as its main protagonist the leader of a late-sixteenth-
century Cossack uprising in Ukraine. In the excerpt, titled “Nalyvaiko’s
Confession,” Ryleev put the following words into the mouth of the
Cossack leader as he faced execution:

I know full well the direful fate

Which must upon the patriot wait
Who first dares rise against the foe
And at the tyrant aim the blow.

This is my destined fate — but say
When, when has freedom won her way
Without the blood of martyrs shed,
When none for liberty had bled?

My coming doom I feel and know,
And bless the stroke which lays me low,
And, father, now with joy I meet

My death, to me such end is sweet.?

' “Kazn' dekabristov. Rasskazy sovremennikov,” in Russkii arkhiv 2 (1881): 341-46; Nestor
Kotliarevskii, Ryleev (St. Petersburg, 1908), pp. 186-91; “Dekabristy. Istoriia vosstaniia 14 dekabria
1825 goda na Senatskoi ploshchadi v Peterburge,” www.patiks.ru/txt/3dekab77.shtml. On the
Decembrist Revolt, see Anatole G. Mazour, The First Russian Revolution, 1825: The Decembrist
Movement (Stanford, Calif., 1966).

* “Dekabristy. Istoriia vosstaniia 14 dekabria 1825 goda.” On Ryleev, see Patrick O. Meara, K. F. Rylecv:
A Political Biography of the Decembrist Poet (Princeton, N.J., 1984).

> K. F. Relaieff, Voinarofskyi and Other Poems, trans. T. Hart-Davies (Calcutta, 1879), p. 102.
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When Ryleev first read this verse to his friend Mikhail Bestuzhev, who,
along with his brother Nikolai, led the first rebel detachments to the
Senate Square on December 14, 1825, Mikhail was shocked. According to
the memoirs of Nikolai Bestuzhev, he told Ryleev: “Do you know what
prediction you have written for yourself and for both of us?” Ryleev was
fully aware of the significance of his words. “Do you really think that
I hesitated even for a minute about my purpose?” he asked his friend.
“Believe me that every day convinces me of the inevitability of my actions,
of the coming death with which we must redeem our first effort on behalf
of free Russia and, along with this, of the need for an example in order to
awaken the sleeping Russians.”

Ryleev’s verses inspired generations of revolutionaries and freethinkers
in the Russian Empire. Among them were Vera Zasulich, a revolutionary
assassin and one of the first Russian Marxists, and Mykhailo Drahomanov,
an exile and the most influential Ukrainian political thinker of the
nineteenth century. Drahomanov later recalled that in the mid 18s0s,
“The Confession of Nalyvaiko was copied in our secret notebooks along
with the works of Shevchenko and was read with equal zeal.” Ryleev
himself drew inspiration from historical works, and in the last year before
the uprising he was particularly fascinated by the history of the Ukrainian
Cossacks.’

Kondratii Ryleev first became acquainted with Ukraine through his
father, who served in Kyiv and even bought a house there that he
bequeathed to his son. The young Ryleev’s first encounter with the
Cossack way of life took place after his return from the Napoleonic
Wars. In February 1814 he joined the Russian army after graduating from
a military college at the age of eighteen. With his artillery brigade, the
young Ryleev marched through Poland, Germany, Switzerland, and
France. In Dresden he was received at the court of the Russian ruler of
Saxony, Nikolai Repnin, the future governor general of Little Russia,
who was married to the granddaughter of the last hetman of Ukraine,
Kyrylo Rozumovsky. Ryleev also spent some time in Paris. “I was
infected with freethinking during the campaigns in France in 1814 and
1815,” he testified after his arrest. Following the European campaigns, his
detachment was brought back to the Russian Empire and stationed first
in Lithuania and then in the vicinity of Ostrogozhsk (Ostrohozk), a town

* Vospominaniia Bestuzhevykh (Moscow and Leningrad, 1951), p. 7.
> Mykhailo Drahomanov, Lysty na Naddniprians'ku Ukrainu, in Mykhailo Drahomanov and Borys
Hrinchenko, Dialohy pro ukrains'ku natsional'nu spravu (Kyiv, 1994), p. 160.
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on the southern border of today’s Russian Federation. Founded by
Ukrainian Cossacks in the mid seventeenth century, Ostrogozhsk served
as the headquarters of a Cossack territorial and military regiment until
the 1760s. At the turn of the nineteenth century, for a short time, it was
part of the imperial gubernia of Sloboda Ukraine. Its inhabitants pre-
served their Ukrainian customs and traditions well into the twentieth
century.®

Ryleev spent close to three years in the vicinity of Ostrogozhsk,
befriending local officers and becoming attached to the local culture.
There he also found the love of his life, the daughter of a local nobleman.
Natalia Teviashova came from a family of Cossack officers, with one of
her ancestors serving as colonel of the Ostrogozhsk regiment in the
early eighteenth century. After resigning from the military at the end
of 1818 and eventually moving to St. Petersburg with his wife, Ryleev
would come back to the region, to which he invariably referred as
“Ukraine,” in order to spend the summers in the company of his old
friends. In December 1825, Ryleev wrote to Mykola Markevych, a
descendant of a prominent Cossack family and a future historian of
Ukraine: “I am a Russian, but I have spent three years in Ukraine: a
short time for me, but sufficient to fall in love with that land and its fine
inhabitants. Moreover, Ukraine has presented me with an uncommon,
incomparable wife. My good Ukrainian lady has now been making me
happy for six years, and so my attachment is complemented with the
gratitude of my soul.””

Kondratii Ryleev did not forget his Ukrainian friends and acquaintances
when he moved to St. Petersburg. In November 1820, having returned to
the imperial capital after spending the summer in the Ostrogozhsk region,
Ryleev published a letter in Otechestvennye zapiski (Fatherland Notes), a
leading journal of the time, in which he praised his Ostrogozhsk friend
Mikhail Bedraga, a retired officer of the Okhtyrka (Akhtyrka) hussar
regiment. Established initially as a territorial and military unit of Ukrainian
Cossacks in 1651, the Okhtyrka regiment was reformed into a hussar
regiment in 1765 after the abolition of Cossack autonomy in the region.
In 1814 the regiment entered Paris, where the Cossacks-turned-hussars used
brown fabric that they requisitioned at a Capuchin convent to make new

¢ Jbid, pp. 8-10; Kotliarevskii, Ryleev, pp. 21—24; B. T. Udodov, K. F. Ryleev v Voronezhskom krae
(Voronezh, 1971), pp. s—14.

7 Kotliarevskii, Ryleev, pp. 24—29; K. F. Ryleev to Mykola Markevych, in Literaturnoe nasledstvo, ed.
A. M. Egolin ez al. (Moscow, 1954), vol. LIX, p. 153.
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uniforms. These impressed Emperor Alexander I, who ordered that
regimental uniforms be brown thereafter.”

Ryleev’s letter was a follow-up to the note published in Otechestvennye
zapiski by the legendary Russian poet Denis Davydov, an organizer
of partisan warfare during the Napoleonic campaigns and the former
commander of the Okhtyrka regiment. Davydov praised his former
subordinate. Mikhail Bedraga came from the family of Major General
Grigorii Bedraga. He was a dedicated and brave officer who served in the
Okhtyrka regiment together with his two brothers from a very early age
and fully demonstrated his outstanding qualities as a military commander
during the Napoleonic Wars. Bedraga did not make it to Paris: having
suffered a head wound in the famous Battle of Borodino (1812), he lived in
isolation and obscurity on his family estate near Ostrogozhsk.

In a poem dedicated to Bedraga and written in the summer of 1821,
Ryleev described conversations he had had with one of his Ostrogozhsk
acquaintances, probably his father-in-law, Major Mikhail Teviashov. The
subjects they discussed included the rebellion of the Greeks against
Ottoman rule that was then under way in Morea, as well as the history
of the Zaporozhian Sich, the Cossack stronghold below the Dnieper
rapids, which served as a symbol of the struggle for Cossack freedom.
It might be assumed that Ryleev had similar conversations with Bedraga.
In a poem dedicated to his friend, Ryleev wrote:

We talked of deeds of yore,
Of freedom-loving Sich,
Of peace and then of war,
Till, surfeited with speech,
To supper we would go.
At table, as we dined,

The major on occasion

To argument inclined,
Made bold by his libation.”

For Ryleev, the Ostrogozhsk Cossacks became champions of freedom and
liberty inherited from their heroic past. The Cossack tradition never died
out there, even among the peasants. “I do not consider it superfluous to
say that peasant serfs were nowhere to be seen in the lands of Ostrogozhsk

8 K. F. Ryleev, “Eshche o khrabrom M. G. Bedrage,” in Sochineniia i perepiska Kondratiia Fedorovicha
Ryleeva, 2nd edn. by his daughter, ed. P. A. Efremov (St. Petersburg, 1784), pp. 194-97; Aleksandr
Mikhailenko, 7 zhili druzhnoiu semeiu soldat, kornet i general (Moscow, 2001), ch. 1-2.

? K. F. Ryleev, “Pustynia (K M. G. Bedrage),” in Sochineniia i perepiska, pp. 171-76.
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until the end of the last century. The regimental lands that came into the
possession of various officials of the Ostrogozhsk regiment were tilled by
freemen or Cossacks,” he wrote in one of his appeals to St. Petersburg
authorities, advocating the return of economic freedom to the area, which
suffered under difficult conditions. The tradition of Cossack freedom
was indeed alive and well in the region. One of the local peasants who
was ransomed out of serfdom with Ryleev’s help later recalled that his
grandfather, “taciturn, humble, and sensible when sober, once he had had
something to drink . .. was in the habit of holding forth on public affairs,
recalling Cossackdom and the Hetman state; he was a harsh critic of the
corruption of rural administration.”

Ryleev regarded Ostrogozhsk as a place where the tradition of freedom
was passed on from fathers to sons and grandsons. It was a place where, as
he wrote in his poem of 1823,

Captive to the sound of glory,
An aged man, from battles hoary,
Inspired a seething generation
To victory and liberation.”

The poem described a meeting at Ostrogozhsk in 1696 between Tsar Peter
I and the Cossack hetman Ivan Mazepa — allies at the time, but later
adversaries. In 1708 Mazepa led the Ukrainian Cossacks in revolt against
Peter I and joined forces with the advancing army of King Charles XII of
Sweden. The emperor declared Mazepa a traitor and had him anathema-
tized by the Russian Orthodox Church. The anathema was repeated
annually in churches throughout the empire.”

Ryleev did not shrink from engaging not only politically sensitive
but plainly dangerous subjects. In the spring of 1823 Ryleev began work
on a poetic novel, titled Voinarovsky, about Mazepa’s revolt and its conse-
quences. The protagonist was a young and idealistic nephew of Mazepa,
Andrii Voinarovsky, who joined his uncle’s rebellion against the tsar and
followed him into emigration. He served as Charles XII’s special represen-
tative in Istanbul. On his way from the Ottoman Empire to Sweden in

* K. F. Ryleev, “Ob Ostrogozhske,” in Sochineniia i perepiska, pp. 193-94; Udodov, K. F. Ryleev v
Voronezhskom krae, pp. 22—26, 67.

" K. F. Ryleev, “Petr Velikii v Ostrogozhske,” in Sochineniia i perepiska, pp. 58—61.

* On Mazepa and his revolt, see Oleksander Ohloblyn, Het'man Ivan Mazepa i ioho doba (New York,
Paris and Toronto, 1960); Orest Subtelny, ed., On the Eve of Poltava: The Letters of Mazepa to Adam
Sieniawski, 1704-1708 (New York, 1975); Subtelny, The Mazepists: Ukrainian Separatism in the Early
Eighteenth Century (New York, 1981); Teodor Mackiw, English Reports on Mazepa, Hetman of
Ukraine and Prince of the Holy Roman Empire, 16871709 (New York, Munich, and Toronto, 1983).
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October 1716, he was kidnapped by Russian agents and imprisoned in the
SS. Peter and Paul Fortress. He was then sent to Yakutsk in Eastern Siberia,
where he died after spending sixteen years in exile. Voinarovsky turned out
to be prophetic — if not for Ryleev himself, then for those of his colleagues
who were sent to Siberia after the suppression of the Decembrist Revolt.”

The most controversial feature of the poetic novel was its portrayal of the
old Cossack hetman. Despite an introduction to the poem that followed
the tradition of Russian imperial historiography by casting Mazepa as a
self-seeking traitor, the hetman appeared in some scenes of the work as a
devoted patriot of his fatherland, ready to die for its freedom in the struggle
against tyranny. The introduction was written by Aleksandr Kornilovich
and the poem itself by Ryleev. Such was the image that Ryleev presented in
the episode where Voinarovsky recounts his first meeting with his uncle to
discuss rebellion against the tsar. Ryleev’s Mazepa tells his young nephew:

Under fate’s hand, full well I know
The step is bold, what may betide
But future fortune can decide,
Success may not attend the blow,
Glory may gild my conquering name,
Or foul disgrace may blast my fame,
But I am firm, though o'er my land
Fate threatening dark disaster stand.
The hour is near, the strife at hand,
On our side freedom’s banners fly
Ranged against ruthless tyranny.™

Excerpts from the poetic novel, followed by the complete work (with
significant omissions ordered by the vigilant censor), appeared in print in
1824 and 1825, and the reading public received the novel with enthusiasm.
Alexander Pushkin was among its admirers. But there were critical reac-
tions as well. In a private letter written in April 1825, Pavel Katenin,
another freethinker who had been exiled from St. Petersburg long before
the December 1825 uprising, wrote to an acquaintance: “These are all
copies of various works of Byron’s in verse according to the new style;
what I find strangest of all is the thought of presenting the knave and
scoundrel Mazepa as a new Cato of some sort.””

® Liubomyr Vynar, Andrii Voinarovs'kyi: istorychnyi narys (Munich and Cleveland, 1962).

' Relaieft, Voinarofskyi and Other Poems, pp. 60-61; A. Kornilovich, “Zhizneopisanie Mazepy,” in
Ryleev, Sochineniia i perepiska, pp. 91-96.

% K. F. Ryleev, “Pisma k A. S. Pushkinu,” in Sochineniia i perepiska, pp. 203—6; Kotliarevskii, Ryleev,
Pp- 54-55, 117—21; Russkaia romanticheskaia poéma, ed. Viktor Afanas'ev (Moscow, 1985), p. 113.
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There was some truth in Katenin’s treatment of Ryleev’s new work as a
reflection of Byron’s literary style and sympathies. In the summer of 1819,
Byron published his narrative poem Mazeppa to universal acclaim, instantly
launching the eighteenth-century Cossack hetman on his posthumous career
as a Romantic hero. Still, Ryleev was quite original both in his selection of
his main protagonist, Voinarovsky (who was not even mentioned by
Byron), and in his interpretation of the character of Mazepa, who emerged
in Ryleev’s work as a vehicle for the poet’s expression of his own views on
freedom and tyranny. Byron was only partly responsible for Ryleev’s lenient
treatment of Mazepa, or for the glorification of Cossack hetmans in general.
Ryleev’s subsequent poetry left no doubt in that regard.™

In 182123 Ryleev published a selection of poems under the title Dumy.
They were inspired by the Historical Songs published in 1816 by Julian
Ursyn Niemcewicz, a Polish poet and historian who was a strong sup-
porter of the Polish Constitution of 1791 and served as a secretary to
Tadeusz Kosciuszko, the leader of the Polish uprising of 1794 against
Russian rule. Ryleev knew Polish from his childhood, and Polish patriots,
including Adam Mickiewicz, were welcome in Decembrist circles. Still,
Ryleev was adamant that the Polish author’s historical songs were not his
only or primary inspiration. In the introduction to his collection of Dumy
issued in 1825, he wrote: “The duma is an ancient inheritance from our
southern brethren — our own native Russian invention. The Poles took
it from us. To this day the Ukrainians sing dumy about their heroes —
Doroshenko, Nechai, Sahaidachny, Palii — and the composition of one
of them is attributed to Mazepa himself.” The word duma is indeed the
Ukrainian term for lyrical and epic songs of folk origin. Ryleev was
probably familiar with the first collection of Ukrainian folk songs pub-
lished by Nikolai Tsertelev in St. Petersburg in 1819 and knew the first
work of modern Ukrainian literature, Ivan Kotliarevsky’s Eneida, a folk
parody based on Virgil’s Aeneid first published in St. Petersburg in 1798."

There is reason to believe that sometime in 1824 Ryleev gained access to
a new and fascinating source on the Cossack past. It was known to him
and some of his friends as the Konysky History, and its authorship was
attributed to the Orthodox archbishop of Mahiliou, Heorhii Konysky.

% On Mazepa as a Romantic hero, see H. F. Babinski, The Mazeppa Legend in European Romanticism
(New York, 1974).

7 K. F. Ryleev, “Dumy,” in Sochineniia i perepiska, pp. 1—2; Drahomanov, Lysty na Naddniprians'ku
Ukrainu, p. 156.
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The manuscript was not available to Ryleev in its entirety. The full text
was hidden away in the Chernihiv area, far to the south of the imperial
capital, in the libraries of the descendants of Cossack officers. But the
excerpts of the mysterious manuscript that Ryleev was able to get his
hands on ignited his romantic imagination. They opened up a world full
of Cossack heroes. One of them, Severyn Nalyvaiko, was barely known
not only in Western but even in Russian and Ukrainian historical writing
until the 1820s. Nalyvaiko and his endeavors were allotted a mere two
sentences in the first scholarly history of Ukraine, a two-volume work by
Dmitrii Bantysh-Kamensky published in 1822. It was only the Konysky
History that finally satisfied the interest of readers in the details of the
Nalyvaiko affair. One might have assumed from the introduction to the
work that those details came from the archives of Bohdan Khmelnytsky
himself. The image of Nalyvaiko as a national hero came alive on the
pages of the mysterious history, complete with a thorough account of his
exploits and texts of his letters to the Polish king. Few images of fighters —
indeed, martyrs — for the freedom of Rus' were as appealing to the early
nineteenth-century mind as that of Nalyvaiko. Ryleev would turn Nalyvaiko
into a symbol of Cossack freedom, courage, and patriotism.18

Severyn (Semerii) Nalyvaiko, who became a hero of the eighteenth-
century Cossack chroniclers and made a spectacular career with the
nineteenth-century Romantics, was a highly controversial figure in his
own time. In 1593, as an officer in a Cossack troop employed by the
Ukrainian prince Kostiantyn Ostrozky, Nalyvaiko helped defeat the revolt
of another Cossack leader, Kryshtof Kosynsky. In the following year, by
agreement with Ostrozky, Nalyvaiko took command of Cossack and peas-
ant rebels, seeking to lead them away from his patron’s estates and direct
their rage and destructive power against his enemies. At the top of that
list were two Orthodox bishops who negotiated a church union between
the Orthodox metropolitanate on the territory of the Polish-Lithuanian
Commonwealth and the pope of Rome at the time of the revolt. The
Union of Brest became a reality in 1596, provoking strong opposition
to what was regarded as a violation of the rights of the Orthodox Church
and the entire nation of Rus', and turning Nalyvaiko, who was captured
and executed by the Poles in 1597, into the first martyr for the cause.”

¥ Dmitrii Bantysh-Kamenskii, Istoriia Maloi Rossii (Moscow, 1822), vol. 1, p. xxii.

" See Serhii Lep'iavko, Kozats'ki viiny kintsia XVI stolittia v Ukraini (Chernihiv, 1996), pp. 170-72;
Serhii Plokhy, The Cossacks and Religion in Early Modern Ulkraine (Oxford and New York, 2001),
pp- 33-36, 104-7.
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It is hardly surprising that the Orthodox monks and Cossack authors
who wrote the Rus' chronicles were most sympathetic to Nalyvaiko and
his plight, but the historical data available to them was limited at best.
The Konysky History, on the other hand, had plenty of material to play
with. Ryleev borrowed details from the manuscript that he could find
nowhere else, including references to Nalyvaiko’s capital of Chyhyryn on
the Tiasmyn River and the treatment of Colonel Hryhorii Loboda as
Nalyvaiko’s confidant. Those details were not entirely correct. Loboda,
who was Nalyvaiko’s rival, was executed by the Cossacks on suspicion of
collaboration with the Poles. Chyhyryn, which is indeed located on the
Tiasmyn River, did not become the Cossack capital until more than half
a century after Nalyvaiko’s death. But it is not so much the details of
Ryleev’s narrative, whatever their historical accuracy, as the ideological
message embodied in Nalyvaiko as a historical and literary character that
betrays Ryleev’s reliance on the Konysky History in his treatment of the
Cossack leader.

It was under the influence of the Konysky History that Ryleev portrayed
Nalyvaiko not only as a man prepared to die defending the freedom of his
nation but also as a promoter of equality and friendship among neighboring

peoples:

Cossacks were then the Pole’s allies
Bound each to each in equal ties,

Such as free men would well beseem —
Now all is vanished like a dream.
Cossacks long since had learned to know
How into tyrants friends may grow.*®

The notion of an alliance of equals between Cossacks and Poles comes
directly from the text of Nalyvaiko’s letter to the king as it appears in the
Konysky History. In his appeal, Nalyvaiko claims that the nation of Rus'
was never conquered by the Kingdom of Poland or the Grand Duchy
of Lithuania but “united voluntarily on rights and privileges equal and
identical to theirs.” Nalyvaiko goes on to argue that those rights had been
violated in numerous ways, including the introduction of the church
union. It was only after the defeat and execution of Nalyvaiko, according
to the text of the Konysky History, that the Poles began to refer to the
Orthodox as “schismatics” and lease Orthodox churches to Jews, who

*° Relaieff, Voinarofskyi and Other Poems, p. 132.
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were only too happy to turn that situation to their profit and charge the
Orthodox exorbitant fees for the use of their own churches.”

The claim that Jews held the keys to Orthodox churches later became
a rallying cry of those in the Russian Empire who stirred up anti-Semitic
sentiments among its subjects. In his poetic play Bogdan Khmelnirsky,
Ryleev used this theme to stress the oppression of the Cossacks by the
Polish authorities prior to the uprising of 1648, which claimed tens of
thousands of Ukrainian Jews as victims. In so doing, he revealed his
acquaintance with another episode of the Konysky History — a description
of the defeat of the Polish army at the hands of the Cossacks in the so-called
“Night of Taras.” This episode of the 1620s, like the Nalyvaiko revolt, was
known to chroniclers only in general terms, but the Konysky History
elaborated it in astonishing detail. Ryleev shared the distaste for Polish rule
over Ukrainian lands manifested in the History. He regarded Nalyvaiko
and Khmelnytsky as patriots who could not tolerate the oppression of their
people by a tyrannical foreign power. For him the Cossacks, to whom he
referred interchangeably as “Little Russians” and “Ukrainians,” represented
a freedom-loving but oppressed part of the Rus' nation.*

Few people were as grateful to Ryleev for his heroic portrayal of the
Cossack past as the descendants of Cossack officer families in Ukraine.
Mykola Markevych, who characterized himself in a letter to Ryleev as
“atrue citizen of my fatherland and a good Little Russian,” wrote with regard
to Voinarovsky and Nalyvaiko: “Accept my thanks and those of all compat-
riots known to me. Rest assured that our thanks are sincere; that we feel
in our hearts the value of your works, which glorify you and our ancestors.
The deeds of the great men of Little Russia are not yet lost to our sight; in
many hearts the former strength of feeling and dedication to our homeland
remains undiminished. You will find the spirit of [Hetman Pavlo] Polubotok
still living among us. Accept our general thanks: you have done much, a great
deal! You uplift the whole nation. Woe to him who seeks to oppress entire
countries; who attempts to cover whole nations with contempt, and they
repay him with contempt ... But glory to him who praises the greatness
of the human soul, and whom whole nations should repay with gratitude.
The Confession of Nalyvaiko is engraved in our hearts, and in mine as well.”*

* Istoriia Rusov ili Maloi Rossii. Sochinenie Georgiia Koniskago, Arkhicpiskopa Beloruskago (Moscow,
1846), pp. 35—4L.
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Kondratii Ryleev drew inspiration for his freedom-loving poetry not
only from the Cossack history. He was fascinated with the democratic
tradition of the medieval republic of Novgorod and inspired by the Greek
revolt of his own day against Ottoman rule. His thinking was nurtured
by his reading of contemporary French, Polish, and Russian authors, and
his ideas were shaped in discussions with people like the Bestuzhevs,
Kornilovich, and Pushkin. Still, the Cossack past provided inspiration
for his longest poetical works. He turned to the history of the Cossack
revolts of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries against Polish overlord-
ship in order to make a case for revolt against the Russian autocracy. The
young poet viewed the struggle against that government as a patriotic
duty, and was prepared to follow the example of the Cossack heroes and
die in battle for the freedom of his beloved fatherland. Images drawn from
the Konysky History not only helped him articulate his dream of freedom
but also foreshadowed his own fate.

Ryleev’s last letter, written immediately before he was taken away by
the executioners, was addressed to his wife. Like his most famous charac-
ter, Severyn Nalyvaiko, Ryleev met his own death without regret and
“blessed the stroke which laid him low.” He wrote to his “good Ukrainian
lady”: “God and the Sovereign have decided my fate: I am to die, and die
a shameful death. May His holy will be done! My dear mate, submit to
the will of the Almighty as well, and He will comfort you. Pray to God for
my soul. He will hear your prayers. Do not repine against Him or against
the Sovereign: that would be both foolhardy and sinful. Is it for us to
comprehend the inscrutable judgments of the One who passes under-
standing? I did not repine even once throughout the time of my imprison-
ment, and for that the Holy Spirit comforted me in wondrous fashion.”
He ended his letter with the following words: “Farewell! They are telling
me to dress. May His holy will be done.”**

* K. F. Ryleev, “Perepiska s zhenoiu iz kreposti,” in Sochineniia i perepiska, pp. 300-1.



CHAPTER 2

The Cossack annals

What was the Konysky History on which Kondratii Ryleev relied in his
writings about the history of the Cossacks, and where did he find it? Let
us begin with the second part of the question, which can be answered quite
briefly. The only direct reference to the manuscript comes from Ryleev’s
correspondence with his co-conspirator, a 33-year-old retired colonel,
Aleksandr von Brigen. We find it in a letter that von Brigen wrote to
Ryleev in the faraway Ukrainian village of Ponurivka (Ponurovka) on
October 21, 1825, less than two months before the Decembrist Revolt.

A hero of the Battle of Borodino, for which he was awarded a golden
saber, and a participant in the Russian campaigns against Napoleon
in 1813-14, von Brigen retired from active service in 1819, citing health
problems — he had suffered two serious wounds. In the summer and
fall of 1825, he was visiting his father-in-law, Mykhailo Myklashevsky,
a former senator and governor of a number of imperial provinces, includ-
ing the Little Russian and Katerynoslav gubernias. Like Ryleev’s beloved
Ostrogozhsk, Myklashevsky’s estate of Ponurivka is located on today’s
southern border of Russia. It was part of the Cossack settlements estab-
lished around the town of Starodub, which served as the center of a
Cossack administrative unit and military regiment until the 1760s. Several
generations of Myklashevskys served in the regiment, with the owner of
Ponurivka, Mykhailo Myklashevsky, becoming colonel of the Starodub
carabineer regiment, established on the basis of the former Cossack unit."

There was a secret aspect to von Brigen’s trip to Ukraine. On Ryleev’s
request, he met in Kyiv with the future “dictator” of the Decembrist
revolt, Prince Sergei Trubetskoi, to inform him about the conflict that

1«
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had taken place in St. Petersburg regarding plans to assassinate Emperor
Alexander I. But in his letter of October 21, 1825, von Brigen made no
allusion to his secret mission to Kyiv, focusing instead on the subject that
seemed to interest both him and Ryleev in equal measure — the history
of the Ukrainian Cossacks. “Having carried out your request, esteemed
Kondratii Fedorovich,” wrote Brigen, “I am sending you herewith an
extract copied from the Konysky History.” In June 1825, as von Brigen left
St. Petersburg for Ukraine, Ryleev apparently discussed with him not only
the assassination of the emperor and the exile of the imperial family but
also his literary plans. Ryleev was continuing work on Nalyvaiko, writing
parts of a new poetic drama about Bohdan Khmelnytsky, and planning a
new poetic novel about Ivan Mazepa. He needed additional sources on
Ukrainian history. It would appear that the Konysky History mentioned
by Brigen was among the manuscripts that the poet had consulted
previously but did not have in his possession. Ryleev asked his friend to
copy an excerpt from that work once he reached his father-in-law’s estate.
Von Brigen was glad to oblige.”

Von Brigen’s letter to Ryleev is one of the first references to the
manuscript that later became known under the title History of the Rus' or
Little Russia, written by Archbishop Heorhii Konysky of Belarus. Heorhii
Konysky was probably the best-known Orthodox bishop of the late eight-
eenth century. He was born into a Cossack officer family in the Ukrainian
town of Nizhyn in 1717. As an eleven-year-old boy he came to Kyiv to
study at the [Peter] Mohyla Academy, at that time the leading educational
institution in the Russian Empire. He excelled in his studies, becoming a
professor and eventually president of the academy before being appointed
in 1755 to serve as bishop of Mahilion, a Belarusian town then in the
Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. There Konysky assumed responsi-
bility for Orthodox parishes in a country where Orthodoxy was under
attack. The more intrusive were Russian policies in the Commonwealth,
by then weak and dependent on the support of foreign powers, the harder
was the line taken by the Polish Catholic elites against the Orthodox,
whom they regarded as St. Petersburg’s “fifth column.” Konysky became
the target of numerous humiliations and physical attacks by the Catholic
majority. After barely surviving one of them, he traveled to the Russian
Empire to demand action from Catherine II, the German-born empress
who had just been elevated to the Russian throne and was eager to show

* V.1 Maslov, Literaturnaia deiatel'nost' K. F. Ryleeva (Kyiv, 1912), appendix, pp. 97-98; A. F. Brigen,
Pis'ma. Istoricheskie sochineniia (Itkutsk, 1986), pp. 96-98.
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her devotion to Orthodoxy. Konysky’s lobbying on behalf of the
Commonwealth Orthodox (he spent years in St. Petersburg making his
case before going back to Mabhilioti) played an important role in the
events leading up to the First Partition of Poland, which made Mahiliot
a Russian town in 1772. A celebrated preacher, theologian, and defender
of imperial Orthodoxy, Konysky died in Mahilioti in February 1795, a few
months before the third and last partition of Poland wiped that state off
the map of Europe.’

Konysky’s numerous writings on theological topics were published
during his lifetime. The manuscript of the History of the Rus' allowed
one to suggest that there was more to Konysky than met the public eye.
It appeared that he was also involved in writing history, and not history of
any kind, but of a caliber that could fire the imagination of freethinkers
conspiring to kill the emperor himself and change the political order
of the empire. The introduction to the History explained Konysky’s role
in producing the text. The archbishop, claimed the introduction, had
edited the text of the work, which he sent to Hryhorii Poletyka, a former
student of his at the Kyivan Academy. Poletyka, also a native of Ukraine,
represented the Ukrainian nobility at the Legislative Assembly convened
by Catherine II in 1767 to reform Russian laws in the spirit of the
Enlightenment. He was seeking a “history of the fatherland” to promote
his work in the assembly and got one from his former professor. Konysky
allegedly had sent its text to Poletyka “with archpastoral assurances that
it has been known for many years to discerning men of the cathedral
monastery of Mahilioti, who have obtained necessary information from
learned men of the Kyivan Academy and various prominent monasteries
of Little Russia, especially those in which Yurii Khmelnytsky, the former
Little Russian hetman, resided as a monk, leaving in them many notes and
papers of his father, Hetman Zynovii Khmelnytsky, as well as actual
journals of national monuments and deeds, and, moreover, that it has
again been revised and corrected by him.”*

The reader gained the impression that he or she was dealing with a
chronicle compiled in ancient monasteries whose authors had had access
to documents of the mid seventeenth century — the times of the
Khmelnytsky Uprising. Given that the Legislative Commission was

3 Istoriia Rusov ili Maloi Rossii. Sochinenie Georgiia Koniskago, Arkhiepiskopa Beloruskago
(Moscow, 1846). On Konysky, see M. V. Kashuba, Heorhii Konys'kyi: svitohliad ta vikhy
ghyttia (Kyiv, 1999).

* Istoriia Rusov, p. ii.
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convoked in 1767 and dissolved in 1768, Konysky must have sent the
History to Poletyka around that time. The reference to the papers of
Hetman Bohdan Khmelnytsky (referred to by his first baptismal name,
Zynovii) and his son, Yurii, who indeed became a monk after serving
for some time as hetman of Ukraine, indicated that the main value of
the history lay in its presentation of the events of Ukrainian and, more
specifically, Cossack history. This impression was strengthened by the
reference to the expertise of professors of the Kyivan Academy and
the involvement of Konysky himself.

The text of the History confirmed all these claims. It ended with a descrip-
tion of the events of 1769, suggesting that a few paragraphs may have been
added to its text after it left Konysky’s hands, but that for the most part the
account given in the text and the story told in its introduction were mutually
corroborative. Despite its main title, History of the Rus' — the term Rusy was
often employed to denote the Eastern Slavs in general — the book did indeed
focus on Ukraine, a fact reflected in its subtitle. In the latter part of the
nineteenth century, the term “Little Russia” became coterminous with
“Ukraine.” Throughout the eighteenth century and the early decades of the
nineteenth, however, “Little Russia” had been largely limited to the Ukrain-
ian lands on the Left Bank of the Dnieper (Dnipro) River. That was the
territory of the Hetmanate, an autonomous Cossack state that existed for
more than a century undil its abolition by Catherine II in the 1760s. It received
its name from the title of the Cossack leaders, who were known as hetmans.

The History of the Rus', which so excited Aleksandr von Brigen and
Kondratii Ryleev in 1825, was first and foremost a history of the Cossacks
of Ukraine. The Ukrainian Cossack Host came into being south of Kyiv,
along the middle and lower reaches of the Dnieper River, in the course of
the sixteenth century. By the mid seventeenth century the Dnieper
Cossacks had created a polity of their own and shifted the balance of
power in the region by siding with Muscovy against their former masters —
the kings of Poland.

Cossackdom was a product of the Eurasian frontier, where steppe and
settled area, farmers and nomads, Christianity and Islam came together
during late medieval and early modern times to create a unique culture.
The Cossacks emerged as a distinct social stratum on the margins of the
Eurasian steppelands in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries.
The term “Cossack” means freeman, guard, and freebooter in the Turkic
languages of the area, and the first Cossacks were of Turkic rather than
Slavic stock. These were nomadic warriors engaged in acts of steppe piracy
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on their own initiative, not on orders of their superiors: khans and leaders
of local tribes. By the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, the
situation had changed. The Ottoman sultan and his officials began to
complain to the rulers of the Kingdom of Poland, the Grand Duchy
of Lithuania, and the Tsardom of Muscovy, whose lands bordered on the
Black Sea steppes, that Ottoman subjects were being harassed by Slavic
Cossack formations. The Polish, Lithuanian, and Muscovite authorities
denied responsibility for the actions of the steppe riff-raff, responding to
the sultan that the Cossacks came from all states and nations and were
under no one’s jurisdiction.’

The Ottomans continued to complain, resorting to threats and occa-
sionally organizing special expeditions to deal with this new breed of
Cossacks, who not only attacked merchants in the southern steppes but
also embarked on seagoing expeditions, attacking Ottoman ships on the
Black Sea and the Sea of Azov and pillaging coastal settlements, including
the suburbs of Istanbul, the capital of the Ottoman Empire. In 1621 the
young Ottoman sultan Osman II led his army into the Black Sea steppes
and besieged the fortress of Khotyn on the border between Moldavia and
the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. Among other things, he intended
to punish the Polish king for Cossack expeditions of previous years.
The Polish forces defeated the invader with the help of a Cossack army
of twenty thousand. Defeated and humiliated, Osman II returned to
Istanbul, only to be assassinated by his courtiers for bringing disgrace
on the empire. The Cossacks continued their seagoing expeditions.

If the Cossacks were a headache for Istanbul, they were double the
problem in Cracow, Warsaw, Vilnius, and Moscow. In the course of the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, Cossack settlements emerged along
the entire perimeter of the Eurasian steppe. Normally the individual
settlements would be organized in larger formations, known as Cossack
hosts, which chose as their bases the lower reaches of south-flowing rivers
in the region. There were Dnieper Cossacks, Don Cossacks, Volga and
Yaik Cossacks and, finally, Siberian Cossacks. The first to organize
themselves were the Dnieper or Ukrainian Cossacks. Borderland officials
first of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania and then of the Kingdom of
Poland (which joined in the Union of Lublin of 1569 to form the

> On the history of the Eurasian steppe frontier, see Michael Khodarkovsky, Russia’s Steppe Frontier:
The Making of a Colonial Empire, 1500~1800 (Bloomington and Indianapolis, 2002); John LeDonne,
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Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth) tried to control the Cossacks and
often served as their commanders. Prince Dmytro Vyshnevetsky, who
served both the Grand Duke of Lithuania and Ivan the Terrible of
Moscow, and who died in Ottoman captivity according to legend, was
also the founder of the first Cossack stronghold (sich) beyond the Dnieper
rapids, on the lower reaches of the river.

The Cossacks combined their freebooting with fishing, hunting, and
foraging. They later turned to farming as they began to cultivate land
taken from the nomads and protected it against them. They refused to
pay taxes and recognized no state jurisdiction, relying on the principles
of military democracy and direct representation. The Cossack council
elected, deposed, and punished Cossack officials. This Cossack way of life
was more of a threat to the governments of the Cossacks’ home countries
than their freebooting expeditions, which provoked Ottoman displeasure,
rage, and retaliation. Cossackdom attracted thousands of new recruits
from the ranks of the local peasantry and townspeople, undermining the
existing social order, increasing social tensions, and setting off uprisings.
These would occasionally turn into full-fledged peasant wars that claimed
tens of thousands of victims among the upper classes and non-Orthodox
minorities in the region — principally Catholics and Jews.

Severyn Nalyvaiko, whose plight was described in the History of the Rus'
and immortalized by Kondratii Ryleev, was the leader of one of the first
Ukrainian Cossack uprisings, which took place in 1594—95. The first major
Cossack revolt (1591-93) was led by another Cossack chieftain, Kryshtof
Kosynsky (Krzysztof Kosinski). There was a decisive reason why Nalyvaiko
and not Kosynsky made such a spectacular career in the popular imagin-
ation of a later era. Kosynsky was suspected by later historians to be a
Polish noble who ended up among the Cossacks, while Nalyvaiko was an
Orthodox Ukrainian or Ruthenian, in the nomenclature of the time.
Nalyvaiko’s troops not only rebelled against the authorities and pillaged
noble estates but also turned their arms against initiators of the church
union —an attempt to place the Orthodox Church in the Polish-Lithuanian
Commonwealth under the jurisdiction of the pope. Captured and executed
by the royal authorities, Nalyvaiko was an ideal candidate for representation
not only as a Cossack hero who fought in defense of Cossack freedoms but
also as a martyr for faith and nation.

The suppression of the Kosynsky and Nalyvaiko uprisings established
some semblance of order in the borderlands but did not stop the growth
of Cossack power in the region. The royal authorities increased the
Cossack register, putting more well-to-do Cossacks on the government
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payroll in order to police the rank and file. Cossack involvement in the
Time of Troubles in Muscovy, where Cossacks staffed the armies of both
the False Dmitriis pretending to the throne, worked to the benefit of the
Polish government, which later sent its standing army to Moscow in 1610
and occupied the city. The royal court also benefited from the support of
the twenty-thousand-strong Cossack army during Osman II’s siege of the
fortress of Khotyn in 1621. While the Commonwealth found itself in
possession of a large army that cost the treasury next to nothing, the
political burden of that army on the Commonwealth proved enormous.

Petro Konashevych-Sahaidachny, the Cossack leader at Khotyn, took
the Orthodox Church, persecuted by the Commonwealth authorities,
under his protection. After the Union of Brest, royal officials prohibited
the consecration of new Orthodox bishops, and by 1620 the church was
almost leaderless. In that year Patriarch Theophanes of Jerusalem was
making his way back from Moscow, and Sahaidachny convinced him
to consecrate a new Orthodox hierarchy despite the king’s direct prohib-
ition. This gave the Cossacks a distinctly new legitimacy. From now on
they would fight not only for their own rights and privileges but also in
defense of the persecuted Orthodox Church and the wronged Ruthenian
nation. There was one more problem with allowing the Cossacks to
become so powerful and so indispensable for the protection of the
Commonwealth. Once the Cossack army had been recruited, it was
almost impossible to disperse it. Peasants and townsfolk turned Cossack
when war was in the offing, demanded Cossack privileges, including the
payment of salary and exclusion from the jurisdiction of local officials,
refused to pay taxes, and took part in foreign expeditions that antagonized
neighboring states. In 1625, a few years after Khotyn, the Commonwealth
sent its army against the Cossacks, forcing them to disperse. The regis-
tered or official Cossack Host was limited to six thousand, which left
at least fourteen thousand Cossacks off the government payroll. The peace
did not last very long,.

In 1630 the Cossacks rose again. This time their leader was one Taras
Fedorovych, a baptized Tatar who made a spectacular career in the Cossack
Host. He called on the Cossacks and the border population to rise against
Polish oppression, inspiring a Ukrainian jacquerie. Led by Fedorovych,
the Cossacks and rebel peasants defeated the Polish army and forced the
authorities to increase the registered Cossack Host to eight thousand, but
the price was Fedorovych’s head. When the Polish authorities demanded
his extradition, Fedorovych and his loyalists had no choice but to leave
the Host, joining Muscovy in its war against the Polish-Lithuanian
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Commonwealth. Fedorovych’s heroic and tragic story inspired the author
of the History of the Rus' and scores of Romantic writers after him, who
referred to the Cossack chieftain as “Taras Triasylo.” The disappearance
of Taras Fedorovych from the scene did little to allay Cossack dissatis-
faction with what they considered an encroachment on their rights:
the royal authorities built the fortress of Kodak on the lower Dnieper to
cut them off from the Black Sea and stop their seagoing expeditions.
It did not help much. A new wave of Cossack revolts shook the Dnieper
region in the late 1630s. They were led by Pavlo But and Yakiv Ostrianytsia,
another hero of the History of the Rus'. The rebels were defeated, the
Cossack register again reduced to six thousand, and Polish officers appoin-
ted to serve as Cossack colonels in order to stop the Cossacks from ever
rising again.

The Cossack problem appeared to have been resolved, and the “golden
peace,” as Polish authors called it, was at hand. So it seemed on the
surface. The Kodak fortress beyond the rapids was rebuilt after being
destroyed by the Cossacks and made their seagoing expeditions much
more difficult. Now, instead of going south, the Cossacks went west to
offer their mercenary services to European rulers embroiled in the Thirty
Years’ War. But peace in the borderlands was short-lived. Under the
apparent calm, forces were gathering that would shake the Common-
wealth to its foundations and lead to the creation of a Cossack state. As
Cossack detachments fought in Europe and engaged in seagoing exped-
itions against the Ottomans (they circumvented the Kodak fortress,
making their way to the Black Sea via the Sea of Azov), Polish and
Ruthenian magnates moved into lands recently colonized by the Cossacks,
taking away the holdings of the Cossack elite. Peasants fleeing enserfment,
which was an integral part of the magnates’ manorial economy, swelled
the ranks of the unregistered Cossacks. Only a spark was needed to set
off the next revolt.®

It came unexpectedly from the very top of the Cossack hierarchy.
Bohdan Khmelnytsky, the one-time chancellor of the Cossack Host (the
highest office a Cossack could attain under the new regulations), was
the very embodiment of the new Polish order in Ukraine. An alumnus
of an Orthodox school and a Catholic college, a veteran of Cossack

¢ On the early history of the Cossacks, see Mykhailo Hrushevsky, History of Ukraine-Rus', vol. v,
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Social Turmoil in the Sixteenth-Century Ukraine (Albany, N.Y., 1983); Serhii Plokhy, 7he Cossacks
and Religion in Early Modern Ukraine (Oxford and New York, 2001), pp. 16-175.
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participation in the Polish-Ottoman wars and a sometime captive of
the Ottomans, a loyal Cossack officer during the Cossack revolts of the
late 1630s, a commander of Cossack troops in France in the early 1640s,
and one of the Cossack representatives at talks with the Polish king,
Khmelnytsky was in his fifties, a time to retire from military service
and reflect on one’s life, when he unexpectedly emerged as the leader
of the largest Cossack revolt ever to take place. In his own mind, he
had no choice but to rebel. In 1647, when his long and loyal service to
the Commonwealth was to come to its dignified conclusion, he was
suddenly imprisoned and robbed of his possessions, while his father’s
estate and, reportedly, his wife were taken away from him by the servitor
of a Polish magnate who was augmenting his landholdings in the area.
Khmelnytsky escaped from prison in early 1648 and, accompanied
by a small group of supporters, fled to the Sich beyond the Dnieper
rapids. There he was proclaimed the Cossack hetman — commander-in-
chief — a word that the Cossacks borrowed from the Poles, who in turn
took it from the Germans by Slavicizing the term Hauptmann.
What followed was the most explosive and successful Cossack uprising
in history.

Khmelnytsky secured himself behind the lines by making an alliance
with the Crimean khan and enlisting the feared Tatar cavalry as part of his
forces — a crossing of religious and cultural boundaries that shocked
the Commonwealth and ensured the Cossack victories of the next two
years. The registered Cossacks soon joined Khmelnytsky, and the Polish
standing army was wiped out in two battles in May 1648. The Polish
commanders found themselves in Crimean captivity. The Common-
wealth was defenseless, but Khmelnytsky was not sure what to do with
his unexpected victory. He stayed in the Dnieper region, forming his new
insurgent army, and sent emissaries throughout Ukraine and Belarus to
rouse the people to rebellion. Rebellion it was. Driven by an overwhelm-
ing desire for freedom from serfdom, vengeance on their masters, and
religious fanaticism, the Cossacks, peasants, and townsfolk turned on the
Polish nobles and Jewish settlers who had come to the region as part of the
magnate manorial economy. The result was a massacre of both groups,
with Jews much less able to defend themselves against the uprising than
the Polish landlords. The Jews were faced with the alternatives of con-
verting to Christianity or losing their lives. One way or another, Jewish
communities in Dnieper Ukraine were wiped out for generations to
come. Khmelnytsky and his Cossack veterans did not take part in the
massacres, but the hetman later raised the Jewish theme — the claim that
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the Poles had allowed the Jews to lord it over the Orthodox Ruthenians —
as justification of the Cossack revolt in the eyes of Christian Europe.

The popular uprising allowed Khmelnytsky to take control of most of
Ukraine. In the fall of 1648, with the help of the peasant rebels, Khmelnytsky’s
Cossack army defeated the forces levied by the Commonwealth nobility.
By the end of that year, Cossack troops were besieging Lviv and Zamos¢,
making their way into Polish ethnic territory. Khmelnytsky then turned
back and staged a triumphal entry into Kyiv, the ancient capital of the
Rus' princes. He was met there by the patriarch of Jerusalem and hailed as
the Moses of the Ruthenian nation. A year after escaping from a Polish
prison, he told Polish emissaries who came to Kyiv to treat for peace that
he was the sovereign of Rus' and that the Poles should confine themselves
to the lands beyond the Vistula. In the following year the combined
Cossack-Tatar forces faced a new Polish army led by the king himself.
The Poles were on the verge of defeat and the king about to be captured
when the Crimean khan intervened, preventing a Polish defeat and
maintaining a balance of power in the region, where he did not want
either of the contending forces to emerge victorious. Khmelnytsky had
to retreat. Under the terms of the Treaty of Zboriv (1649), the Cossacks
created an autonomous state of their own in three eastern provinces of
the Commonwealth, collectively known at the time as Ukraine — the
palatinates of Kyiv, Chernihiv, and Bratslav. Khmelnytsky also had the
right to increase his Cossack register to forty thousand men.

The Zboriv treaty established legal foundations for the continuing
existence of a separate Cossack polity known to history as the Hetmanate,
but it did not put an end to Polish-Cossack hostilities. The war resumed
in 1651, with the pendulum swinging in favor of the Polish side. This was
followed by another Cossack victory in 1652 and an indecisive battle in
1653. Neither side was in a position to deal a death blow to the other.
At this point Khmelnytsky, who had lost his elder son in battle, made one
more dramatic shift in foreign policy, replacing the Crimean khan as his
ally with the Orthodox tsar of Muscovy. Agreement with the Muscovites
was reached in January 1654 at a Cossack council in the town of Pereiaslav.
Tsar Aleksei Romanov agreed to take the Hetmanate under his protec-
tion, recognizing the hetman’s authority in Ukraine and expanding the
Cossack register to sixty thousand. The only restriction placed on the
hetman’s powers by the agreement of 1654 pertained to foreign relations:
the hetman was to inform the tsar of communications received from other
sovereigns. Decades later, Khmelnytsky’s successors would regard the
agreement as a golden charter of Cossack liberties. At the time, Khmelnytsky
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saw it as an alliance of convenience and a temporary limitation on his own
powers, justified by the tsar’s immediate dispatch of Muscovite troops to
fight the Cossacks’ Polish arch-enemies.

Within the first year of the alliance, the Muscovites captured Vilnius,
while the Cossacks returned to the gates of Lviv. Clearly, the gamble
had paid off for Khmelnytsky. But Muscovite—Cossack relations soured
when the tsar decided to conclude a peace treaty with the Poles. Taking
advantage of Polish defeats at the hands of the tsarist and Cossack armies,
King Charles X of Sweden invaded the Polish-Lithuanian Common-
wealth from the north. To prevent the seemingly inevitable collapse of
the Commonwealth, Aleksei Romanov stopped fighting and negotiated
a peace with the Poles, leaving Khmelnytsky in the lurch. The hetman
ordered his Cossack army to continue fighting in alliance with the Prot-
estant ruler of Transylvania, Ferenc Rakdczi, and the tsar’s arch-enemy,
Charles X. When Khmelnytsky died in the summer of 1657, the Cossack-
Muscovite alliance was all but defunct.”

That alliance was broken under Khmelnytsky’s successor, Hetman Ivan
Vyhovsky, whom the author of the History of the Rus' considered an ethnic
Pole and treated with great contempt. Unlike Khmelnytsky, Vyhovsky
had had littde to do with Cossackdom before the uprising of 1648.
A descendant of a noble Orthodox family, he began his career as a lawyer
and developed a reputation as an effective bureaucrat before he joined
the Commonwealth army and was captured by the Tatars in one of the
first battles of May 1648. According to legend, Khmelnytsky found him
among the Tatar captives, exchanged him for a horse, and appointed him
chancellor. As the Cossack Host became a polity with its own territory,
Vyhovsky turned his originally not very influential position into the
second most powerful office of state, making himself Khmelnytsky’s
closest collaborator. He brought to that office not only his bureaucratic
and diplomatic talents but also a Polish education and the traditional
inclinations of the Ruthenian Orthodox nobility, whose animosity toward
the Polish state, with its highly developed noble democracy, was never as
strong as it was among the Cossacks, and whose attitude toward Muscovy
was never as positive as that of certain leaders of the Cossack army. These
traditions helped Vyhovsky carry out what Khmelnytsky did not have

7 On the Khmelnytsky Uprising, see Mykhailo Hrushevsky, History of Ukraine-Rus', vols. vi-ix,
trans. Marta D. Olynyk (Edmonton and Toronto, 2002-10); Frank E. Sysyn, Between Poland and
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Uprising and Ukrainian Nation-Building,” Journal of Ukrainian Studies 17, nos. 1—2 (Summer—
Winter 1992): 141—70; Plokhy, The Cossacks and Religion, pp. 176-333.
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time to accomplish — to break the union with Muscovy and change the
course of the Cossack ship of state in the uncertain political waters of
Eastern Europe. They also made him suspect to the established Cossack
elite, which never fully trusted this smooth lawyer, too immersed in Polish
culture for its liking.

After Khmelnytsky’s death Vyhovsky was elected hetman of the
Cossack Host with Moscow’s blessing, but he regarded his relations with
the tsar as contractual. When Vyhovsky discovered that Moscow was
conspiring against him with rivals among the Cossack colonels, he nego-
tiated a new deal with the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. The Union
of Hadiach, concluded between Cossack and Commonwealth negotiators
in the fall of 1658, proclaimed the creation of a new Commonwealth in
which the Grand Duchy of Rus', led by a hetman and a knighted Cossack
elite, was to acquire rights equal to those of the autonomous Grand
Duchy of Lithuania, which had joined the Kingdom of Poland in the
Union of Lublin (1569). Muscovy reacted by sending an army of twenty-
five thousand to Ukraine. Faced with an imminent threat to his rule and
bereft of effective allies, Vyhovsky repeated Khmelnytsky’s maneuver of
1648, allying himself with the Crimean khan. The joint Cossack-Tatar
forces annihilated the Muscovite army at the Battle of Konotop in June
1659. The enemy was defeated, and the dream cherished by generations of
Ruthenian nobles — the creation of an autonomous Ruthenian state
within the Commonwealth — seemed within reach. But that idea did
not sit well with the Cossack rank and file: the Union of Hadiach, which
was never approved in its entirety by the Polish Diet, discriminated
against the Cossacks to the benefit of the nobility. Moreover, it drastically
reduced the prerogatives of the hetman, the Host, and the Cossack social
estate as compared with Khmelnytsky’s agreement of 1654 with the tsar.
Identified with the Union of Hadiach, Vyhovsky was soon forced to
resign in the face of a new Cossack rebellion supported by Muscovy and
directed against him. The Ruthenian nobility’s dream vanished into
Polish exile along with Vyhovsky.

Vyhovsky’s successor was Bohdan Khmelnytsky’s younger son, Yurii,
whom the author of the History of the Rus' treated with great sympathy. It
was allegedly from Yurii’s archive that sources dealing with Bohdan’s
hetmancy made it into the History. The young Khmelnytsky assumed
the hetman’s office in September 1659. He had first been elected to that
office by his father’s supporters at the age of seventeen, in August 1657,
immediately after Bohdan’s death. But the election results were soon
reversed by a vote of larger Cossack councils, which made Vyhovsky
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Yurii’s regent and then full-fledged hetman. Now the “justice” of the first
election was restored, and the nineteen-year-old youth, who possessed
none of the charisma, skill, or experience of his father, became the official
leader of the army and the state. Although Yurii was elected by a Cossack
council with Moscow’s strong support, he would soon follow his prede-
cessor by turning against Muscovy, for the tsar’s officials continued to
encroach on the hetman’s rights and the sovereignty of the Cossack state,
which they never recognized. In November 1660 Yurii Khmelnytsky
switched sides, joining the Polish king and dealing the Muscovite army
another major defeat.

Moscow responded by sponsoring the election of a new hetman on
the Left Bank of the Dnieper, which bordered on Muscovite territory.
The Cossack state was effectively divided, and there began a long period
of fratricidal struggle that pitched Right-Bank Cossacks fighting on the
Polish side against Left-Bank Cossacks fighting on the Muscovite side.
This chapter of Ukrainian history, known as the Ruin, led to the devasta-
tion of a significant part of the Cossack state and the depopulation of
Right-Bank Ukraine. Not cut out to be the ruler of a rebel polity, Yurii
Khmelnytsky became a pawn of neighboring powers and a symbol of the
fiasco of Cossack politics. In utter desperation, Yurii resigned his office in
1663 and took monastic vows. Not convinced of his intention to abandon
politics, the Poles imprisoned him in the Marienburg Fortress. After his
release in 1667, Yurii lived in one of the Ukrainian monasteries but then
re-entered the political arena. He reclaimed the hetmancy and ruled part
of Ukraine from 1677 to 1681 with the help of the Ottomans, contributing
to the devastation and depopulation of his realm. He was executed by his
Ottoman masters in 1685 after refusing to follow their orders. Bohdan
Khmelnytsky’s last male descendant was now dead, as was the idea of a
Cossack dynasty and an independent Cossack state. The ruin of Ukraine
had reached its nadir.

Cossackdom was wiped out on Right Bank of the Dnieper, where its
leaders vacillated between loyalty to the Polish king and the Ottoman
sultan, but it survived, though in diminished form and with much less
strength, on the Muscovite-controlled Left Bank. Moscow was able to
ensure its rule not only by playing off one hetman against another and
removing unreliable Cossack leaders from office but also by giving more
rights to the Cossack Host than either the Poles or the Ottomans were
prepared to do in their realms. The tsars also allocated sufficient military
resources to the area to give the population a degree of security unknown
in other parts of the former Cossack polity. During the last decades of the
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seventeenth century the Cossack officers, the rank and file, and the
population at large moved in large numbers to Left-Bank Ukraine in
order to find protection and a degree of stability under the rule of the
Muscovite tsars. The Hetmanate, a significantly reduced Cossack state
now limited to the Left Bank of the Dnieper, experienced a political,
economic, and cultural revival in the last two decades of the seventeenth
century and the early years of the eighteenth. The Kyivan Academy,
founded in 1632 by Metropolitan Peter Mohyla, renewed its activity; old
churches and monasteries were restored and new ones built; and hetmans
and Cossack officers began to construct impressive public buildings and
private villas on an unprecedented scale.®

The new prosperity was closely associated with the name of Ivan
Mazepa, a native of Right-Bank Ukraine who began his career at the
court of the Polish king, continued it in the service of the Right-Bank
Hetman Petro Doroshenko, and then switched sides, joining the Left-
Bank Hetman Ivan Samoilovych and restarting his career in the Cossack
Host under the auspices of the Muscovite tsars. The story of Mazepa’s
youthful love for the wife of a Polish noble, in which he was punished for
adultery by being tied to a horse that eventually brought him half-dead
to the Cossacks, inspired Voltaire, Byron, and Pushkin and made Mazepa
a darling of European romanticism. The author of the History of the Rus'
regarded Mazepa as a promoter of Ukrainian independence, but he also
believed that, like Vyhovsky before him, Mazepa was an ethnic Pole and
thus an exemplar of sophistication, duplicity, and canniness. Indeed, it
was through numerous manifestations of unwavering loyalty to Tsar Peter
I that Mazepa ensured the longevity of his rule in Ukraine and attained
heights of power unmatched by any of his predecessors, short of Bohdan
Khmelnytsky himself. It all came to an end one autumn day in 1708.
As the hitherto invincible armies of Charles XII of Sweden approached
the Hetmanate and Peter I refused to send troops to protect his Cossack
dependency, Mazepa concluded that the Muscovite protectorate was
defunct and joined the advancing Swedes.
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The tsar, previously unable to spare even a single soldier for the defense
of Ukraine, now proclaimed Mazepa a modern-day Judas and sent a
large army to punish the traitor and repel the invader. The tsar’s troops
captured the hetman’s capital of Baturyn, burned it down, and massacred
the inhabitants. By means of terror and massive propaganda that promised
the restoration of Cossack freedoms to those officers who had joined
Mazepa, the tsar regained the loyalty of the Hetmanate’s army and the
population. In June 1709 his forces prevailed at the Battle of Poltava.
The Swedish army, already weakened by the harsh winter of 1708 and
decimated by disease, now found itself without Cossack support and facing
rebellion on the part of the local population. The tsar’s victory at Poltava
became a turning point in European history, heralding the decline of
Sweden and the rise of Muscovy/Russia as a superpower. But nowhere was
the outcome of the battle more dramatic than in the Cossack Hetmanate.

Peter I was careful at first not to spurn the Cossack elite, and after
Mazepa’s defection in the fall of 1708 he allowed the election of a new
hetman, Ivan Skoropadsky. After Skoropadsky’s death in 1721, however,
no new election of a hetman was allowed, and Peter appointed a Russian-
dominated committee, the Little Russian College, to rule over the
Hetmanate, violating the rights and privileges of the Cossack Host to a
degree unthinkable before Poltava. The Cossack elite complained but did
not dare to rebel. The officers turned to history, recalling the glorious days
of Bohdan Khmelnytsky and the privileges promised by the tsars back in
1654. They wanted the office of hetman restored, and they got their way
after the death of Peter. In 1727 they elected as their new hetman a former
supporter of Mazepa, Colonel Danylo Apostol, born in 1654. This fact
of the new hetman’s biography linked two epochs of Cossack history,
but there was much more symbolism than substance in the coincidence.
The new hetman had few of the prerogatives reserved to his famous
predecessor, and when he died in 1734 the hetman’s office was abolished
once again. The incorporation of the Hetmanate into the Russian Empire
proceeded apace.

Some Cossack chroniclers considered the year 1734 to mark the terminus
of Cossack history, but the hetman’s office was restored yet again in 1750.
This time it was done not only to satisfy the Cossack officers’” aspirations
but also to advance the career of a parvenu with good connections at
the court of St. Petersburg. Empress Elizabeth, a daughter of Peter I, fell
in love with and secretly married a court singer, Oleksii Rozum, the son
of a Cossack from the Hetmanate. Rozum was born in 1709, the year of
Poltava. At court he changed his name to the Russian-sounding Aleksei
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Razumovsky, which suggested noble origin. Oleksii Rozumovsky, who
played an important role in Elizabeth’s ascent to the throne in 1741,
became a count and a field marshal; among other things, he promoted
the career of his younger brother, Kyrylo Rozumovsky (Kirill Razumovsky).
At the age of ecighteen the younger Rozumovsky became president of
the Russian Academy of Sciences, and four years later he was hetman of
Ukraine. He rebuilt Mazepa’s capital, Baturyn, and restored to the Hetmanate
some of the rights of autonomy taken away in previous decades. If Yurii
Khmelnytsky came to stand for the disasters of Cossackdom under Polish
kings and Ottoman sultans, Kyrylo Rozumovsky symbolized its success
under the Russian emperors. A Cossack hetman was now president of the
Academy of Sciences and all but a member of the imperial family.
Beneath the appearances, however, little remained of the hetmans’ former
independence and the autonomy of their realm. Rozumovsky would soon
learn this the hard way.

In 1762, the 34-year-old Kyrylo Rozumovsky helped bring to the throne
a German-born empress who became known as Catherine II. Her right to
rule the empire was more than questionable, as her husband, Peter III, was
removed by means of a coup and died under suspicious circumstances a
few days later. Other possible candidates, such as the illegitimate daughter
of Oleksii Rozumovsky and Empress Elizabeth, were sought out in Italy
and brought back to St. Petersburg to die in captivity. As one of the
leading participants in the coup, Kyrylo Rozumovsky expected gratitude
in the form of more rights for the Hetmanate and a hereditary hetmancy
for his family. He was to discover that the new empress would have none
of it. Raised on Enlightenment ideals and believing in universal rules and
values, she set her mind to bringing order, centralization, and the rule of
law to Russia, with little regard for the particular rights and privileges of
autonomous units of the empire. In November 1764 Rozumovsky was
recalled to St. Petersburg and forced to resign. The office of hetman was
abolished once and for all. In the course of two decades the empress
managed to integrate the Ukrainian Cossack lands into the empire. She
destroyed the Zaporozhian Sich, an autonomous Cossack entity beyond
the Dnieper rapids; abolished the autonomous status of the Hetmanate,
which was divided into a number of imperial provinces ruled directly
from St. Petersburg; disbanded Cossack regiments; and introduced serf-
dom into the former hetman state.

As Catherine did away with Cossack autonomy, she did her best to
incorporate the Cossack elite into the imperial service. A Cossack officer,
Petro (Petr) Zavadovsky (1739-1812), became one of the favorites of the new
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empress and spearheaded educational reform in the empire from the 1780s,
becoming the first Russian minister of education at the beginning of the
nineteenth century. Colonel Oleksandr (Alexander) Bezborodko of the
Kyiv Cossack Regiment made an even more spectacular career, rising from
secretary to the empress to become Grand Chancellor of the empire and the
architect of its foreign policy. He was behind many Russian initiatives
against the traditional enemies of the Ukrainian Cossacks — the Ottomans
and the Poles. The peace treaties with the Porte that brought the northern
Black Sea region and the Crimea under Russian control and the arrange-
ments with Austria and Prussia that resulted in the partitions of Poland
and the abolition of the Polish state bear the hallmarks of Bezborodko’s
diplomatic efforts. If Cossack officers like Bezborodko helped extend the
imperial borders into the former Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth,
natives of the Hetmanate like Archbishop Heorhii Konysky of Mahiliot
helped propagate imperial Orthodoxy in the newly acquired territories.
Not all the Ukrainian Cossacks were willing or able to follow in the
footsteps of the Rozumovskys, Bezborodko, and Konysky. Most of the
petty Cossack officers and their descendants were regarded with contempt
by the imperial authorities, and their claims to noble status based on
service in Cossack formations were questioned or even rejected. Hryhorii
Poletyka, a native of the Hetmanate who made a bureaucratic career in
St. Petersburg, served as a defender of his homeland’s rights and privileges
on Catherine’s Legislative Commission in the 1760s. But after little more
than a year the commission was dismissed, and the battle for Cossack
rights was relegated to the sphere of petitions to the imperial authorities,
bureaucratic intrigues, and historical writings. As in the times following
the first abolition of the hetmancy by Peter I, Cossack intellectuals of the
late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries turned to history to defend
the privileges bestowed on their forefathers by Polish kings and Russian
tsars. Their preoccupation with the past coincided with the new import-
ance attributed to the historical imagination in the dawning age of
Romanticism and heightened interest in the origins of nations.’”

? On the decline and liquidation of the Hetmanate, see Orest Subtelny, 7The Mazepists: Ukrainian
Separatism in the Early Eighteenth Century New York, 1981); Zenon E. Kohut, Russian Centralism
and Ukrainian Autonomy: Imperial Absorption of the Hetmanate, 1760s—1830s (Cambridge, Mass.,
1988); David Saunders, The Ukrainian Impact on Russian Culture, 17501850 (Edmonton, 1985),
pp- 15-144; Plokhy, The Origins of the Slavic Nations, pp. 343—53; Frank E. Sysyn, “The Image of
Russia in Early Eighteenth-Century Ukraine: Hryhorii Hrabianka’s Diistvie,” in Russische und
ukrainische Geschichte, ed. Robert O. Crummey, Holm Sundhaussen, and Ricarda Vulpius,
vols. xvi—xviir (Wiesbaden, 2001), pp. 243—50.
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The History of the Rus', whose origins were traced by its producers not
only to Konysky but also to Poletyka, became the expression of the
response of the Cossack officers and their descendants to political
and cultural change in the Hetmanate and in the empire as a whole.
As things turned out, that response resonated exceptionally well not only
in the former Cossack lands but also in the imperial capitals. In October
1825, Colonel Aleksandr von Brigen was so impressed with the History
of the Rus' found on his father-in-law’s estate that he was thinking
about “a critical edition of Konysky, which contains a great deal that
is fine and unknown to Karamzin himself.” The reference was to the
official historiographer of the Russian Empire, Nikolai Karamzin, whose
multivolume History of the Russian State, the first scholarly history of
Russia, began to appear in print in 1818. In the History of the Rus', von
Brigen was finding what he could not glean from the official history
of his country.™

The planned critical edition never materialized. On December 14,
guards regiments led by von Brigen’s co-conspirators marched to the
Senate in downtown St. Petersburg. Their revolt was crushed, its leaders
arrested. The authorities hunted for co-conspirators throughout the
empire. As news of the uprising reached Ukraine, Sergei Muravev-Apostol,
a descendant of the eighteenth-century Cossack hetman Danylo Apostol,
and his fellow officer Mikhail Bestuzhev-Riumin initiated a revolt of
officers and soldiers of the Chernihiv regiment, stationed south of Kyiv.
The revolt began on December 27, 1825. By January 3, 1826 it had
been crushed by troops loyal to the government. Aleksandr von Brigen,
still residing on his father-in-law’s estate of Ponurivka, decided that
the time had come to leave the empire. Together with his wife, Sofiia
Myklashevska, he embarked on his westward journey but had to turn back
when Sofiia fell ill. On January 10, 1826 the discoverer of the History of the
Rus' was arrested in the village of Berezivka near Starodub. He was sent
under guard to St. Petersburg and joined his co-conspirators in the cells of
the SS. Peter and Paul Fortress. In July 1826 the former colonel found
himself among the lucky ones whose “public execution” on the ramparts
of the fortress ended with breaking sabers above their heads and burning
their uniforms and epaulettes.

Von Brigen was sentenced to two years of hard labor in Siberia. The
sentence was commuted to one year, but von Brigen was not allowed to

' Maslov, Literaturnaia deiatel'nost’ K. F. Ryleeva, appendix, pp. 97—98; Brigen, Pis'ma. Istoricheskie
sochineniia, pp. 96—98.
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return to the European part of the empire until after the death of Nicholas
I in 1855. Only then was the hero of Borodino and the European cam-
paigns again permitted to wear his commemorative medal of the war of
1812 with Napoleon and the military cross for service in the Battle of
Kulm (August 1813). Until then, a scar identified in a police report as
visible on von Brigen’s face from a wound received during the Battle
of Kulm was the only indication of his martial heroism to those who met
the Siberian exile. By that time, von Brigen’s family life was in shambles —
he married another woman in Siberia — and many of his plans and dreams
remained unrealized. In the summer of 1857, when von Brigen finally
managed to visit his former wife’s estate, where he had been arrested more
than thirty years earlier, the History of the Rus' that he then considered for
publication had already been in print for more than a decade. Before its
appearance in Moscow in 1846, the book had made a spectacular career in
manuscript form, copied and recopied by scores of devotees of Ukrainian
history. It influenced historical and political discourse in the Russian
Empire to a degree unmatched by any other manuscript of its kind.
Von Brigen and Ryleev were only the first to appreciate its appeal and
importance.”

" Brigen, Pis'ma. Istoricheskie sochineniia, pp. 376—77; “Brigen, fon-der Aleksandr Fedorovich,” in
Alfavit dekabristov.



CHAPTER 3

The birth of the myth

“The air suddenly grew colder: they could feel the vicinity of the Dnieper,”
wrote Nikolai Gogol, describing the approach of his most famous charac-
ter, Taras Bulba, and his two sons to Ukraine’s largest and most famous
river. “And there it gleamed afar distinguishable on the horizon as a dark
bend. It sent forth cold waves, spreading nearer, nearer and finally seeming
to embrace half of the entire surface of the earth.” Travelers attempting to
reach Kyiv from the left bank of the river on April 5, 1847 must have had
similar impressions. That spring the melting snow caused floods, and the
Dnieper, which is quite wide near Kyiv under normal circumstances, had
swollen and become even wider."

Among those making the crossing that spring day was a modestly
dressed man carrying all his earthly belongings in a small suitcase. His
name was Taras Shevchenko. Born a serf in a country where serfs made up
more than a third of the population, the 34-year-old Shevchenko could
consider himself lucky. Very early in life he had shown talent as an artist
and was bought out of serfdom with the help of some of the most
prominent figures on the Russian cultural scene. A renowned Russian
artist, Karl Briullov, painted and auctioned off a portrait of one of the
best-known literary figures in the empire, the poet Vasilii Zhukovsky. The
auction brought in enough money to buy the young man’s freedom.
Shevchenko turned out to be not only a talented artist but also an
outstanding poet. The publication of his first collection of poems,
Kobzar (The Minstrel, 1840), made him famous. Written in Ukrainian,
the poems laid the foundations for the development of modern Ukrainian
literature and, many would add, the Ukrainian nation itself. In 1845
Shevchenko, by that time a graduate of the St. Petersburg Academy of
Arts, returned to his native land, where he was employed by the Kyiv
Archeographic Commission to travel the country, drawing and painting

" Nikolai Vasilevich Gogol, Taras Bulba and Other Stories (Whitefish, Mont., 2004), p. 22.
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Ukraine’s architectural monuments. Now, having spent close to a year on
the road, the artist was on his way to Kyiv to attend a friend’s wedding
and take up a teaching position at Kyiv University.*

The future could not have looked brighter for Shevchenko when he
boarded the Dnieper ferry on that spring day in 1847. However, what
happened when the ferry finally reached the other shore not only took
him by surprise but also crushed his dreams. As the ferry docked, a
policeman boarded it. He had a lazy eye, and it was not clear where he
was looking at any given moment. But the passengers soon grasped that
he had found his quarry. As the policeman spotted Shevchenko and
announced that he was placing him under arrest, one of the passengers
recognized the modestly dressed man as Ukraine’s best-known poet.
He approached Shevchenko and offered to throw his suitcase into the
river, thereby ridding him of what might be incriminating evidence.
Shevchenko refused. This would prove a major error with regard to his
own fate but a boon to his country’s literature.’

When the police opened the suitcase, they found three guns, drawings,
and a collection of papers. It was not the guns but the papers that gave rise
to official concerns. Next day the Kyiv governor informed the head of the
Third Department, the tsar’s secret police in St. Petersburg, of Shevchenko’s
arrest: “Yesterday, on his return from the Chernihiv gubernia, that artist was
detained at the entrance to the city of Kyiv and brought directly to me.
Discovered among his papers was a manuscript book with Little Russian
poems of his own composition, many of them offensive and criminal in
content. Hence I considered it my duty to deliver both those poems and all
others found in Shevchenko’s possession, as well as his personal correspond-
ence, to the Third Department of His Imperial Majesty’s Own Chancery.”
The suspect was sent to the imperial capital under the escort of two local
policemen. The case was of such importance that it had to be investigated in
St. Petersburg, not in provincial Kyiv.*

The papers found in Shevchenko’s suitcase were part of the evidence
that condemned him to ten years of military service as a private, returning
him to serfdom in all but name, for it was serfs who, along with state

> On Shevchenko’s life and work, see George Grabowicz, The Poet as Mythmaker: A Study of Symbolic
Meaning in Taras Sevienko (Cambridge, Mass., 1982); Pavlo Zaitsev, Taras Shevchenko: A Life, ed.
and trans. George S. N. Luckyj (Toronto, 1988).

3 Mikhail Chalyi, Zhizn' i proizvedeniia Tarasa Shevchenka: svod materialov dlia ego biografii s
portretom  (Kyiv, 1882), pp. 62—63; N. Belozerskii, “Taras Grigor'evich Shevchenko po
vospominaniiam raznykh lits,” Kievskaia starina, no. 10 (1882): 72—73.

* Kyrylo-Mefodiivs'ke tovarystvo, 3 vols. (Kyiv, 1990), 11: 198.
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peasants, manned the lower ranks of the imperial army. Tsar Nicholas
I ordered him to be kept “under the strictest surveillance, forbidden to
write or paint.” Shevchenko found these conditions especially painful. “If
I had been a monster or a vampire, even then a more horrible torture
could not have been devised for me,” he wrote later about his sentence.
The severity of the punishment was directly linked to Shevchenko’s
serf origins and the personal attack on the tsar and the tsarina in the
poems found in his possession. Particularly damaging was the “evidence”
discovered in the poem “Son” (A Dream). It depicted Shevchenko’s
imaginary flight across the Russian Empire, allowing him to juxtapose
images of the tsar’s court with those of his beloved Ukraine, which the
poet believed to be suffering under the tsarist regime.

Unlike Ryleev and the Decembrists, Shevchenko did not contemplate
killing the emperor, but he took a particularly harsh attitude toward
the imperial couple, especially the tsar’s consort, Empress Aleksandra
Fedorovna, born Frederica Louise Charlotte Wilhelmina of Prussia. An
object of the tsar’s love and affection, Aleksandra was sickly and looked
much older than her years. She was exceptionally thin, suffered from
nervous twitching, and convulsively shook her head. The Marquis de
Custine, a French aristocrat who visited Russia and met with the empress
in 1839, believed that she had “never recovered from the anguish she had
to undergo on the day of her accession to the throne.” The reference was
to the Decembrist Uprising, which was crushed by Nicholas I as he
succeeded his brother, Alexander 1.

Shevchenko took no prisoners in his attack on the imperial masters,
calling the empress a “dried up mushroom” and concluding his descrip-
tion of her with the ironic exclamation, “So that’s the goddess?!”
Shevchenko’s attack on the monarchy was not limited to living members
of the ruling dynasty. Among the targets of his satire were Emperor Peter
I and Empress Catherine II, Russia’s most famous rulers of the previous
century. “The FIRST one racked my country dear,” wrote Shevchenko
about Peter. Referring to Catherine, he added: “The SECOND gave the
final blow/That brought my land to utter woe./Ah, hangmen both,
voracious beasts!/Upon our folk have been your feasts,/To the last
shred. What token fond/Went with you to the world beyond?/Such
heaviness oppressed my head/As if in those two words I read/All history
of our Ukraine.” The poem was written in St. Petersburg in July 1844.

> Marquis de Custine, Empire of the Tsar: A Journey through Eternal Russia, foreword by Daniel
J. Boorstin; introduction by George F. Kennan (New York, 1989), pp. 137-38.
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In February and March 1847, before embarking on his trip to Kyiv,
Shevchenko made his final changes to its text. The poem would serve to
incriminate not only Shevchenko but also friends of his who read and
kept copies of earlier versions.®

What “history of Ukraine” did Shevchenko have in mind? A reading of
“A Dream” leaves no doubt that much of the historical data and at least
some of his inspiration came from the History of the Rus'. Shevchenko first
encountered the mysterious manuscript around 1840. From that time on,
his poetry was replete with images of the History's heroes, including the
hetmans Severyn Nalyvaiko and Yakiv Ostrianytsia — incarnations of
sacrifice and suffering for the sake of Shevchenko’s homeland. The
History's influence on “A Dream” becomes particularly apparent in his
depiction of the fate of the acting hetman Pavlo Polubotok, who was
jailed by Peter I and died in captivity in the St. Petersburg fortress of
SS. Peter and Paul in 1724. The Ukrainian historian Mykola Markevych
wrote in 1825 to Kondratii Ryleev that the spirit of Polubotok still lived
among the elite of the former Hetmanate. The History of the Rus' was vivid
proof of that. According to its author, Polubotok delivered a speech
before Peter accusing him of violating Cossack rights and privileges and
saying that God alone could resolve his dispute with the tsar. The hetman
allegedly told the all-powerful emperor that the Cossacks had been
“forced to dig trenches and canals and drain impassable marshes, fertiliz-
ing all this with the corpses of our dead, who have fallen by the thousands
from oppressive burdens, hunger, and climate.” He was referring to
the use of Cossack regiments for the construction of the tsar’s new capital,
St. Petersburg.”

Taras Shevchenko retold the History's account of Peter and Paul by
making Polubotok say the following words:

O greedy and voracious Tsar!

O wicked ruler that you are,

O serpent that all earth should shun,
What have you to my Cossacks done?
For you have glutted all these swamps
With noble bones! To feed your pomps,

© The Poetical Works of Taras Shevchenko: The Kobzar, trans. C. H. Andrusyshen and Watson
Kirkconnell (Toronto, 1964), pp. 170-73; cf. Taras Shevchenko, Zibrannia tvoriv u shesty tomakh
(Kyiv, 2003), 1: 272—75.

7 Shevchenko, Zibrannia tvoriv, v: 274-75; Istoriia Rusov ili Maloi Rosii. Sochinenie Georgiia
Koniskago, Arkhiepiskopa Beloruskago (Moscow, 1846) pp. 229-30; Mykhailo Vozniak, Psevdo-
Konys'kyi i Psevdo-Poletyka (Istoriia Rusov u literaturi ta nautsi) (Lviv and Kyiv, 1939), pp. 29-31.
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You reared your shining capital
On tortured corpses of them all,
And in a gloomy dungeon cell,
Me, their free hetman, by a hell
Of utter hunger you have slain,
A martyr to our sad Ukraine!®

Like Kondratii Ryleev before him, Shevchenko found a call for freedom in the
History, but he also discerned something that never occurred to Ryleev —a call
to arms in defense of the Ukrainian nation against its oppressors, the Russian
tsars and nobles. It was Shevchenko’s interpretation that captivated readers of
his day and turned the manuscript into the bible of the Ukrainian movement.
His verses inspired hundreds, thousands, and eventually hundreds of thou-
sands of Ukrainians to struggle for their national rights. Many came to revere
him not only as a martyr but also as a national prophet, the father of a modern
nation not yet born at the time of his arrest in the spring of 1847. But was

Shevchenko right in his reading of the History?

Taras Shevchenko was not the first writer to follow in Ryleev’s footsteps
and turn to the History of the Rus' in search of historical data and artistic
inspiration. He was preceded by two great contemporaries, Alexander
Pushkin and Nikolai Gogol, whose readings of the History were also quite
different from Ryleev’s.

Alexander Pushkin, by far the best-known Russian poet of the nineteenth
century and the founder of modern Russian literature, was fascinated with the
mysterious manuscript. “Many passages in the ‘History of Little Russia’ are
pictures drawn by the brush of a great painter,” he wrote, referring to the
History of the Rus'. In 1836 Pushkin published long excerpts from the manu-
script in his journal, Sovremennik (The Contemporary). He hoped that the
entire manuscript would appear in print before long. “As a historian, Heorhii
Konysky has not yet received his due, for a well-wrought madrigal sometimes
brings greater fame than a truly sublime creation, rarely intelligible to avid
connoisseurs of the human mind and hardly accessible to most readers . . . Let
us hope that this great historian of Little Russia will also ultimately find a
publisher of equal merit.” At the time Pushkin wrote these words, he was a
recognized leader of the Russian literary world, and his assessment of the
History had a major impact on intellectuals all over the Russian Empire.”

8 The Poetical Works of Taras Shevchenko, p. 174; cf. Shevchenko, Zibrannia tvoriv, 1: 275—76.
¥ Aleksandr Pushkin, “Sobranie sochinenii Georgiia Konisskogo, arkhiepiskopa Belorusskogo,” in
Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, 12 vols. (Moscow, 1949), XII: 12—19.
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Born in Moscow to a noble family, Pushkin underwent a profound
ideological metamorphosis in the course of his short life. An alumnus
of an elite lyceum for noble youth and a close friend of many future
Decembrists, he had fallen out of favor with the authorities by 1820,
the year of the publication of his first long poem, Ruslan and Liud-
mila. He was regarded by the court as a dangerous freethinker and
forced to spend much of the next decade in exile, first in the Caucasus,
then in southern Ukraine and Moldavia, and later at his mother’s
estate of Mikhailovskoe in northwestern Russia. It was there that
Pushkin received news of the Decembrist Uprising, led by some of
his personal friends, including Kondratii Ryleev. Pushkin initially
decided to go to the capital but then turned back and burned incrim-
inating papers and poetic manuscripts. Some believe that Pushkin the
freethinker also perished in those flames. In the following year he
wrote to the tsar, asking pardon and promising loyalty in return.
A meeting between the tsar and the poet took place in early September
1826, a few months after the execution of the Decembrists. Nicholas
I reinstated Pushkin’s freedom of movement but also told the poet that
henceforth he would be his personal censor. Some scholars argue that
that there were two Pushkins, one before the Decembrist Uprising of
1825 and another after it."®

A point on which the post-1825 Pushkin and the Russian tsar
seemed to be in complete agreement was their devotion to the
empire. The Polish Uprising of 1830 turned Pushkin into an ardent
defender of Russian rule in the western borderlands acquired by
Catherine II a few decades earlier. The former promoter of freedom
and admirer of liberal values wrote a number of poems attacking the
West for its support of the Polish rebels. The most famous of those
poems, written in 1831, was titled “To the Maligners of Russia” and
intended as a response to speeches delivered in the French parliament
in support of the Polish cause. In another poem, “The Anniversary of
Borodino” written on the occasion of the Russian capture of Praga, a
suburb of rebellious Warsaw in August 1831, Pushkin expressed his
concern about the future of Russian possessions in the west, including
not only Poland but also Ukrainian lands annexed to Muscovy in

the times of Bohdan Khmelnytsky: “Where shall we shift the line of

® On Pushkin’s political views, see T. J. Binyon, Pushkin: A Biography (New York, 2003); Yuri
Druzhnikov, Prisoner of Russia: Alexander Pushkin and the Political Uses of Nationalism
(New Brunswick, N.J., 1999).
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forts?/Beyond the Buh, to the Vorskla, to the Estuary?/Whose will
Volhynia be?/And Bohdan’s legacy?”"

In the midst of the Polish uprising, Pushkin decided to write a history
of Cossack Ukraine or, in the parlance of the time, Little Russia. He
drafted an outline of the history and began writing the text. In the
opinion of Boris Modzalevsky, one of the best students of Pushkin’s life
and literary work, the poet’s periodization of Ukrainian history came not
from the writings of Mikhail Karamzin or Dmitrii Bantysh-Kamensky,
the author of the three-volume History of Little Russia, but from the
History of the Rus'. Although Pushkin drafted his outline in Russian, he
began writing the text in French, apparently intending it for a Western
audience. In July 1831 Pushkin submitted his outline to Count Aleksandr
Benkendorf, the head of the Third Department (the tsar’s secret police),
who took over the role of Pushkin’s personal censor from Nicholas I. The
projected history was supposed to become part of the state-sponsored
effort to counter Western propaganda and refute Polish claims to
Ukraine. The uprising was soon crushed, and the history project lost its
topicality. Its outline, along with Pushkin’s later publications, allows one
to suggest that the poet regarded the author of the History of the Rus' as a
fellow defender of the Russian Empire. For him the manuscript was not
only a well-written work of history but also an indictment of Poland and
the Catholic Church for their brutal rule over part of the Rus' lands in the
not so distant past. That indictment now provided moral justification for
the suppression of the Polish revolt.”

Pushkin’s first encounter with the History of the Rus' took place in 1829,
soon after the publication of his epic poem Poltava. That work, devoted
to Peter’s victory over Charles XII and his Cossack allies in 1709, is often
interpreted as Pushkin’s response to what he saw as Byron’s idealization of
the “traitorous” Hetman Ivan Mazepa. Byron’s poem Mazeppa (1818)
highlighted the love story of the young Mazepa, turning him into a
literary symbol of the new Romantic age. Kondratii Ryleev treated
Mazepa with barely concealed sympathy in his Voinarovsky, and Pushkin
resolved to give a different, much more negative treatment of the Cossack
hetman. In the preface to Poltava, composed in January 1829, Pushkin
wrote: “Mazepa is one of the most outstanding figures of that epoch.

" Pushkin, “Borodinskaia godovshchina,” in Polnoe sobranie sochinenii (Moscow, 1948), 1r: 27375,
here 274.

> Pushkin, “Ocherk istorii Ukrainy,” in Polnoe sobranie sochinenii (Moscow, 1949), X11: 196-98, 422;
B. L. Modzalevskii, commentary on Pushkin, “Ocherk istorii Ukrainy,” in Pushkin, Po/noe sobranie
sochinenii v 10-ti tomakh (Moscow, 1958), VIII: 557—58.
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Some writers wanted to make him a hero of liberty, a new Bohdan
Khmelnytsky. History presents him as an ambitious individual given over
to perfidy and evil deeds ... a traitor to Peter before his victory and a
traitor to Charles after his defeat: his memory, consigned by the church to
anathema, also cannot escape the curse of humankind.” Pushkin did not
mention Ryleev by name, but most scholars are now agreed that the
reference was indeed to Ryleev and his Voinarovsky. This was a major
change in Pushkin’s attitude to the work of his executed friend. Before the
Decembrist revolt, Pushkin liked Voinarovsky and told Ryleev so.”

Poltava got mixed reviews. Some of Pushkin’s critics attacked him for
departing from Byron’s image of Mazepa, others for his lack of historical
accuracy and invention of episodes that had never taken place. But there
was at least one reviewer prepared to vouch for Pushkin’s fidelity to the
historical record. Mykhailo Maksymovych, a professor of botany at
Moscow University and later the first rector of Kyiv University, soon
published an article: “On Pushkin’s Poem Poltava from the Historical
Viewpoint.” There he defended Pushkin’s presentation of historical facts
by referring to “oral accounts more trustworthy than others.” The refer-
ence was to the History of the Rus', where Maksymovych found confirm-
ation of Pushkin’s claim that Mazepa had rebelled against the tsar to
avenge the humiliation he suffered when the tsar seized him by the
moustache at a banquet.™

By 1831, Pushkin himself was turning to the History of the Rus' to defend
the accuracy of his depiction of the moustache episode. The “proof,”
however, came from a different part of the History — the section on the
Khmelnytsky Uprising. In an article entitled “Objections to Critics of
Poltava,” Pushkin wrote: “Mazepa acts in my poem exactly as he did in
history, and his speeches explain his historical character. It has been
remarked to me that Mazepa is too rancorous in my work; that a Litte
Russian hetman is not a student and would not want to take revenge for a
slap in the face or for having his moustache pulled. Once again, this is
history refuted by literary criticism: once again, although I know it, I do not

B Pushkin, “Poltava,” in Polnoe sobranie sochinenii v 10-ti tomakh (Moscow, 1959), IIL: 449—50;
K. F. Ryleev, “Pis'ma k A. S. Pushkinu,” in Sochineniia i perepiska Kondratiia Fedorovicha Ryleeva,
2nd edn. by his daughter, ed. P. A. Efremov (St. Petersburg, 1784), pp. 203-6.

" Mikhail Maksimovich, “O poéme Pushkina Poltava v istoricheskom otnoshenii,” Atenei, no. 6
(1829): s07-15. On Maksymovych, see Viktor Korotkyi and Serhii Bilen'kyi, Mykhailo
Maksymovych ta osvitni praktyky na Pravoberezhnii Ukraini v pershii polovyni XIX stolittia (Kyiv,
1999); Nadiia Boiko, Mykhailo Maksymovych — naviky z ridnym kraiem (Cherkasy, 2004); Mykola
Korpaniuk, Slovo i dukh Ukrainy kniazhoi ta kozars'koi doby (Mykhailo Maksymovych — doslidnyk
davn'oukrains'koi literatury) (Cherkasy, 2004).



The birth of the myth 55

believe it! Mazepa, educated in Europe at a time when notions of nobiliary
honor were at their strongest — Mazepa might long have remembered the
Muscovite tsar’s insult and taken revenge on him when the opportunity
presented itself. His whole character — secretive, cruel, single-minded — is
in that trait. Pulling a Pole or a Cossack by the moustache was the same as
seizing a Russian by the beard. One recalls that for all the offenses
Khmelnytsky suffered from Czaplinski, he was compensated, by verdict
of the Commonwealth, with the shaven moustache of his enemy (see the
Konysky Chronicle).””

In the first volume of Sovremennik, the journal he founded in 1836,
partly in the hope of improving his financial situation, Pushkin included
two excerpts from the History as part of his review of a recently published
collection of Heorhii Konysky’s works. Although the History of the Rus'
was routinely called the “Konysky History” long before Pushkin, he was
the first to make a written attribution of its authorship to the archbishop
of Mahilioti. “Heorhii wrote it for reasons of state,” asserted Pushkin.
“When Empress Catherine established a commission to draft a new law
code, a deputy of the Little Russian nobility, Andrii Hryhorovych Pole-
tyka, turned to Heorhii as a man well versed in the ancient laws and
resolutions of that land, justly considering that the history of the people
alone could explain its true needs. He set about his weighty task and
accomplished it with astonishing success, combining the poetic freshness
of the chronicle with the criticism imperative in history.” Pushkin
explained away inaccuracies in the History by stressing Konysky’s patriot-
ism and strong anti-Catholicism. “Bold and conscientious in his testi-
mony, Konysky is not without a measure of involuntary passion,” wrote
Pushkin. “Hatred of Catholic superstition and of the repressions that he
himself so actively opposed resounds in his eloquent narration. Love of his
homeland often takes him beyond the bounds of strict justice.”

Pushkin saw Konysky as his own predecessor — a Russian patriot and
zealot of Orthodoxy who wrote his history to meet the needs of the
Russian Empire. In preparing the excerpts for publication, Pushkin
rendered all references to the Rus' people and the Rus' church as references
to the Russian people and religion. In the aftermath of the Polish upris-
ing, the imperial government launched a major campaign to russify its
western borderlands, abolish the Uniate Church, and treat both Poles and

> Pushkin, “Vozrazheniia kritikam Poltavy,” in Polnoe sobranie sochinenii (Moscow, 1949), X1: 164—65.
*¢ Pushkin, “Sobranie sochinenii Georgiia Konisskogo, Arkhiepiskopa Belorusskogo,” in Polnoe
sobranie sochinenii, X11: 12—24.
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Jews as enemies. The two excerpts of the History that Pushkin selected for
publication had very strong anti-Polish, anti-Catholic, and anti-Jewish
overtones. The first dealt with the introduction of the church union at the
Council of Brest (1596), while the second described the Polish authorities’
execution of Hetman Ostrianytsia and his comrades, leaders of the
Cossack uprising of 1638—39 in Ukraine. The Poles were Pushkin’s main
target. One of the excerpts contained the following passage: “Poles with
large complements of staff were dispatched to all Little Russian adminis-
trative and judicial offices; the towns were taken over by Polish garrisons,
and other settlements by their troops; they were empowered to do to the
Russian people whatever they wanted and could think up, and they
carried out that order with interest: anything that licentious, arrogant,
and drunken humanity could conceive, they inflicted on the unfortunate
Russian people with no pangs of conscience — pillage, rape of women and
even children, beatings, torture, and murder exceeded the bounds of the
most unenlightened barbarians.”"”

If Ryleev saw the Cossacks depicted in the History of the Rus' as predeces-
sors of his own struggle against autocracy, Pushkin, writing after the defeat
of the Decembrist Uprising of 1825, regarded them as allies in strengthening
imperial rule over the western borderlands, fighters against Catholicism and
Western oppression, and symbols of true Russian and Orthodox spirit.
The Cossack myth introduced into Russian literature in the 1820s with
the help of the History of the Rus' as an appeal against autocracy and
in support of a constitutional republican order and liberal values was
transformed in the next generation into a vehicle for strengthening auto-
cracy, crushing republicanism, and promoting the imperial agenda in the
borderlands. Even so, its evolution was far from over.

Pushkin’s interest in the History was picked up by his younger colleague
Nikolai Gogol, who came up with his own version of the Cossack myth.
Like Ryleev and Pushkin, Gogol found the History of the Rus' a source of
inspiration and a repository of historical episodes and images on which he
could draw for his own work. Nikolai Gogol was born Mykola Hohol in
1809 in the Poltava region of Ukraine to a noble family with deep Cossack
roots. In 1821, at the age of twelve, Mykola was sent to the Bezborodko
Lyceum in Nizhyn, the first secular institution of higher learning in the
former Hetmanate. It was founded by Count Illia Bezborodko in memory
of (and, in part, with funds inherited from) his elder brother, the

7 Ibid., pp. 21-24.
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chancellor of the Russian Empire, Prince Oleksandr Bezborodko. After
eight years at the lyceum, the nineteen-year-old Gogol followed in the
footsteps of the Bezborodko brothers and left Ukraine to conquer
St. Petersburg. His obsession, however, was the pursuit of literary fame,
not of imperial power. In the capital the young Gogol found a prevailing
interest in Ukraine and things Ukrainian, heightened by the Polish
uprising of 1830. The educated Russian public saw in Kyiv and Ukraine
not only the cradle of the Russian dynasty, religion, and nation, but also
part of the Russian heritage that had to be protected against the threat of
the Polish insurrection. Ukraine emerged in the Russian imagination as
an ultimate Romantic utopia, a land populated by epic heroes engaged in
life-and-death struggles with the enemies of Russia. Gogol drew on this
interest in and fascination with Cossack and Ukrainian themes.™

In the spring of 1829 Gogol began writing his Ukrainian tales, based
largely on folklore sources supplied by his mother. They would be
published two years later under the title Evenings on a Farm near Dikanka,
bringing their author renown throughout the empire. In 1830 we see
him working on a historical novel titled Get'man. Its main character
was a beloved hero of the History of the Rus', Hetman Ostrianytsia. While
the author of the History turned the Cossack leader Yakiv Ostrianyn
into Hetman Stepan Ostrianytsia, Gogol transformed him into Taras
Ostrianytsia. The novel begins with an episode directly influenced by
Gogol’s reading of the History: Ostrianytsia appears on the scene to save
an old Cossack from persecution by a Pole and a Jew for unpaid taxes. He
saves the Jew from popular wrath and humiliates the Polish officer by
tearing off part of his moustache — an episode inspired by the passage of
the History that Pushkin cited in defense of his Poltava.””

Gogol never finished Get'man. It is believed that he abandoned work
on the novel to begin writing 7aras Bul'ba. The new novel was closely
linked to its unfinished predecessor, and the History of the Rus' remained
one of Gogol’s foremost historical sources. 7aras Bul'ba was completed in
1834 and first published a year later. Gogol reworked it in 1842, adding

On Gogol and his place in Russian and Ukrainian literature, see Edyta Bojanowska, Nikolai Gogol
between Ukrainian and Russian Nationalism (Cambridge, Mass., 2007); Richard Peace, The Enigma
of Gogol: An Examination of the Writings of N. V. Gogol and Their Place in the Russian Literary
Tradition (Cambridge, 2009).

Nikolai Gogol, “Get'man,” in Polnoe sobranie sochinenii v 14-ti tomakh (Moscow, 1937-s2), II:
277-323; V. 1. Matsapura, “Nezavershennyi roman Gogolia ‘Get'man’: osobennosti poétiki,
problema konteksta,” Hoholeznavchi studii: Zbirnyk naukovykh prass', vol. xvit (Nizhyn, 2008),
pp. 26—42; Bojanowska, Nikolai Gogol, pp. 157-6o0.
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new scenes but not altering the main story line. The main characters are
the Cossack colonel Taras Bulba and his two sons, Ostap and Andrii. The
Cossack uprising of 1638—39, led by Hetman Ostrianytsia, serves as the
background to the story, which culminates with the capture and execution
by the Polish authorities of Taras’s elder son, Ostap. Generations of
readers of the short novel and viewers of its six movie adaptations, the
first of which was produced in 1909, were shocked and moved by the
scene, which features an exchange of last words between the father,
beholding the sufferings of his Cossack son, and the son, who calls on
his father without knowing that he is present in the crowd.

“Ostap endured the torture like a giant,” wrote Gogol. “Not a cry, not
a groan, was heard. Even when they began to break the bones in his hands
and feet, when, amid the death-like stillness of the crowd, the horrible
cracking was audible to the most distant spectators; when even his
tormentors turned aside their eyes, nothing like a groan escaped his lips,
nor did his face quiver. Taras stood in the crowd with bowed head; and,
raising his eyes proudly at that moment, he said, approvingly, “Well done,
boy! well done!” But when they took him to the last deadly tortures, it
seemed as though his strength were failing. He cast his eyes around.
O God! all strangers, all unknown faces! If only some of his relatives
had been present at his death! He would not have cared to hear the sobs
and anguish of his poor, weak mother, nor the unreasoning cries of a wife,
tearing her hair and beating her white breast; but he would have liked to
see a strong man who might refresh him with a word of wisdom, and
cheer his end. And his strength failed him, and he cried in the weakness of
his soul, ‘Father! where are you? do you hear?” ‘I hear!” rang through the
universal silence, and those thousands of people shuddered in concert.”*®

The inspiration for this scene, as well as for the following passage, in
which Gogol describes the revenge of Taras and his victories over the
Polish army led by Mikolaj Potocki, came directly from the History of the
Rus'. Gogol was clearly impressed by the scene of Ostrianytsia’s execution
that Pushkin later published in Sovremennik. The passage read as follows:
“The place of execution was full of people, soldiers, and torturers with
their instruments. Hetman Ostrianytsia, General Quartermaster Surmylo,
and Colonels Nedryhailo, Boiun, and Ryndych were broken on the wheel,
and, as their arms and legs were incessantly broken, their veins were
stretched across the wheel until they expired.” As in the History of the
Rus', so in Taras Bul'ba the execution takes place in Warsaw. Gogol also

*® Gogol, Taras Bulba and Other Stories, pp. 109-10.
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borrowed the History's account of the execution of a Cossack hetman by
burning him alive in a copper barrel called a “bull.”™

Thanks to 7aras Bul'ba, the fictitious execution of the Cossack officers
in Warsaw made a spectacular career in the historical imagination of
Gogol’s readers and admirers. The director of the Russian blockbuster
Taras Bul'ba (2009), Vladimir Bortko, believed that the novel was based
on historical fact. He also saw in the novel a call for Rus' or, rather, Russo-
Ukrainian unity. As the basis for his screenplay Bortko used the second
(1842) edition of Gogol’s novel, where the writer, partly under the influ-
ence of a change in his own reading of Ukrainian history and partly
yielding to ideological dogmas of the time, depicted Taras Bulba not
only as a patriot of the Rus' land but also as an admirer of the Russian
tsar. Bortko did not distinguish between Rus' and Russia, making the
Ukrainian Cossacks into Russian patriots and loyalists of the Russian
monarchy and the modern Russian nation. This reading of Gogol pro-
voked a wave of protest in Ukraine, but the Kyiv-born Russian filmmaker
defended himself by claiming that he had simply followed Gogol and
used his language and terminology.™

If Bortko followed Gogol, Gogol followed the History of the Rus'. The
terms that they all used to denote Cossack nationality were similar — Rus'
or Russian (russkiz) — but their meaning was quite different. For Bortko,
the Cossacks were simply part of a larger Russian nation: in that sense,
he followed in Pushkin’s footsteps. For the author of the History and
for Gogol, the Cossacks were a nation in their own right. In 1834,
Gogol wrote announcing his plans for a history of Ukraine, which he
called Little Russia: “We still do not have a full and satisfactory history
of Little Russia, the nation [narod] that functioned for four centuries
separately from Great Russia.” He also referred to the Cossacks as a
“warlike nation ... marked by complete originality of character and
exploits.” At the same time, Gogol considered Little Russia to be part of
a larger entity called “Russia” and occasionally referred to “Russia” and
“Great Russia” interchangeably. This left Gogol’s works open to a variety
of interpretations when it came to determining exactly what he meant by
the term “Russian.””

2]

Istoriia Rusov, pp. 39, 56.

“Rezhisser Vladimir Bortko v programme Viktora Rezunkova,” Radio Liberty, April 15, 2009
www.svobodanews.ru/content/transcript/1610037.html.
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Taras Shevchenko, the Ukrainian poet whose views and plight we
discussed at the beginning of this chapter, interpreted the heroism and
self-sacrifice of Gogol’s Cossack characters as a manifestation of their love
not for the Russian Empire or nation but for their native Ukraine. In a
poem of 1840 addressed to Gogol, Shevchenko treated Taras Bulba’s
killing of his pro-Polish son Andrii as a manifestation of Taras’s Ukrainian
patriotism, which was in direct conflict with the loyalty of Shevchenko’s
contemporaries to the Russian Empire. The poet wrote:

No cannon roar now in Ukraine
With voice of Liberty;

Nor will the father slay his son,
His own dear child, with pain,
For honor, glory, brotherhood,
The freedom of Ukraine.

He'll rather rear him up to sell
To Moscow’s slaughterhouse.™

For Shevchenko, not only Gogol’s Taras Bul'ba but also the History of the
Rus' were records of the glorious Ukrainian past — the ideals expressed in
those works were to be held dear and their heroes emulated. This
Ukrainocentric reading of the History set Shevchenko apart not only
from Ryleev and Pushkin but also from Gogol. Shevchenko was, of
course, not the only Ukrainian intellectual who read the History in that
way. The mysterious manuscript influenced his whole circle of friends,
many of whom were arrested along with him in a police sweep in the
spring of 1847.

According to police records, Shevchenko and his friends belonged to
the clandestine Brotherhood of SS. Cyril and Methodius, whose declared
goal was the national revival of their homeland and the creation of a Slavic
federation led by Ukraine. The historical section of the brotherhood’s
program, entitled 7he Books of the Genesis of the Ukrainian People, was
heavily influenced by the History. It claimed that Ukraine united first with
Poland and then with Russia as equal with equal, treated the Cossack
hetmans as Christian knights, and identified the Cossack tradition of free
elections as the core of Ukrainian identity. It made the following affirm-
ation: “Ukraine loved neither the tsar nor the Polish lord and established a
Cossack Host amongst themselves, i.e., a brotherhood in which each

** The Poctical Works of Taras Shevchenko, p. 182; Shevchenko, Zibrannia tvoriv, 1: 284, 710-12. On
Gogol’s and Shevchenko’s interpretations of Ukrainian history and culture, see George Luckyj,
Between Gogol' and Sevéenko: Polarity in the Literary Ukraine, 1798-1847 (Munich, 1971).
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upon entering was the brother of the others — whether he had before been
a master or a slave, provided that he was a Christian.””

The Books of the Genesis were written by Mykola Kostomarov (1817-85),
a professor of Russian history at Kyiv University and chief ideologist of
the brotherhood. It was on the way to his wedding that Taras Shevchenko
was arrested in April 1847. Kostomarov, who had been arrested a few days
earlier, was the son of a Russian noble and a Ukrainian serf woman from
the Ostrogozhsk region, the same area that had inspired Ryleev’s interest
in Ukraine and things Ukrainian. A graduate of Kharkiv University, he
took up a professorship at Kyiv University in 1846 and became a founder
of the Brotherhood of SS. Cyril and Methodius in the following year. By
that time he was already familiar with the History of the Rus', which had
influenced his political views and historical writings since the late 1830s,
among them a scholarly biography of Bohdan Khmelnytsky, which was
first published in 1857. No less impressed by the History was another
member of the brotherhood, Panteleimon Kulish (1819—97). Born into a
petty gentry family with Cossack roots in the Chernihiv region of the
former Hetmanate, Kulish became one of the most influential Ukrainian
writers and folklorists of the nineteenth century. In the early 1840s there
was no greater admirer of the History or more ardent promoter of the
Cossack myth than Panteleimon Kulish. In 1843 he published two works
heavily influenced by the History, the Russian-language novel Mykhailo
Charnyshenko, or Little Russia Eighty Years Ago and a popular Ukrainian-
language history entitled Ukraine: From the Origin of Ukraine to Father
Khmelnytsky.™

The 1830s and 1840s marked the apogee of the History's influence. Its
heroes, real and imagined, were to be found not only in the literary and
popular works of Ryleev, Pushkin, Gogol, Shevchenko, and Kulish, but
also in multivolume histories of Ukraine. It served as one of the sources
for the second edition of Dmitrii Bantysh-Kamensky’s History of Little

» Towards an Intellectual History of Ukraine: An Anthology of Ukrainian Thought from 1710 to 1995, ed.
Ralph Lindheim and George S. N. Luckyj (Toronto, 1996), p. 96. On the Brotherhood of SS. Cyril
and Methodius, see Stefan Kozak, Ukrairiscy spiskowcy i mesjanisci: Bractwo Cyryla i Metodego
(Warsaw, 1990).

26 “Avtobiografiia Nikolaia Ivanovicha Kostomarova,” Russkaia mysl, no. s (188s): 211; Taras
Shevchenko: Dokumenty i materialy do biohrafii, 1814—1861, ed. le. P. Kyryliuk (Kyiv, 1982),
pp. 88-159, here 116; Vozniak, Psevdo-Konys'kyi, pp. 31-32. On Kostomarov, his political views
and historical writings, see Thomas M. Prymak, Mykola Kostomarov: A Biography (Toronto, 1996).
On Kulish, see George S. N. Luckyj, Panteleimon Kulish: A Sketch of His Life and Times (Boulder,
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Rusov ili Maloi Rossii,” Manuscript Institute, Vernadsky Library, 1, no. 4094.
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Russia (1830) and was the primary source for Mykola Markevych’s five-
volume History of Little Russia, which appeared in print in 1842—43.
Among those fascinated with the mysterious document were not only
historians, writers, and poets but also Ukrainian nobles, normally distant
from intellectual pursuits. The German traveler J. G. Kohl, who visited
Dnieper Ukraine in the late 1830s, wrote that the “Konysky history” (he
spelled the archbishop’s name “Kanevsky”) was exceptionally popular
among the local nobility, and in some regions one could find a copy on
every estate.”’

There was a demand for a printed edition of the History, but the plans
of many admirers of the work, including its discoverer, Aleksandr von
Brigen, to publish the manuscript remained unfulfilled. The first excerpts
appeared in 1834 in the journal Zaporozhskaia starina (Zaporozhian
Antiquity), published by the Kharkiv Romantics, a group of writers and
poets whose central figure was Izmail Sreznevsky (1812—80), the author of
numerous literary mystifications, some of them based on the History of the
Rus'. As discussed above, in 1836 additional excerpts from the work were
published by Alexander Pushkin. There were plans to publish the com-
plete text, but nothing came of them. J. G. Kohl, who explained this as a
consequence of the freethinking spirit in which the History was written,
was right on the mark. When the History of the Rus' finally appeared in
print in 1846, it was issued by the Imperial Society of Russian History and
Antiquities at Moscow University, which was exempt from the regular
censorship.>®

The person responsible for the publication was the society’s academic
secretary, Osyp Bodiansky (1808-77). A native of Ukraine, Bodiansky
graduated from Moscow University, where he became a professor of
Slavic philology. A friend of Gogol and Shevchenko, he had a great
interest in Ukrainian history and published numerous sources on the
subject. In preparation for the publication of the History, Bodiansky
collected a number of manuscript copies and, as he wrote in the intro-
duction, “I selected the best of them, added readings from other copies,
and then proposed that the Imperial Society of Russian History and
Antiquities publish it, which is now accomplished.” Regarding the cen-
sorship, Bodiansky wrote many years later: “Nor shall I conceal the

*7 Dmitrii Bantysh-Kamenskii, /storiia Maloi Rossii, 3 vols. (Moscow, 1830); Nikolai Markevich,
Istoriia Malorossii, 5 vols. (Moscow, 1842—43); ]. G. Kohl, Reisen im Inneren von Russland und Polen
(Dresden and Leipzig, 1841), pp. 32021

8 Ibid; Vozniak, Psevdo-Konys'kyi, pp. 17-27. On Sreznevsky’s spectacular academic career, see V. 1.
Lamanskii, Z. 1. Sreznevskii (1812—1880) (Moscow, 1890).



The birth of the myth 63

hidden motive for beginning the publication of Ukrainian chronicles and
other monuments with this particular work, bearing in mind the
following: the publication of the History of the Rus', for which Ustrialov,
Pushkin, and Gogol strove in vain, might be undertaken successfully by
the ‘Society,” which was in charge of its own censorship at the time,
especially at the start of its publishing activity.”*

Bodiansky succeeded where others had failed. The censorship did not
interfere, and the History hit the bookstores to the excitement of Ukrain-
ian patriots. The year 1846 was probably the last in which a manuscript of
that nature could have been published. In the following year, with the
arrest of members of the SS. Cyril and Methodius Brotherhood, the
authorities became vigilant toward anything that might smack of Little
Russian separatism. Two years later, in the atmosphere of paranoia
created by the revolution of 1848, the society’s journal, in which the
History had appeared, was shut down by the censors for publishing
a Russian translation of Giles Fletcher’s Of the Russe Common Wealth.
In that account of a sixteenth-century English diplomat’s mission to
Muscovy, Emperor Nicholas I discerned “references insulting to Russia,
to Russian monarchs, and the Russian church.” Bodiansky was dismissed
from his position in Moscow and transferred to the University of Kazan.
The published Hiszory soon became a rarity, and many believed it to be
officially banned. Mykhailo Maksymovych, the admirer and student of
the History who first introduced it to Pushkin, wrote to Bodiansky in 1857:
“And do you know that in Kyiv it is being sold for 10 or 12 silver rubles,
and it is rumored throughout Ukraine that it is supposedly a forbidden
book!”*°

Few people could have benefited more from the publication of the
History than Taras Shevchenko. A soldier in the Russian army, he wrote to
Osyp Bodiansky from exile in the Caspian steppes, requesting a copy of
the book. Bodiansky complied, and in the fall of 1854 Shevchenko was
overwhelmed with joy. “Thank you again for the chronicles,” he wrote to
his benefactor. “I am now reciting them by heart. Reading them, my little
soul revives! Thank you!” At that time Shevchenko, who, despite the tsar’s
orders, managed both to paint and to write, was working on a novel
entitled 7he Twins. Its main character, a Ukrainian nobleman of Cossack

* Istoriia Rusov, p. v; Osip Bodianskii, “Ob"iasnenie,” in Chteniia v Imperatorskom obshchestve istorii i
drevnostei rossiiskikh 1 (Moscow, 1871): 221-22; For academic biographies of Bodiansky,
see N. P. Vasilenko, O. M. Bodianskii i ego zaslugi dlia izucheniia Malorossii (Kyiv, 1904);
N. A. Kondrashov, Osip Maksimovich Bodianskii (Moscow, 1956).

*° Quoted in Vozniak, Psevdo-Konys'kyi, pp. 34—36.
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origin named Nykyfor Fedorovych Sokyra, turned out to be a great
admirer of the History. Shevchenko explained that his emotions were
aroused most strongly by descriptions of wrongs done to Ukraine by its
numerous enemies. “Nykyfor Fedorovych read it several times,” wrote
Shevchenko about the History, “but never to the very end. Everything — all
the abominations, all the Polish inhumanities, the Swedish war, Biron’s
brother, who took infants at the breast from their mothers in Starodub
and forced the mothers to breast-feed dogs for his kennel — that, too, he
read, but whenever he got to the Holstein colonel Kryzhanovsky, he
would spit, close the book, and spit again.”

As Shevchenko, faithful to the ideals of his youth, wrote 7he Twins in
his Caspian exile, few of his Kyivan friends from the Brotherhood of SS.
Cyril and Methodius shared his excitement about the History. Bodiansky’s
publication made its text available not only to admirers in Ukraine but
also to scholars in the rest of the empire, many of whom raised doubts
about its reliability as a historical source. Panteleimon Kulish, the former
admirer of the History, was in the first ranks of the skeptics. Two years
after Shevchenko completed 7he Twins, Kulish, well versed in the latest
literature on the subject, celebrated the appearance of scholarly publica-
tions that undermined the credibility of the History. He wrote: “The
sacred mantle of historian has been stripped from Konysky. He has been
revealed, first, as a fanatic — a historian of Little Russia who, out of love
for it, spared neither Poland nor the Muscovite state, contrary to the
truth; second, as an unusually talented individual, a poet of chronicle
narratives and an authentic painter of events only in those cases when he
had no preconceived idea.”*

There was more to Kulish’s reassessment of Konysky than mere disap-
pointment with the inaccuracy of the History's data. Both he and Mykola
Kostomarov had come to realize that the manuscript they once revered no
less fervently than did Shevchenko’s Nykyfor Sokyra was as far removed
from their ideals of populism and egalitarianism as one could imagine. As
political thinkers and writers, they continued to hold the popular masses
in high regard and considered nobiliary conservatives their main enemies.
That set them apart from the author of the History of the Rus', for whom
the masses were hopelessly in thrall to their uncivilized practices and
superstitions. What they shared with the author of the History was
their fascination with the Cossack past and their deep patriotism. For
these former members of the Brotherhood of SS. Cyril and Methodius,

3" Shevchenko, Zibrannia tvoriv, iv: 27; vi: 86. ** Quoted in Vozniak, Psevdo-Konys'kyi, p. 37.
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the Cossacks were representatives not just of the Ukrainian nation but of
the Ukrainian popular masses. When they realized that the History pro-
vided justification only for the national component of their beliefs, they
ceased to be spellbound by it.

Taras Shevchenko remained the last Mohican of the old beliefs, but
because of the enormous popularity of his writings, it was his interpretation
of the History of the Rus' that prevailed in the long run. Shevchenko’s poetry
became the driving force that transformed the Cossack myth, inspired and
promoted by the History of the Rus', from a mainly Russian literary and
cultural phenomenon into a mainly Ukrainian one. Shevchenko’s works
captured the moment when the first generation of Ukrainian national
awakeners took over Ryleev’s and Pushkin’s fascination with the History
but refused to accept their interpretation of it as a general appeal for
political freedom or an expression of Russian imperial identity. For them,
the History was a manifestation of Ukrainian national identity. In adopting
this view, they reshaped the old Cossack myth in a way that corresponded
not only to their national but also to their populist beliefs. When they
finally became disillusioned with the History and decided to renounce
it on grounds of historical and political unreliability, it was too late. The
History could no longer be separated from the Cossack myth, which the
awakeners so successfully established as the founding myth of the modern
Ukrainian nation.






PART II

On a cold trail






CHAPTER 4

A noble heart

At first there were a few dozen of them, then a few hundred, and finally
thousands of people, mostly students of Kyiv University and local
secondary schools, who gathered in and around the Church of the
Nativity in the Podil (Lower Town) of Kyiv on May 7, 1861. They were
all in mourning, with a single purpose in mind: to say goodbye to Taras
Shevchenko, who had died two months earlier in St. Petersburg. Kyiv
was a major stop on the long road of the funeral cortege from the
imperial capital to the town of Kaniv, in the vicinity of which the serf-
born poet would be buried on a hill overlooking the Dnieper. The coffin
with Shevchenko’s earthly remains reached Moscow by train and then
was brought to Kyiv on a horse-drawn carriage. There it would be
transferred to a boat to continue its southward journey to Kaniv. In all
the major towns through which the cortege passed, activists of local
Ukrainian organizations held church services and led processions in
which thousands took part.

The funeral procession presented the imperial authorities with a
dilemma. They did not interfere with commemorations on Russian
territory (in Orel, for example, the procession included not only clergy,
local intelligentsia, and students of local schools, but also a military band),
but in Ukraine the situation threatened to get out of hand. Anticipating
that the funeral procession might turn into a mass manifestation, with
subversive speeches delivered by Ukrainophiles, the governor general of
Kyiv prohibited bringing the coffin into the city center. The Kyivans
met the funeral procession on the left bank of the Dnieper, unharnessed
the horses, and drew the carriage bearing the coffin onto a ferry and then
into a church in Podil on the right bank. The governor general was still
worried. Although he allowed no eulogies in the church, he could do
nothing about young people who chose to address the procession of
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several thousand following Shevchenko’s coffin from the church to the
riverbank, where it was transferred to a boat.”

One of the most memorable eulogies was delivered that day by a young
student of Kyiv University named Mykhailo Drahomanov. He was
inspired by a scene that he witnessed in the Podil church: a young woman
dressed in black had made her way through the crowd to place a crown of
thorns on Shevchenko’s coffin. Drahomanov got ahead of the procession
and built a small brick podium from which he addressed the mourners.
“Everyone who sets out to serve the people thereby dons a crown of
thorns,” he declared, calling on his compatriots “to show true respect for
their great men and not to allow them to be tortured while they are still
alive.” The speech made a strong impression, and Drahomanov was
among the handful of speakers who were later asked to prepare a text
for publication. This was a token of recognition for a young man hitherto
regarded by Shevchenko’s Ukrainophile followers as a “cosmopolitan.”
When he unexpectedly showed up at the church, one of them had said to
him: “Why have you come here? This is no place for you!” It was known
that he did not share the Ukrainophiles’ strong anti-Polish sentiments
and their idealization of the peasantry.”

Mykhailo Drahomanov refused to leave the church. During the
next decade he emerged as one of the leaders of the Ukrainian national
movement in the Russian Empire and its foremost political thinker.
Born in 1841 to a family of descendants of Cossack officeholders in
the former Hetmanate, Drahomanov received his education at Kyiv
University, where he became a professor of ancient history. In 1875 he
was dismissed from his post for active involvement in the Ukrainian
movement. Drahomanov emigrated to Western Europe and settled in
Geneva, where he established the first modern Ukrainian political journal
and laid the foundations for the rise of the Ukrainian socialist movement.
Drahomanov also contributed to the formation of the Ukrainian move-
ment in Austrian Galicia and shaped the thinking of generations of
Ukrainian activists there and in Russian-ruled Ukraine. Drahomanov
was a lifelong admirer of Taras Shevchenko. He also was a highly
perceptive reader of his works and believed that Shevchenko’s poetry
could not have been written without the History of the Rus'. Given

' V. Anisov and le. Sereda, Litopys zhyttia i tvorchosti T. H. Shevchenka, 2nd rev. edn. (Kyiv, 1976),
pp- 33038, here 336-37.

* Mykhailo Drahomanov, “Avstro-Rus'ki spomyny (1867-1877),” in Literaturno-publitsystychni pratsi,
2 vols. (Kyiv, 1970), 11: 151288, here 157—58.
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Drahomanov’s importance in the Ukrainian political and cultural
discourse of the era, this connection elevated the History of the Rus' to a
special and highly privileged status in the history of Ukrainian political
thought and the country’s national awakening.’

Drahomanov’s first foray into the study of the mysterious text took place
at a time when the question of authorship began to dominate discussion
of the work, its meaning and significance. Was Archbishop Konysky
indeed the author of the History, as was believed by Ryleev, Pushkin,
Gogol, Shevchenko, and scores of other readers and students? And if he
was not, who was? The long and relentless hunt for the author began
in the 1860s, and for the rest of the nineteenth century and all of
the twentieth, numerous new candidates for authorship would rise to
prominence, only to be questioned and eventually dismissed by scholars,
who would put forward candidates of their own to replace the old and
tarnished ones.

For Drahomanov, the authorship of the History was not an isolated
issue or a matter of mere curiosity. It was closely linked to his understand-
ing of the ideological origins of the mysterious text. Establishing
the identity of its author had clear political ramifications, given the way
in which Drahomanov linked the History with the writings of Taras
Shevchenko. Although Drahomanov did not know who the author was,
he was certain that he knew who could not have written it. He first
commented on the question in his review of I. G. Pryzhov’s “Little Russia
(Southern Russia) in the History of Its Literature from the Eleventh to the
Eighteenth Century,” published in 1870 in the Russian liberal journal
Vestnik Evropy (European Herald), Drahomanov claimed that Pryzhov
“vainly ascribes primacy in South Russian historiography” to the History
of the Rus' and “contests Maksymovych’s view, now universally accepted,
that the History of the Rus' was not written by Konysky.” Drahomanov was
not challenging Pryzhov without reason. His skepticism concerning
Konysky’s authorship of the text reflected a consensus that had emerged
in the field in the 1850s and 1860s.*

> On Drahomanov’s life and work, see Taras Andrusiak, Shliakh do svobody: Mykhailo Drahomanov
pro prava liudyny (Lviv, 1998); Larysa Depenchuk, Istoriosofiia ta sotsiial'na filosofiia Mykhaila
Drahomanova (Kyiv, 1999); Anatolii Kruhlashov, Drama intelektuala: politychni idei Mykbaila
Drahomanova (Chernivtsi, 2000).

* Mykhailo Drahomanov, “Malorossiia v ee slovesnosti,” in Vybrane (Kyiv, 1991), pp. 5—4s, here, 24;
cf. 1. G. Pryzhov, Malorossiia (Iuzhnaia Rossiia) v istorii ee literatury s XI po XVIII vek (Voronezh,
1869).
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The first to indicate the deficiencies of the History as a historical source
was the dean of Russian historiography, Sergei Soloviev, a professor at
Moscow University and the author of a multivolume History of Russia.
In 1848—49 he published in a number of installments a lengthy article
entitled “An Outline History of Little Russia up to Its Subordination to
Tsar Aleksei Mikhailovich.” There he compared the entries in the History of
the Rus' concerning the early history of the Cossacks with other sources,
characterizing some of the anonymous author’s accounts as “fables.”
Konysky’s claim that the sixteenth-century Cossack hetman Dmytro Vysh-
nevetsky had helped the Muscovite army defend Astrakhan against the
Ottomans in 1577 had no basis in the Russian sources, argued Soloviev, and
his claim that the Council of Brest (1596) had been attended by an
Orthodox bishop of Chernihiv was plainly unfounded, for Chernihiv then
belonged to Muscovy, not to the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth.’

Soloviev’s revelations shocked admirers of the History among its lay
readers but did not come as a complete surprise to its more perceptive
students. Dmitrii Bantysh-Kamensky was quite selective in his use of the
History's data when he first gained access to it while preparing for
publication the second edition of his History of Little Russia (1830). In
1834 Izmail Sreznevsky, the first publisher of selected excerpts from the
History, referred to its accounts as “tales.” An author of literary mystifica-
tions himself, Sreznevsky knew what he was talking about. Panteleimon
Kulish had been dubious about the History's reliability at least since 1846,
when he complained to the Moscow historian and philologist
Mikhail Pogodin about Bodiansky’s decision to publish it: “I do not
understand ... why the publication of Ukrainian historical sources has
been initiated with Konysky’s chronicle when we have sources in the
stricter sense of the word, that is, historical works.” The first potential
problems with Konysky’s authorship were already clear to Alexander
Pushkin, who drew attention in 1836 to the numerous and detailed battle
scenes in a manuscript supposedly written by an archbishop. He explained
the contradiction away by citing Konysky’s noble origins: “Evidently the
heart of a noble still beats beneath his monastic robe.” His remark would
prove prophetic, but there was no interest at the time in a closer examin-
ation of the question of authorship.®

> S. M. Solovev, “Ocherk istorii Malorossii do podchineniia ee tsariu Alekseiu Mikhailovichu,”
Otechestvennye zapiski, no. 11 (1848): 1-34; no. 12 (1848): 147—66; no. 2 (1849): 215—70, here 2770.

¢ Vozniak, Psevdo-Konys'kyi i Psevdo-Poletyka (Istoriia Rusov u literaturi ta naussi) (Lviv and Kyiv,
1939), pp. 36-39; Aleksandr Pushkin, “Sobranie sochinenii Georgiia Konisskogo.”
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While the accuracy of the History's data was questioned openly from
1849 on, it took another fifteen years to raise similar doubts regarding the
authorship of the work. When Bodiansky published the History in 1846
under the name of Heorhii Konysky, he was following an established
tradition, for Konysky figures as its author on the title pages of manu-
scripts dating from the early nineteenth century. But the title pages are at
odds with the introduction to the History, according to which Konysky
was at best the editor of the manuscript. Bodiansky, however, was not
interested in undermining the notion of Konysky’s authorship, since he
had to guide the manuscript through the narrow gate of the tsarist
censorship, and Konysky’s name was one of the few assets available to
him. The first to raise open concern about Konysky’s role in the writing of
the History was Mykhailo Maksymovych, one of the earlier admirers of
the monument and the person who made it available to Alexander
Pushkin. In his letters of 1865 to Mikhail Yuzefovich, the chairman of
the Kyiv Archeographic Commission, who advocated restricting the use of
the Ukrainian language in the Russian Empire, Maksymovych questioned
whether Konysky was indeed the author of the History. He had serious
doubts in that regard. Maksymovych argued that someone as well versed
as Konysky in the history of the Orthodox Church and the legal norms of
the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth could not have produced a text so
full of major factual errors and misrepresentations.

“That unforgettable man,” wrote Maksymovych about Konysky, “was
well acquainted with the old documents pertaining to the history of the
church in Western Russia and was very well read as regards Polish
historical writers; this is attested to us by his book Prawa i wolnosci
[Rights and Liberties], published in Warsaw in 1767, and his short work
about the Union [of Brest], published in the [Moscow] Chreniia.” And
could Konysky have entered that arena, in which he worked with such
renown, without a reserve of historical and factual knowledge? His
historical knowledge would inevitably have resounded in the history he
would have written, whatever its tendency and spirit. The History of the
Rus' shows no sign of good knowledge of contemporary documents, nor
of Polish historians, nor of the most important Little Russian chronicles:
everything is taken from secondary sources, as if from hearsay, and
refashioned according to the author’s preference without preserving the
veracity and accuracy of historical fact.” Maksymovych argued that the
History was a mystification: “It seems to me that the History of the Rus' was
written by an author unknown to us who hid his name behind two Little
Russian eminences [Heorhii Konysky and Hryhorii Poletyka] in order to
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state in the introduction that the history, having passed through these
outstanding minds, should be reliable.””

While the unreliability of the History as a historical source led Maksy-
movych to question Konysky’s authorship of the text, it did not shake his
belief in its overall importance as a literary artifact. It was because the text
was first and foremost a literary work, argued Maksymovych, that histor-
ical facts were often misrepresented in it. He wrote to Yuzefovich: “In that
celebrated history, which is most remarkable from the artistic viewpoint,
Little Russian Cossackdom of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries is
presented with the same poetical and willful reworking of historical reality
with which Gogol in Taras Bul'ba and Shevchenko in his Haidamaky
depicted their chosen epochs. All three showed no concern whatever for
establishing and abiding by actual historical fact!” In his highly favorable
assessment of the History as a literary work, Maksymovych followed in the
footsteps of Alexander Pushkin, whom he quoted directly in posing a
question to Yuzefovich: “Is it not pointless that his [the anonymous
author’s] name is contemned for its [the History of the Rus'] shortcomings
on the factual side and praised for its merits on the artistic side, for which
Pushkin himself called Konysky a great artist”®

When in 1870 Mykhailo Drahomanov took upon himself the task
of defending Maksymovych’s position against the attack on him by
Pryzhov, few people in the acad