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itical developments — particularly the so-called Orange Revolution —and the
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Preface to the Fourth Edition

In the first decade of the new millennium, Ukraine was characterized by
both change and the lack of it. Radical transformations — one might even call
them a creeping revolution — became ever more evident. Most striking was
the Orange Revolution, a dramatic and civilized demonstration of people
power. Capturing the attention of the world, it propelled Ukraine out of the
fog of incomprehension and ignorance that had so long surrounded it. Less
dramatically but even more extensively, the global economy expanded into
the country, drawing it into the all-encompassing process of globalization.
Clearly isolation was quickly becoming a thing of the past.

At the same time, Ukraine remained a country in transition. It was still far
from completing the changes required of a modern, democratic, and mar-
ket-oriented society. Much-needed political, economic, and social reforms
were stalled. The country finally acquired its own elite. But it was still im-
mature, self-centred, and devoid of constructive goals. The emergence of a
middle class, a sine qua non of a European-type society, was slow and lim-
ited. Meanwhile, the decline of the pillars of traditional Ukrainian society,
the intelligentsia and village, gathered momentum. As in most post-Soviet
states, corruption was rampant. And demographic conditions went from bad
to worse. Although many now accepted the existence of a Ukrainian state
in principle, a disturbingly large portion of its citizens were frustrated and
disillusioned by the way it functioned in practice. However, its numerous
weaknesses notwithstanding, Ukraine was gradually becoming ever more
similar to other European societies. And this meant that as the new millen-
nium began a crucial turning point in Ukraine’s long and complex history
had been reached.

I am grateful to my wife, Maria, for the support she provided in the prepa-
ration of this expanded edition. A technical note: among Ukrainians the pre-
ferred spelling of their capital’s name is Kyiv. I have adopted this version.
However, because this book first appeared in 1988, before the Ukrainian ver-
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sion was adopted, the old version, Kiev, will, unfortunately, have to be used
in this publication.

Orest Subtelny
Toronto, July 2009



Preface to the Third Edition

When the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991, hopes for a rapid transformation
of the former republics into democratic societies with market-based econo-
mies were high. But, as time passed, it has become clear that these expecta-
tions had been far too optimistic. Reforming post-Soviet societies proved to
be an extraordinarily difficult and frustrating process. Soviet structures and
values had much deeper roots than many realized and, by the same token,
the basis for democratic institutions and market-oriented reforms was much
weaker than expected. This was especially the case in Ukraine, where so
much of Soviet industry and agriculture had been concentrated.

There were, however, noteworthy achievements during the initial phase of
independence. State-building in Ukraine was largely completed and the
country gained acceptance as a full-fledged member of the international com-
munity. In the complex process of nation-building there was also progress,
although national solidarity did not as yet reach the levels found in most
countries of eastern and western Europe. But it was in the socio-economic
field, where hopes for improvement had been the highest, that disappoint-
ment was the greatest. Instead of a transition to a new economy, Ukrainians
experienced a prolonged deterioration and collapse of the old economy.
Unfortunately, it was this painful and all-encompassing process that set the
tone for Ukraine’s first decade as an independent state. Nonetheless, as the
new millennium began, it was clear that the process of transition from the
Soviet system had reached the point of no return and that the benefits of
change would come, if not in the next decade, then in the next generation.

The third edition of Ukraine: A History contains a new and lengthy chapter
on the first ten years of Ukrainian independence. An updated bibliography is
also included. I am grateful to Ron Schoeffel of the University of Toronto
Press for his continuous support of this book and to Taras Kuzio for his help-
ful comments and the photographs that he provided for the new edition.

Orest Subtelny
Toronto, July 2000






Preface to the Second Edition

What has occurred in Ukraine since this book first appeared in 1988 still
boggles the mind. Suddenly and unexpectedly, the seemingly monolithic
Soviet Union disintegrated. With it some of the features that have distin-
guished Ukrainian history for centuries disappeared, or at least receded:
imperial rule, the economic exploitation of the land, and the repression of
Ukrainian national culture. On 24 August 1991 Ukraine proclaimed its
independence, and in a referendum held on 1 December of that year, its
population supported the proclamation in overwhelming numbers. Since
statelessness had been a central theme of Ukrainian history for more than
600 years, the acquisition of a genuinely independent state was clearly a
dramatic turning point. And it was bound to exert a decisive influence on
another key historical theme, that of modernization. In Ukraine this univer-
sal, ongoing process had perennially been directed by foreign powers and
had primarily served their interests, often to the disadvantage of the land’s
population. With independence, the responsibility for deciding how they
would become modern, and, of more immediate concern, how they would
extricate themselves from the economic morass left behind by the Soviet
system, finally passed into the hands of the Ukrainians themselves. As
Ukraine gained control of its political and economic fate, it started to shed
some of the anomalies that had characterized its past. It began to fall into
step with the modern world.

Clearly these are changes of the greatest magnitude, and a history of
Ukraine would be incomplete if it did not incorporate them. Hence this
second edition. It contains a new chapter, which surveys the far-reaching
transformations that occurred between 1988 and 1993. The reader should
keep in mind, however, that Ukraine today is a society still very much in
a state of flux. While the general outline of its transformation is visible, the
historical significance of many recent events and developments will become
clear only with time.
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This new edition also includes an updated bibliography and corrections
of a few minor errors that crept into the previous edition. I am grateful to
those who brought them to my attention. My thanks also to Roma Hadze-
wycz of the Ukrainian Weekly for providing new photographs.

Orest Subtelny
Toronto, February 1993



Preface to the First Edition

Ukraine is the second-largest land in Europe. Its population is close to that
of France and its GNP is comparable to Italy’s. Yet the political prerogatives
of the Ukrainians as a nation — not only in Europe but even in their own
well-endowed and highly developed land - are minimal. Today the source
of ultimate decision-making power over all aspects of Ukrainians’ lives is lo-
cated, as it has been for centuries, beyond the borders of their country. At
a time when even the most impoverished and underdeveloped states in the
third world enjoy full sovereignty, Ukraine has practically none. This great
discrepancy is a historical puzzle, one that calls for an examination of the
often overlooked and even more frequently misunderstood past of Ukraine
and the Ukrainians.

In dealing with Ukrainian history, I stress two themes. One of them is state-
lessness. In most national histories the acquisition and development of the
nation-state is a paramount feature, but in the Ukrainian case the opposite is
true. The frustration of the Ukrainians’ attempts to attain self-government is
one of the key aspects of their historical experience. Therefore, the Ukrain-
ian past is largely the history of a nation that has had to survive and evolve
without the framework of a full-fledged national state.

Modernization is the other major theme of this work. The transformation of
traditional agrarian societies into modern industrial and postindustrial ones
is, of course, a global phenomenon. But in this general process there is a mul-
tiplicity of national/regional forms and variations. Modernization in Ukraine
is striking in several ways. Once a quintessentially agrarian society, Ukraine
became an industrialized country in an unusually rapid and traumatic fash-
ion. Even more noteworthy is that modernization in Ukraine occurred largely
under the aegis of non-Ukrainians. Thus, to this day a crucial dichotomy still
exists between things Ukrainian and modern.

Clearly there is much more to Ukrainian history than can be subsumed un-
der these two major themes. Indeed, there are times and events that stand
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in contradiction to them. For example, in medieval Kievan Rus’, Ukraine
formed the core of an impressive political, cultural, and economic conglomer-
ate. In the 17th century the Cossacks were singularly successful in expelling
foreign domination from the land. And in the late 17th and early 18th cen-
turies the Ukrainians were the representives of modernity for the Russians,
not vice versa, as was the case later. The early 20th century witnessed de-
termined efforts on the part of Ukrainians to gain control of their own po-
litical and socioeconomic fate. The two themes of statelessness and modern-
ization also cannot encompass the ancient and eventful past of a land that
bears some of the oldest traces of human life in Europe, that was part of
the classic Mediterranean civilizations, that attracted countless waves of no-
madic invaders from Asia, that served as the cultural border between the East
and West, and that witnessed the colonization of a vast frontier. Nonetheless,
the condition of statelessness and the non-native predominance in modern-
ization are important focal points and they help to illuminate the unusually
broad, colorful, and complex canvas that is the history of Ukraine.

I was most fortunate in studying Ukrainian history, a field in which, until
lately, good training has not been readily available. At various stages during
these studies my mentors were three outstanding historians of Ukraine - the
late Ivan Lysiak Rudnytsky, Oleksander Ohloblyn, and Omeljan Pritsak. To
them I owe a great debt of gratitude, a modest expression of which is, I hope,
the appearance of this book.

Colleagues in the field have helped me greatly in the preparation of the
manuscript. For careful readings of and judicious comments on various chap-
ters I thank Marko Antonovych, Yaroslav Bilinsky, Yuri Boshyk, John-Paul
Himka, Wsevolod Isajiw, Miroslav Labunka, George Luckyj, and especially
Danylo Husar-Struk. The maps were prepared by Carolyn Gondor, Carol
Randall and Janet Allin of the York University Cartographic Office, and
Vladimira Luczkiw, Andrew Gregorovich, losyp Terelia, Taras and Oksana
Zakydalsky, and Daria Darevych furnished some of the illustrations. Various
institutions provided financial support for this project. They include the Mul-
ticulturalism Directorate of the Secretary of State, York University, the Cana-
dian Institute of Ukrainian Studies, and the Shevchenko Scientific Society
in the United States. Special thanks are also due to the editorial staff of the
University of Toronto Press. Ron Schoeffel greatly expedited the publication
of the book and Lydia Burton and Lorraine Ourom, the copy editors, were
models of efficiency and expertise with whom it was a pleasure to work.
Finally, I owe the sincerest appreciation to my wife, Maria, whose patience,
knowledge, and counsel was for me a great support.

Orest Subtelny
Toronto, July 1988
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Introduction

The Earliest Times

Ukraine means borderland. It is an appropriate name for a land that lies on
the southeastern edge of Europe, on the threshold of Asia, along the fringes
of the Mediterranean world, and astride the once important border between
sheltering forests and the open steppe. Another crucial geographical feature
of the land is its lack of natural borders. Except for the Carpathian Moun-
tains in the west and the small Crimean range in the south, g5% of Ukraine’s
territory is a plain that gradually slopes from the elevated, wooded plateau
of Galicia, Volhynia, and Podilia in the northwest down to the gently rolling
forested plains on both sides of the Dnieper River and finally to the huge, flat,
open steppe that stretches along the Black Sea coast in the south. Indeed, vast
plains dominate the Ukrainian landscape to such an extent that a geographer
in the early part of this century wrote that “nine-tenths of Ukrainians have
certainly never seen a mountain and do not even know what one looks like.”?
In these rolling plains and steppes Ukraine’s famous and remarkably fertile
black soil (chernozem) regions are found. They encompass about two-thirds
of Ukraine’s territory. However, the black soil does not extend to the north-
ern and northwestern parts of the country, where forests (which cover only
about one-seventh of the country’s territory) and less fertile land predomi-
nate. Ukraine is rich in mineral deposits, notably coal and iron ore, which are
located in the southeast. On the whole, nature has served the land well. One
may even argue that in terms of natural resources it is the richest country in
Europe.

Flowing southward into the Black Sea are three major river systems that
provide Ukraine with an adequate water supply: the mighty 2285-km-long
Dnieper (Dnipro in Ukrainian), which bisects the land, the southern Buh, and
the Dnister. The climate, although capable of temperature extremes, is gen-
erally moderate. Within its present boundaries, Ukraine encompasses about
600,000 sq. km and extends approximately 1300 km from west to east and 9oo
km from north to south. After Russia, it is the second-largest country in Eu-
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The Earliest Times 5

rope in terms of area. And its current population of about 50 million is close
to that of France.

Because science and technology have greatly reduced the dependence of
modern people on nature, they often forget the tremendous impact that
the physical environment exerted on their ancestors. In Ukraine this fading
awareness is doubly suprising because the very name of the land empha-
sizes the importance of geography. And much of Ukraine’s history is a func-
tion of its location. Lying astride the main routes between Europe and Asia,
Ukraine was repeatedly exposed to various frequently competing cultures.
By means of the Black Sea, Ukraine gained access to the invigorating civi-
lization of Greece, both ancient and Byzantine. In contrast, its position on the
western fringe of the great Eurasian steppe exposed it to repeated invasions
by warring nomads and the bitter struggle against them sapped the country’s
human and material resources. It also gave rise to the Cossacks, the frontier
warriors who became archetypical figures in Ukrainian history and culture.

The vast stretches of chernozem, which are among the largest and most
fertile in the world, also had a decisive impact on this region’s inhabitants. It
was in Ukraine that the earliest agrarian civilizations in Europe developed.
And, until very recently, agriculture has been the hallmark of Ukrainian life.
The effect that Ukraine’s fertile soil has had on its inhabitants is especially
striking when compared to the impact of poor soil on the peasants of neigh-
boring Russia. In the Russian north, the barren, sandy soil, the harsh climate,
and the shorter growing season - by at least a month compared to Ukraine —
forced Russian peasants to pool their resources and to work the land commu-
nally. In Ukraine, however, individual farming was much more widespread.
Such divergences helped to create important distinctions between the mental-
ities, cultures, and socioeconomic organization of these two related peoples.
These differences became even more profound when, in time, poor agricul-
tural yields forced Russian peasants to seek more promising living condi-
tions in the cities where they were exposed to modernizing influences, while
Ukrainian peasants remained in their bucolic but traditionalist villages.

If nature has been generous to Ukraine, history has not. Because of its nat-
ural riches and accessibility from ancient past to most recent times, Ukraine,
perhaps more than any other country in Europe, has experienced devastating
foreign invasions and conquests. Consequently, foreign domination and the
struggle against it is a paramount theme in its history. Played out on a vast,
open, and richly endowed stage, this history is long, colorful, and unusually
turbulent.

e %

The Earliest Inhabitants

The earliest traces of human habitation in Ukraine reach back about 150,000
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years. Arriving on the shores of the Black Sea by way of the Caucasus and,
perhaps, the Balkans, the earliest human inhabitants still possessed the signs
of their primitive origins. Their brains were small and they had low fore-
heads, heavy jaws, and large teeth. But their posture was already upright
and their extraordinarily manipulative hands were fully formed. By approx-
imately 40,000 BC, in the midst of the last ice age, the Cro-magnons (or Homo
sapiens) appeared, the species from which modern man is descended - rela-
tively tall, erect, and with greatly enlarged brain capacity. In response to the
cold, unforgiving climate and the difficulties in obtaining food, these hunters
and gatherers produced an unprecedented array of technological innova-
tions: flint weapons and tools, fish-hooks, harpoons, and shelters made of
animal hides and bones.

After the last of the ice glaciers had retreated by about 10,000 Bc and had
left behind the landscape that exists in Ukraine today, the tempo of man-made
changes began to quicken. Indeed, during the Neolithic period, which lasted
in Ukraine from about 6000 to 2000 B¢, mankind experienced more profound
changes than in the previous two to three million years. Despite its name, the
Neolithic, or New Stone Age, had little to do with stone. It is in the radically
new ways that humans developed for feeding themselves that the “revolu-
tionary” significance of this age lies. Instead of merely gathering and hunting
food, human beings had finally learned to produce it.

In Ukraine, agriculture is thought to have first made its appearance in the
southwest, between the Buh and Dnister rivers where the earliest agricul-
tural communities in Eastern Europe evolved about 5000 to 4000 BC. Instead
of wandering about in search of game, people settled down in order to be near
their fields. Villages came into existence. Because agriculture, unlike hunting
and gathering, demanded a relatively large labor force, the population in-
creased rapidly. As it did, primitive forms of political and social organization
slowly developed.

The best known of the early agrarian peoples on the territory of present-
day Ukraine were associated with the so-called Trypillian culture, which orig-
inated along the Dnister, Buh, and Prut rivers and later expanded to the
Dnieper.2 At their high point between 3500 and 2700 B, they lived in large
villages with as many as 600—700 inhabitants. Organized in clans along patri-
archal lines, they often lived in long, narrow dwellings in which each nuclear
family had its own clay oven and partitioned space. The decorations on their
pottery, characterized by flowing designs of ocher, black, and white, reflected
a culture rich in magical rituals and supernatural beliefs.

But this culture also had its practical side. The first mechanical device in
Ukraine - a drill for boring holes in wood and stone — appeared among the
people of the Trypillian culture. Even more important was the introduction
of the wooden plow, which definitely made agriculture a more dependable
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8 Introduction

means of obtaining food than hunting. Another innovation, probably im-
ported from Asia, was the use of the first metal - copper.

Little is known about the decline of Trypillian culture. Archaeologists spec-
ulate that overpopulation forced many of its people to resettle in new, inhos-
pitable lands. Some of them moved deeper into the steppe, while those who
lived along the Dnieper moved northward into heavily forested Polissia and
beyond. By 2000 Bc, the people of the Trypillian culture had ceased to existas a
distinct cultural entity. Warlike tribes from the steppe probably overwhelmed
or assimilated many of them. Others may have taken refuge in the sheltering
forests in the north.

Thenomads  Stretching from Manchuria to Hungary, the vast Eurasian steppe
is the largest expanse of flatland on earth. Although the Tien Shan, the Ural,
and the Carpathian mountains intersect it at several points, numerous passes
allow for relatively easy access from one end of this approximately 6000-km
expanse to the other. On the western edge of this plain, in one of its most
temperate and fertile regions, lies Ukraine. This geographic fact has been of
inestimable importance for its history because it meant that Ukraine would
become a part, and even at times a center, of Eurasian nomadic life.

A distinctive pastoral way of life, based on the maintenance of herds of do-
mesticated animals, emerged in the steppes in about 3000 Bc. For roughly two
millennia, while raising their herds in the Eurasian steppe, the nomads-to-be
also engaged in agriculture and were semisedentary. Sometime around 1000
BC the pastoralists became true nomads and began to roam the steppe in a sys-
tematic search for pasture. In the course of this transition, the nomads devel-
oped several characteristic features. Most noteworthy was their propensity
for warfare. In order to protect their herds and obtain new pastures, fighting
skills became an essential requirement of their life-style. Frequent conflicts as
well as the need to organize the efficient movement of many people over vast
distances encouraged the development of tribal aristocracies. This meant that
the relatively peaceful, self-sufficient agriculturalists would be increasingly
vulnerable to these aggressive, warlike inhabitants of the steppe.

Pastoralists appeared relatively early in the Ukrainian steppes. The peo-
ple of the so-called Seredost culture moved in from the east, driving herds of
horses (but not yet riding them), in about 3000 Bc and occupied the left bank of
the Dnieper. They were followed by waves of other pastoralists for many cen-
turies to come. These recurrent migrations, a familiar feature of early Ukrain-
ian history, were apparently caused by overpopulation in the steppes north
of the Caspian Sea. As the strongest tribes ejected weaker ones from their
pastures, the latter were pushed to the periphery of the Eurasian steppes and
beyond. Thus, in a domino effect, waves of pastoralists were sent westward.

The Cimmerians It was only in about 1500 to 1000 BC that the seemingly sim-
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ple technique of horseback riding was mastered. And the first nomad horse-
men to appear in Ukraine — the Cimmerians — were also its first inhabitants
whose name we know. It was Homer who, in the Odyssey, mentioned “the
land of the Cimmerians” in a passage referring to the northern shore of the
Black Sea. This was probably the first literary reference to Ukraine. But, be-
sides noting the name of the people who lived on what was at that time re-
garded as the murky edge of the world, Homer tells us no more about the
Cimmerians. Many scholars hold the view that in about 1500 Bc the Cimme-
rians came to Ukraine from their original homeland on the lower Volga by
way of the Caucasian lowlands. Others, however, reject this “migration” the-
ory and argue that the Cimmerians were native to Ukraine. In any case, up to
about 700 B¢, the Cimmerians inhabited the land between the Don and Dnis-
ter rivers. Soon afterward, under pressure from other nomads from the east,
the Cimmerians withdrew to Asia Minor.

Exhaustive analysis of the few available sources has led historians to the
following conclusions about these “drinkers of mare’s milk,” as the Greeks
called them: (1) the Cimmerians were the first pastoralists in Ukraine to make
the transition to the nomadic way of life; (2) they mastered the skill of horse-
back riding and employed it in warfare; (3) because of their contacts with the
skilled metal workers of the Caucasus, the Cimmerians introduced the Iron
Age to Ukraine and; (4) the growing importance of mounted warriors led to
social changes such as the breakdown of extended family units and the evo-
lution of a military aristocracy.

The Scythians In the early 7th century Bc, when the Scythians appeared in
the Ukrainian steppe, the more sophisticated societies around the Mediter-
ranean took notice, as these words from the Old Testament attest: “Behold!
A people comes from the north. They carry bows and short spears. They are
most cruel and merciless. Their voices roar like the sea, they prance about
on their horses, moving in unison like one man. They are an ancient people,
coming from afar and no one knows their language. Their people devour your
crops and bread; they destroy your sons and daughters; and they consume
your sheep and cows, your grapes and vineyards. And the cities on which
you base your hopes, they destroy with the sword.”3 After ravaging much of
the Near East, the Scythians finally settled in the steppes north of the Black
Sea where they established the first major political organization based on the
territory of Ukraine.

In the sth century sc, Herodotus, the Greek “father of history,” visited
Scythia and described its inhabitants. Apparently, they were Indo-Europeans,
part of the Iranian-speaking nomads that had dominated the Eurasian steppes
for millennia. Herodotus described several types of Scythians. On the right
bank of the Dnieper lived the Scythian plowers, an agricultural people who
were the aboriginal inhabitants of the land but who probably accepted the
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name of their nomadic overlords. Some scholars believe that these people
were the ancestors of the Slavs. Political power rested in the hands of the no-
madic Royal Scythians who considered themselves to be the “most numer-
ous and the best,” and who forced other Scythian and non-Scythian tribes of
Ukraine to pay them tribute. Their demands were backed by a large, well-
armed, and well-disciplined army of horsemen. To develop warlike instincts,
Scythian warriors were encouraged to drink the blood of the first enemy they
killed, to make gold or silver-mounted chalices out of an enemy’s skull, and to
take scalps. Fierce and ruthless toward their enemies, these nomads were in-
tensely loyal to their comrades, whose friendship they valued above all else.

Scythian society was very much a man’s world. Descent was traced ac-
cording to the male line, property was divided among sons, and polygamy
was the norm. Junior wives were sometimes killed and buried along with
their deceased husbands. Judging from the sumptuous burial mounds of the
Scythian kings that still dot the Ukrainian steppe, the rich graves of the tribal
aristocracy, and the meager burial sites of the commoners, socioeconomic dis-
tinctions were quite pronounced among the Royal Scythians. In addition to
war booty, trade with the Greek colonies on the Black Sea coast provided the
Scythians with most of their wealth. To their trading partners the Scythians of-
fered products for which Ukraine would become famous: grain, wax, honey,
furs, and slaves. In return, they obtained wines, fine jewelry and other luxu-
rious goods for which they developed a considerable appetite. This growing
interest in the finer things of life was reflected in the highly original decora-
tive style of art that they favored. Characterized by animal motifs, it skillfully
rendered dynamic, flowing images of deer, lions, and horses of striking grace
and beauty.

Under Scythian rule, Ukraine became an important, albeit distant, part
of classical Mediterranean civilization, for through the intermediary of the
Greek colonies on the Black Sea, the Scythians came into contact with Greek
civilization and learned to value it. But contact with the Mediterranean world
also embroiled the Scythians in its conflicts. In 513 Bc, the Persian king Dar-
ius invaded Ukraine at the head of a vast army. By applying a scorched-earth
strategy, however, the Scythians forced him into a humiliating retreat. In the
late 5th and early 4th centuries Bc, the Scythians expanded westward and
overran the Thracians on the Danube. It was a victory they could have done
without, for it brought them face to face with Philip of Macedon, the father of
Alexander the Great. In 339 BC, the Macedonians inflicted a crushing defeat on
the nomads. This marked the beginning of the end for the Scythians. About
a century later, the Sarmatians, another powerful nomadic people from the
east, overwhelmed and assimilated most of the Scythians, only a remnant of
whom managed to find refuge in the Crimea, where their descendants con-
tinued to live until the 3rd century ap.
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The Sarmatians For almost 400 hundred years, from the 2nd century Bc to the
2nd century Ap, the Sarmatians, who emerged from the lower Volga region,
dominated the steppes north and east of the Black Sea. Initially, they mingled
peacefully with their fellow Iranian speakers, the Scythians, as well as with
the Greeks who lived on the northern shore of the Black Sea. However, as en-
emy tribes began to pressure them from the east, the Sarmatians became more
aggressive. Eventually, they overwhelmed the Scythians, absorbing many of
the commoners into their own ranks. Like all nomadic rulers of the Ukrain-
ian steppes, the Sarmatians were not a single, homogeneous tribe, but a loose
federation of related and frequently feuding tribes, such as the lazygians, the
Roxolanians, and the Alans. Each of these Sarmatian tribes tried to establish
its rule over Ukraine. But because their attempts coincided with those pro-
longed, widespread population shifts commonly called the Great Migration
of Peoples and because Ukraine was at the center of these chaotic population
movements, Sarmatian control was frequently challenged and disrupted. Fi-
nally, in the 2nd century Ap, it was completely destroyed by the terrible on-
slaught of the Huns from the east, the encroachments of the Germanic Goths
from the north, and determined Roman resistance in the west.

From the fragmentary information available about the Sarmatians, it is ev-
ident that they looked and lived much like the Scythians and other Iranian-
speaking nomads. A contemporary wrote about the Alans that “they are tall
and handsome, their hair tends to be blond and the ferocity of their glance in-
spires dread.”4 Their dress consisted of long, billowy trousers, leather jerkins,
and soft leather boots and caps. Meat, milk, and cheese constituted the basis
of their diet. They lived in tents that were mounted on two- or four-wheeled
platforms. A striking Sarmatian peculiarity was the prominent role played
by their women. Repeating a legend according to which the Sarmatians were
the offspring of a union between the Amazons and the Scythians, Herodotus
stated that Sarmatian women followed “the ancient Amazon mode of living,
going out on horseback to hunt, joining their husbands in war and wearing
the same dress as the men.”5 Archaeological evidence indicates that Sarma-
tian women were often buried with their weapons and that they frequently
performed important religious functions.

When war did not provide them with all their material needs and desires,
the Sarmatians engaged in trade. Their caravans ranged far and wide, bring-
ing to Tanais, their capital on the Don River, silks from China, crystal from the
Caucasus, and semiprecious stones from Iran and India. In the view of Strabo,
a Greek geographer and historian, their contacts with the Greeks and Romans
did them more harm than good. “Our mode of life has caused a change for
the worse among these people, introducing among them luxury and sensual
pleasures and, to satisfy these vices, base artifices that lead to innumerable
acts of greed.”® Other nomadic tribes soon replaced the Sarmatians, but the
latter were the last of the Indo-European peoples to come out of the east. Af-
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ter them, the Eurasian steppes would become for almost a millennium the
domain of the Turkic peoples.

The Greek Colonies in Ukraine

The sea as well as the steppe brought newcomers to Ukraine. By about 1000
BC, the tiny Greek mainland had become overpopulated by its extraordinarily
creative, dynamic, and adventuresome people. Lacking adequate opportuni-
ties at home, many Greeks spread out along the Mediterranean, Aegean, and
Black Sea coasts in a far-flung colonizing movement. In the words of Plato,
from Gibraltar to the Caucasus, the Greeks ringed the seas like “frogs sitting
at the edge of a pond.” In the late 7th and early 6th centuries Bc, they founded
a string of colonies on the northern shore of the Black Sea. For the next thou-
sand years, these cities would serve as the outposts of urban civilization in
Ukraine.

By the 4th century Bc, the Greek cities on the Ukrainian coast were boom-
ing. Of these, the richest was Olbia. Situated at the mouth of the Buh River, it
became the chief center of the grain trade that developed between the Greek
homeland and its Black Sea colonies. Other important centers were Cherson-
esus and Theodosia on the Crimean coast, and Panticapeum (present-day
Kerch), the largest of a cluster of cities located on the Cimmerian Bospho-
rus in eastern Crimea. For several centuries these cities flourished, but by the
2nd century Bc they began to encounter serious difficulties. Social strife in-
creased between the urban elites and the lower strata of the population made
up largely of liberated slaves. New nomadic invaders upset the stable rela-
tionship that had existed with the Scythians. Cheap Egyptian bread under-
mined the all-important grain trade. And the rise of Rome upset the political
balance that had existed in the Hellenistic world.

For about a century, Panticapeum and its neighboring cities, united in the
so-called Bosphoran kingdom under the rule of the Spartocid dynasty, man-
aged to hold their own. But in 63 Bc, after the last Spartocid, Mithridates vi,
was defeated by the Romans, Rome became master of the Black Sea coast. Ro-
man overlordship returned a measure of economic and political stability to
the Greek cities on the Ukrainian coast. However, in the early centuries ap, as
barbarian invasions increased and Rome’s ability to fend them off declined,
it became clear that the cities on the Black Sea were living on borrowed time.
In 270 aD, the Gothic invasion dealt them a devastating blow and a century
later the Huns destroyed them completely.

e

If, at the dawn of the 1st century Ap, we were to cast a panoramic glance
at the evolution of human life in Ukraine, we would discern three distinct
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types of societies inhabiting three different geographic zones. In the northern
and northwestern wooded plains lived the agriculturalists. Sheltered from
invaders by forests and swamps, these oldest inhabitants of the land were
politically unorganized, militarily weak, and sluggish from the point of view
of cultural development. But, like peasants everywhere, they had tremendous
staying power and, while various overlords might have come and gone, they
continued to cling tenaciously to the land that fed them.

In the broad middle zone covered by the steppe, the nomads reigned
supreme. In their attempts to control ever-greater expanses of territory, these
newcomers from the east created the first major political conglomerates in
Ukraine. Culturally cosmopolitan, they brought Ukraine into contact with the
major centers of civilization. However, the nomads were each other’s worst
enemies since, in their continual quest for pasture and booty, they repeatedly
destroyed the political structures created by other nomads.

Finally, on the thin stretch of the Black Sea coast in the south, the Greeks es-
tablished their advanced urban civilization. Although these cities, with their
commerce, crafts, schools, and far-flung contacts, accelerated the cultural de-
velopment of the vast Ukrainian hinterland, they remained merely an exten-
sion of ancient Greece and not an organic part of the Ukrainian environment.
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Part One

Kievan Rus’
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The Rise and Decline
of Kievan Rus’

Overshadowed by the spectacular conquests of the nomads and by the
sophisticated civilization of the coastal cities, the obscured population of
Ukraine’s northern forests, meadows, and river banks seemed for ages to be
little more than a human backdrop for the fast-moving developments in the
south. By the 6th century Ap, however, these agrarian peoples began to make
their presence felt more forcefully as the focal point of historically signifi-
cant activity in Ukraine shifted slowly, yet inexorably, from the sea coast and
the steppe to the wooded flatlands. As the agriculturalists made their way to
the center of the historical stage, their linguistic, ethnic, and cultural features
became more discernible to modern historians, who established that these
people were Slavs, the direct ancestors of Ukraine’s current population.

e ¥

The East Slavs

The Slavs evolved from the autochthonous Indo-European population of
Eastern Europe. Most modern scholars adhere to the view that the original
homeland of the Slavs encompassed the northern slopes of the Carpathians,
the Vistula valley, and the Prypiat marshlands. From there, the Slavs spread
out in all directions, particularly in the early 7th century. In the northeast,
they reached deep into Finno-Ugric lands around the Oka and upper Volga
rivers; in the west, their settlements extended to the Elbe River in northern
Germany. But the greatest flow of Slavic colonization was to the south into
the Balkans where fertile land, a warmer climate, and wealthy cities exerted a
powerful attraction. Compared with the nomadic invasions, Slavic expansion
was a slow movement that radiated out from the core Slavic lands without
ever losing touch with them. As a result, it covered a large, contiguous area.
A striking feature of this expansion was its relative peacefulness. Except for
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some fighting along the Byzantine borders, the Slavs generally moved into
the new lands as colonists, not as invaders. But as the Slavs spread out, they
also became more fragmented. The linguistic analysis of the noted Russian
scholar Aleksei Shakhmatov indicates that by the 6th century the common
language of the Slavs was evolving into three subgroups: West Slavic, from
which such languages as Polish, Czech, and Slovak eventually developed;
South Slavic, from which Bulgarian, Macedonian, and Serbo-Croatian arose;
and East Slavic, from which Ukrainian, Russian, and Belorussian developed.

In the 7th century, the East Slavs were based on the right bank of the
Dnieper River. Soviet scholars, intent on establishing the oldest possible pedi-
gree for the Slavic inhabitants of Ukraine, argue that the East Slavs or their
immediate predecessors, the Antes, were native to the region. Western spe-
cialists, in contrast, cite the lack of evidence to support this thesis and gen-
erally contend that the East Slavs were newcomers to the area. Throughout
the 7th and 8th centuries, the East Slavs continued to subdivide and expand.
Eventually they consisted of about fourteen large tribal confederations that
inhabited parts of Ukraine, Belorussia, and Russia. Of these, the most promi-
nent were the Polianians who lived in central Ukraine, on the banks of the
Dnieper. Other East Slav tribes who inhabited Ukraine were the Derevliani-
ans who occupied the northwest, the Severians who lived in the northeast,
and the Ulychians and Tivertsians in the southwest. Located in the western-
most part of the land were the Volhynians and the Dulibians.

The settlements of the East Slavs were numerous but small. Villages, con-
sisting of as few as four and as many as seventy log dwellings, were built
one or two miles apart. Thirty or forty miles away, another cluster of vil-
lages would be established. At the center of these inhabited areas were for-
tified strongpoints or grady that provided defense and served as tribal meet-
ing places and sites of cult worship. Hundreds of these stockades dotted the
East Slavic lands. Hence, the Scandinavian term Gardariki — “the country of
strongholds” — for this territory. Little is known about the political organi-
zation of the East Slavs. Apparently, they had no supreme rulers or central-
ized authority. Tribes and clans, linked by their worship of common gods
and led by patriarchs, most probably reached important decisions by means
of communal consensus. Although eventually a class of tribal leaders called
kniazi did emerge, socioeconomic differentiation did not appear to be great
among the tribesmen, who considered land and livestock to be the commu-
nal property of extended families. In warfare, the East Slavs were known to be
tough, stubborn fighters who could endure extremes of cold and heat and sur-
vive with a minimum of provisions. Unsure of themselves in the open plain,
they preferred to fight in forests and ravines, where they often employed am-
bushes to overwhelm their enemies. In both war and peace, persistence and
endurance appear to have been their strongest assets.

Trade among the early East Slavs was poorly developed. It received a stim-
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ulating impetus in the 8th century, however, when Oriental traders, espe-
cially Muslim Arabs, began to penetrate into East Slavic lands. In exchange
for precious metals, fine textiles, and jewelry, the East Slavs could offer the
traditional products of their land: honey, wax, furs, and a commodity that
the Arabs prized most - slaves. In the late 8th century, this trade flourished
when the Turkic Khazars, founders of a unique commercial empire on the
lower Volga and the Caspian Sea who later converted to Judaism, established
contacts with the East Slavs. Some of these, notably the Severians, Viatichians
and a part of the Polianians, were even forced to pay tribute to the Khazars.
As they became less isolated, the East Slavs entered a new and momentous
epoch in their history.

The Normanist Controversy

In the middle of the gth century, the lands along the Dnieper were still an
economic, cultural, and political backwater. About 150 years later, they consti-
tuted the core of Kievan Rus’, a mighty political conglomerate well on the way
to creating one of the most sophisticated societies and flourishing economies
in Europe at the time. How was this remarkable transformation achieved?
Who were the people who led it? Was it external stimuli or internal devel-
opments that made it possible? To deal with these questions, we should first
note what the oldest East Slavic chronicle, the “Chronicle of Bygone Years”
(Povest vremennykh let), has to say about the origins of Kievan Rus’:

In the year 852 ... the land of Rus’ was first named ... 859: The Varang-
ians from beyond the sea imposed tribute upon the Chuds, the Slavs,
the Merians, the Ves, and the Krivichians. But the Khazars imposed it
upon the Polianians, the Severians and the Viatichians, and collected

a squirrel-skin and a beaver-skin from each hearth. 860-862: The tribu-
taries of the Varangians drove them back beyond the sea and, refusing
them further tribute, set out to govern themselves. There was no law
among them, but tribe rose against tribe. Discord thus ensued among
them, and they began to war one against the other. They said to them-
selves, “Let us seek a prince who may rule over us, and judge us ac-
cording to the law.” They accordingly went overseas to the Varangian
Russes: these particular Varangians were known as Russes, just as
some are called Swedes, and others Normans, Angles and Goths ... The
Chuds, the Slavs and the Krivichians then said to the people of Rus’:
“Our whole land is great and rich, and there is no order in it. Come to
rule and reign over us.” They thus selected three brothers, with their
kinsfolk, who took with them all the Russes and migrated.*

In the 18th century, using this passage as evidence, several German schol-
ars in Russian service, such as Gottlieb Bayer, Gerhard Miiller, and August-
Ludwig Schi6zer, developed the so-called Normanist theory. It argued that
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the foundations of Kievan Rus’ were laid by the Varangians, a Germanic-
Scandinavian people known in the West as the Vikings or Normans. Angered
by this emphasis on Germanic influence and by the implication that Slavs
were incapable of organizing their own state, Mikhail Lomonosov, a famous
18th-century Russian scholar, wrote a fiery response that stressed the primary
role of the Slavs in the foundation of Kievan Rus’. Lomonosov’s statement
of what came to be known as the anti-Normanist position ignited a contro-
versy that has continued to this day. In the 19th and early 20th centuries, it
seemed that the Normanist view might triumph because most Western and
a number of prominent Russian historians accepted it. Two leading Ukrain-
ian historians, Mykola Kostomarov and Mykhailo Hrushevsky, however, re-
mained staunch anti-Normanists. In the 1930s, Soviet scholars began a coun-
teroffensive, declaring that “the Normanist theory is politically harmful be-
cause it denies the ability of the Slavic nations to form an independent state.”
They stressed that Nestor, the monk who compiled the “Chronicle of Bygone
Years” in the 11th century, was tendentious, that his tale had many internal
contradictions, and that archaeological evidence did not point to a large-scale
Scandinavian presence in Kievan Rus’. They insisted, therefore, that the East
Slavs created Kievan Rus’.

Much of the ongoing debate is linguistic in nature and centers on the et-
ymology of the word Rus’. The Normanists contend that Rus” stems from
Ruotsi, a Finnish word for Swedes that, in turn, derives from the ancient
Swedish word rodr, “to row.” Because the Finns had close and long-standing
contacts with both the Swedes and the Slavs, it is assumed that their desig-
nation for the former was passed on to the latter. The anti-Normanist expla-
nation associates Rus” with the names of the Rus and Rusna rivers in central
Ukraine. Another hypothesis raises the possibility that the term is related to
Roxolany, a nomadic tribe whose name is derived from the Iranian word rhos,
meaning “light.” Because each of these hypotheses has serious weaknesses,
none has won general acceptance. In any case, as far as the use of the term
Rus’ is concerned, it appears that it was first applied to (1) a people, that is, the
Varangians/Scandinavians; then to (2) the territory of the Polianians in cen-
tral Ukraine; and eventually to (3) the political entity that came to be called
Kievan Rus’.*

Just as no definite conclusion has been reached about the origin of the term
Rus’, no consensus has evolved on the broader issue of external Scandina-
vian influence as opposed to internal Slavic evolution in the rise of Kievan
Rus’. Actually, the long and acrimonious debate has produced little in the
way of new information. It would appear that this lack of knowledge has
gradually induced scholars (Soviets excepted) to seek a compromise solu-

* The term “Ukraine” first appeared in the chronicles in 1187. Originally, it was
used in a geographi