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1. Introduction 
 

When do nations begin? In his influential book Imagined Communities, Benedict Anderson 

showed how most modern nations came into being from the late 18th to the early 20th 

centuries, while usually claiming far more ancient roots. In Myth of Nations, Patrick Geary 

more specifically looked at how European nations in the 19th century invented origins that 

were traced back to the early Middle Ages and usually set in a period reaching from the 

migrations in the 5th century to the end of the first millennium.  

 The Russians and the Ukrainians, and indeed the Belarusians too, share an origin myth 

which reaches back to the legendary Rurik’s founding of the kingdom of the Kyivan Rus in 

the 9th century. Roughly the same trajectory as identified by Anderson and Geary can be seen 

in the rise of Ukrainian as well as Russian nationalism from the late 18th century onwards. 

However, rather than reaching fruition in the early 20th century, as was the case in much of 

Central Europe, it was subsumed in the Soviet experiment, and only remerged after 1991. It is 

still very much a work in progress.   

 Here we will look at how the founding myth of the Rus has been used in the Ukrainian 

nation building project, which will unavoidably lead to comparisons with Russia and, to a 

lesser extent, other neighbouring countries such as Poland, Belarus and Lithuania. We begin 

with the Normanist debate of the mid-18th century when the question of who the Rus were 

first arose within the Russian Empire in earnest. We then continue on to the rise of 

nationalism in the 19th century as traced by Ukrainian historian Oleksiĭ Tolochko. Next is a 

brief overview of the use of the Rus in the the Soviet Union, before turning to the present with 

its political ramifications regarding the relationship between Ukraine and Russia.  

 The varying viewpoints have been discussed by British-Ukrainian academic Taras 

Kuzio, who rather neatly divides them into four groups: Russophile, Sovietophile, Eastern 

Slavic and Ukraineophile.1 Even many Western students of the area can be put into one or 

another of these camps and we will make a few case studies. The Ukraineophile school has 

been disseminated to the English-speaking world through the efforts of Harvard historians 

Serhii Plokhy and he is of particular interest for what could today be called the official 

Ukrainian historiography.  

 
1 Kuzio, „National Identity and History Writing in Ukraine.“ p. 407. 
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 We cannot help but make some comparisons to the present author’s native Iceland, 

which, despite having a very different history and geography, nonetheless has notable 

similarities to Ukraine as regards its origin myth. Here, historians in the late 19th and early 

20th centuries set about writing the history of a thousand-year-old Icelandic nation separate 

from Norway and Denmark, with the political goal of facilitating independence. This 

continued as the basic trend for the first few decades after statehood had been achieved but 

has come under criticism from contemporary historians such as Guðmundur Hálfdanarson and 

Sverrir Jakobsson.  

 Both Ukraine and Iceland traditionally lay claim to an ancient golden age reaching 

from the 9th to the 13th centuries, which was then ruptured as the country was incorporated 

into larger polities. After a period of humiliation there is a national awakening as the people 

demand a restoration of their ancient freedoms, although Iceland’s bid for independence in 

1918 went rather better than the Ukrainian attempt that same year. In Iceland this can hardly 

be considered the prevailing view of the nation’s history at present, whereas Ukrainians seem 

to be very much in the process of constructing it.  

 During the economic collapse in 2008, it was said that Iceland had only lost a decade. 

When the Euromaidan revolution took place in 2014, it could be said that Ukraine had lost a 

whole century. But every attempt at nation building must locate some sort of beginning, and it 

is to this search that we now turn.   

 

2. The Beginning of History 
The French 19th century historian Ernest Renan, writing at the time when modern nationalism 

was coming into being, said:  

 National stories always seem to be about the journey from darkness to light, from 

 subjugation to liberty, from poverty to wealth, from repression to self-assertion, from 

 hierarchy to equality, from slavery to rights, with its heroes and villains.2  

Renan’s description works rather well for Icelandic historiography, as traditionally taught. 

Iceland’s history has been one of steady progress from Danish slavery to a proud, egalitarian, 

 
2 Smith, The Russia Anxiety, min 14.59.16 
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and not least wealthy, independent nation. Renan does not, however, mention what seems to 

be another indispensable factor, the very founding of the nation.  

 Patrick J. Geary, professor of history at the University of California, states in his book 

The Myth of Nations that origin myths are latter day constructs, emanating from nationalist 

movements of the 19th or late 18th centuries. More specifically, in contemporary political 

discourse, if not necessarily academic circles, the origins of nationhood are popularly 

attributed to the period 400-1000.3 This is begins with the migration period during the final 

stages of the Western Roman Empire and ends “with the arrival of Magyars in the Danubian 

plain and Scandinavians in Normandy and northern England.”4 To this might be added that 

the Scandinavians did reach further afield, all the way northwest to Iceland and northeast to 

what is now Ukraine.  

 As a child in Iceland in the 1980s, I remember Independence Day on the 17th of June 

was one of the highlights of the calendar, largely consisting of heading downtown, eating 

candyfloss and waving the Icelandic flag. Today, this has been somewhat eclipsed by summer 

festivals such as Culture Night and even Gay Pride, both having bigger concerts and drawing 

bigger crowds, in its own way reflecting new attitudes.  

 The history I was taught in primary school was more or less that of the early 

independence era. Even more than through historical texts, this was disseminated through 

mandatory literature readings, the Sagas supposedly showed the Icelanders at their best and 

Halldór Laxness Iceland’s Bell showed the Danes at their worst. While largely debunked by 

later historians, this remains more or less the popular conception, although the unifying myth 

of the struggle against the Danes recedes into the distance with each passing generation. 

Patriotism can no longer be said to a leading factor in Icelandic politics as it was during the 

Cold War, when both left and right tried to outdo each other with their love of the holy trinity 

of land, nation and language. Rather, one of the main fault-lines lies between globalists and 

those who take a more insular view, the question of EU membership being a divisive factor.5    

 Sverrir Jakobsson traces the dominant influence of the independence struggle in the 

popular view of history to at least the late 1970s, when a schoolbook written by early 20th 

century politician and proud patriot Jónas frá Hriflu var still being used in the school system. 

 
3 Geary, Myth of Nations, p. 7.  
4 ibid, p. 10.  
5 „Nýir tímar í íslenskum stjórnmálum,“ Stundin, 22. desember 2016.  
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This was largely based on the work of Jón Aðils, the first professor of history at the 

University of Iceland which was founded in 1911.6 The core of this interpretation seems to 

have come from no less a person than independence hero Jón Sigurðsson himself. In fact, 

Sigurðsson had been encouraged to write a complete history of Iceland, and no doubt this 

would have become canonical. He never got around to it but as both scholar and politician, he 

purveyed the lost golden age - dark Danish period - national revival era view.7 In another 

article Sverrir Jakobsson writes:  

 Áhersla Jóns á þjóðfrelsið sem aflvaka allra hluta gerði það að verkum að fyrstu aldir 

 Íslandssögunnar verða eins konar gullaldarskeið en síðan hefst hnignun og 

 niðurlæging, þó að eitthvað hafi rofað til fyrst eftir siðaskiptin og á 17. öld.8  

One of the main historians of the post-independence era, University of Iceland professor 

Björn Þorsteinsson, published a book on the Icelandic Commonwealth (930-1262) in 1953. 

This was followed by Ný Íslandssaga in 1966, which also dealt with the Commonwealth Era. 

In the epilogue, Björn says rather apologetically: 

 Ég hef orðið þess var, að ýmsum þykir það undarleg árátta hjá okkur, sem bjástrum 

 við sagnfræði, að klifa stöðugt á sögu þjóðveldisins, en víkja fáum eða engum orðum 

 að öðrum stórmerkum tímabilum þjóðarsögunnar … Það, sem dregur mig og aðra 

 starfsbræður aftur í aldir er ekki fornaldarrómantík, heldur miklu veraldlegri hvatir. 

 Virðulegt forlag bað mig fyrir löngu að skrifa fyrir sig sögu 15. aldarinnar á Íslandi, en 

 ég treysti mér ekki til þess, af því að sú saga verður ekki skrifuð án rækilegrar 

 þekkingar á öllum þeim öldum sem á undan voru gegnar á Íslandi.9  

Interestingly, the review of the book says:  

 Reyndar er íslenzk söguskoðun svo fastmótuð af hefð að henni verður varla hnikað úr 

 skorðum, enda reynir Björn það ekki að marki, þótt hann víkki vissulega 

 sjóndeildarhringinn … Íslenzk sagnfræði er nú í afturbata, og ber að fagna því. En þótt 

 undarlegt megi virðast hafa Íslendingar aldrei verið söguþjóð í þeim skilningi að þeir 

 
6 Sverrir Jakobsson. „Erindringen om en mægtig Personlighed,“ p. 214. 
7 Sverrir Jakobsson, „Um fræðastörf Jóns Sigurðssonar,“ p. 59.  
8 ibid, p. 56.  
9 Björn Þorsteinsson, Ný Íslandssaga, p. 294-295.  
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 hafi haft áhuga á sagnfræði, nema þá helzt á þjóðveldisöld. Það er frásögnin sem ávallt 

 hefur borið hæstan hlut.10      

Björn gives a practical explanation of why the period after 1262 has been ignored. In order to 

grasp the full story, one must begin at the beginning, which is what historians in Iceland in the 

decades before and after independence saw themselves as doing. He goes on to claim that 

Icelandic historiography is around 150 years behind that of Europe in general, and even 

makes excuses that his book therefore might already seem out of step.11 Björn went on to 

write a volume covering the years 1262-1400 and a further history, Íslensk miðaldasaga, 

starting from the beginning and reaching to 1550 in 1978. His complete history of Iceland, co-

written with Bergsteinn Jónsson, was only published posthumously in 1991.  

 The claim made in Morgunblaðið at the end of 1966 that the view of Icelandic history 

was unlikely to change has proved unfounded. Later generations of historians have turned 

Icelandic history upside down, perhaps more than once, and may in fact have bridged the 150-

year-gap in a mere half-century. But it took a long time for people in a newly independent 

country to be able to start viewing their history in a more detached manner. Ukrainian 

historians, now writing a mere 30 years after independence, have their work cut out for them. 

Björn wanted to begin history writing at the beginning but where the beginning lies is not as 

obvious as at first might seem.   

 

3. Icelandic History Rewritten   
In the first decade of the 21st century Icelandic scholars began to seriously question the 

commonly held view that Iceland had been a state before 1262. Examples are Gunnar 

Karlsson’s book Iceland’s 1100 Years and Sverrir Jakobsson, representing a younger 

generation, with his 2009 article “The Process of State Formation in Iceland.” In the latter, 

Sverrir continues on from Björn Þorsteinsson, whose view seems to have evolved over time:  

 Within Icelandic historiography, state power in the person of the Norwegian king has 

 traditionally been seen as a major destabilizing force, albeit in conjunction with other 

 external agents such as the international church. Less emphasis has been placed upon 

 internal factors, such as the power consolidation depicted in the previous chapter. The 

 
10 „Ný Íslandssaga,“ Morgunblaðið 23.12.1966, p. 18.  
11 Björn Þorsteinsson, Ný Íslandssaga, p. 296. 
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 major exception has been Björn Þorsteinsson, especially in his later works, who views 

 Icelandic landowners as the major agents of change, even if he also ascribes a central 

 role to the Norwegian king.12 

Sverrir points out the glaring fact that the King of Norway had no practical way to enforce his 

will in Iceland but also that there was no state to impose it on, “the Icelandic experiment in 

establishing a government without a state was terminated.” Instead, after the period starting in 

1262, “the introduction of taxes and a state apparatus in Iceland was a cooperative effort by 

the monarchy, the aristocrats and the church.”13 

 Not only was the Icelandic state not usurped by the cunning King of Norway but had 

never really existed in the first place. This is a far cry from the traditional historiography. 

What then, was the role of the Norwegian king? Sverrir writes:    

 This is where the real strength of the Norwegian king lay; in the symbolic capital 

 drawn from the fact he was the heir of an ancient lineage which had held power in 

 Norway since the Viking Age. The sacred character of the Norwegian line had in fact 

 been strengthened by Icelandic narrators of its history who had contributed to the 

 glory of the Norwegian royal line through the writing of king’s sagas from the 1180s 

 onwards and could only act from a distance when invited to do so, as became the case 

 in the civil wars of the 13th century.14  

Ironically enough, it was the Icelanders own mythologising of the Norwegian king in the 

Sagas that led to them becoming a part of the kingdom of Norway.  

 Interestingly, the very country we are trying to distinguish us from, Norway, uses the 

same origin story but in reverse. There it is good King Harald who creates the first Norwegian 

state by unifying the petty kingdoms, although the task is only completed by the two Olaf’s in 

the 11th century. In Iceland, the king is the big bad whom the freedom loving soon-to-be 

Icelanders want to escape. As an origin story, it is a comforting one. Instead of tired, hungry, 

and poor immigrants, Icelanders are all descendants of kings (never mind their slaves) whose 

love of freedom brought us to these fair if sometimes inhospitable shores.15 

 
12 Sverrir Jakobsson, “The Process of State Formation in Iceland,” p. 14. 
13 ibid, p. 20. 
14 ibid, p. 17. 
15 I have previously written about this here: „Whose Independence?“ Reykjavik Grapevine, 11th June 2004.  
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 Two opposite lessons can be drawn from this origin story depending on which side of 

it you are standing. For Iceland, it is individualism above all else, whereas for Norway it is 

co-operation that creates the country.  

 Sverrir Jakobsson traces the creation of this dual myth to the early 20th century, in 

Norway to the generation after full independence was achieved in 1905 and in Iceland to the 

lectures of Jón Aðils at around the same time.16 Iceland in fact got Home Rule in 1904, an 

important stepping-stone on the way to independence, the question of which dominated 

Icelandic politics at the time.  

 Equally, both Russia and Ukraine look back to the same origin myth reaching back to 

the Kyivan Rus (Kievan Rus in Russian) but use it to reach different conclusions about their 

nationhood.  

 

4. Enter Anderson 
In Imagined Communities, Cornell University historian Benedict Anderson traces the origins 

of modern nationalism to the Americas in the latter half of the 18th century, culminating in the 

formation of nations independent from Europe on both continents by the early 19th century.  

 These new countries made no claim to historical precedents but when nationalism was 

transported to Europe in the wake of the French Revolution, many new nations now claimed 

more ancient antecedents. Anderson says that unlike the Americas, the second wave of 

independence movements, this time in Europe in the period 1815 to 1850, began “reading 

nationalism genealogically [his italics] – as an expression of an historical tradition of serial 

continuity.”17 An early example are the Greeks, who spoke of “awakening from sleep” and 

did go on to gain their independence from the Ottomans in this period.   

 By what Anderson calls the “Last Wave” in the 20th century, it had become de rigueur 

for new nations to look back to a distant era of national independence, however questionable 

claims to previous nationhood may have been. Anderson mentions many examples both from 

Europe and Asia but for us the Icelandic example is obvious. The independence of 1918/1944 

 
16 Sverrir Jakobsson. „Erindringen om en mægtig Personlighed,“ p. 214.  
17 Anderson, Imagined Communities, p. 195. 
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was at the time seen as reclaiming the supposed statehood lost in 1262 but contradicted by 

later historians as noted above.18   

 Even nations which had already attained statehood by the end of the 19th century and 

thus were no longer engaged in struggle for political independence now claimed histories 

reaching much farther back. As an example, Anderson cites Switzerland which came into 

being as a result of the Napoleonic Wars, yet in 1891 celebrated 600 years since its founding. 

This was now seen to reach all the way back to 1291 with the confederation of three of its 

provinces. Anderson claims that it is more accurate to trace the origin of Swiss nationalism to 

this anniversary itself rather than the event it commemorates, as nationalist ideology had been 

of scant concern to Swiss intellectuals up until this point.19  

 100 years later (and eight years after the publication of Anderson’s book), events took 

place in Eastern Europe and Central Asia that can surely be termed the fourth wave of 

nationalism. Mirroring the end of the Habsburg Empire of the third wave, Czechoslovakia and 

Yugoslavia split into separate nation states, whereas a unified Germany emerged again much 

as it had during the second wave.  

 By far the largest changes to the map came with the breakup of the Soviet Union. The 

Russian Federation, as the successor state to this as well as the Russian Empire, could surely 

claim a history reaching back to before 1991 but where this began was not always clear. In the 

other post-Soviet states the situation was far more complex. In Central Asia national identities 

had to be quickly constructed based on medieval nomads who probably would not have 

recognized any borders at all. In the event, the more immediate model for the unasked-for 

statehood in the new Central Asian republics was derived from Mustafa Kemal and his 

successors in Turkey, secular and firmly directed from above.20   

 In the Caucasus, antecedents could be found that stretched back to ancient times 

although what belonged to whom was to prove problematic. In the Baltic States, it was 

decided that the new republics of Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania were the same states as had 

been created in the period 1918-20, with the entire Soviet (and intervening Nazi) period 

written off as an unlawful occupation. Hence, national holidays to this day are not celebrated 

to commemorate 1991 but rather 1918.  

 
18 See for example Sverrir Jakobsson. „Erindringen om en mægtig Personlighed,“ p. 215.  
19 Anderson, Imagined Communities, p. 136.  
20 Lipovsky, „Central Asia: In Search of a New Political Identity,“ p. 212-213 
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 In Ukraine and Belarus, the situation was more complicated still. Apart perhaps from 

briefly in the midst of war in 1918-20, the two new states could not claim any direct 

precursors, having spent the centuries since the Mongol invasions divided between Poland-

Lithuania and Russia. In a part of what was now Ukraine, a Cossack state had lasted for all of 

16 years in the 17th century, but otherwise one had to go back to the Kyivan Rus to find a 

polity not obviously dominated by Russians or Poles. Perhaps inevitably, this came to be 

claimed as the first Ukrainian state.  

 In Belarus, the question of when the country began has been largely ignored by 

officialdom on either side of 1991, who prefer to rely on Soviet tropes. Independence Day is 

celebrated to commemorate Minsk being liberated from the Nazis in 1944 rather than of the 

achievement of statehood after the fall of the Soviet Union. However, this could be changing 

now, as the protesters who currently oppose President Lukashenko wave flags that can be 

traced back to the era of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania,21 of which Belarus is seen to have 

been a constituent part. The opposition flag is banned by authorities but people have taken to 

wearing red and white and even putting red and white underwear up on clothes lines to show 

solidarity with the protests.22   

 In Ukraine, persistent attempts have been made to disassociate their history from that 

of Russia, especially after the Euromaidan revolution of 2014. However, even if modern 

Ukraine is traced back to the Kyivan Rus of the 9th to 13th Centuries, this inevitably intersects 

with Russian and even Belarusian history again. As with the Swiss example above, perhaps it 

is proper to begin with the advent of nationalism. This can be traced to the dying days of the 

18th century.   

 

5. Russia discovers Kyiv 
In his essay “Peripatetic History,” Ukrainian historian Oleksiĭ Petrovych Tolochko quotes 

Anderson and his concept of secular pilgrimages, which are said to be “repetitive journeys 

whose cumulative effect is to circumscribe a particular place and establish a lasting image of 

it.”23  

 
21 “Here’s why are protesters in Belarus are flying a white-and-red flag” (sic), meduza.io, August 14th, 2020.  
22 „Flying the Flag,“ Radio Free Europe, September 9th, 2020.  
23Tolochko, “Peripatetic History,” p. 126.  
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 By the 18th century, European aristocrats were regularly travelling to Italy and Greece 

for no reason other than edification, inventing modern tourism in the process. One of the first 

Russians to undertake this “Grand Tour” to the Mediterranean was Nikolai Karamzin. He 

would subsequently transport the modern novel to Russia with Poor Liza, based on French, 

German and English models and was the author of Russia’s first travelogue as well as its first 

widely read history, all in the early 1790s.24     

 Karamzin may have inspired Russian aristocrats to travel, but the Coalition Wars 

against the French soon cut them off from the preferred destinations in Italy and Greece. 

Instead, noblemen opted for southern Ukraine which not only had an agreeable climate but, as 

it turned out, an ancient history of its own. As Tolochko says; “Thus began the “Russian 

discovery” of Ukraine.”25 Many went on more traditional pilgrimages to some of the major 

churches of the orthodox faith located in and around Kyiv, but others set off to explore a more 

secular history.  

 Tolochko points out that this discovery came at a time when, due to the recent 

partitions of Poland, most of Ukraine lay for the first time within the Russian Empire. Until 

then Kyiv was seen as a frontier town against both the Catholic Poles in the west and the 

Muslim Ottomans in the south, even though it was generally acknowledged to be the cradle of 

Russian culture.26 This can profitably be compared with Iceland, which to the Danes was a 

minor outpost in a far-flung empire, but as the home of the Sagas also the heartland of Nordic 

and hence Danish culture.  

 Guðmundur Hálfdanarson writes about how Iceland was discovered in the course of 

the 19th century by similar travellers coming from Britain, Germany and the Nordic Countries, 

many searching for “the clearest traces of an ancient Germanic spirit and cultural heritage.”27 

To the locals, this was proof that a new Athens had been discovered, much as it had been for 

the Russians who came to Ukraine a few decades earlier. Guðmundur quotes Jón Aðils who 

shows little in the way of modesty:  

 During the first centuries of Icelandic history – the so-called “saga age” or the 

 Icelandic “golden age” – Icelandic society “was so rich and enchanting and 

 remarkable,” wrote the Icelandic historian Jón Jónsson Aðils in 1903, that it was only 

 
24 See for example Emerson, Cambridge Introduction to Russian Literature, p. 94-97. 
25 Tolochko,  “Peripatetic History,” p. 128. 
26 ibid, p. 129.  
27 Guðmundur Hálfdanarson, „Interpreting the Nordic Past,“ p. 53. 
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 rivalled by “the Ancient Greeks at their highest stage of development, where, as far as

 we know, human life reached its pinnacle in antiquity.”28   

Of course, this was not just a case of megalomania but also had political uses. Guðmundur 

adds:  

 In Aðils’s opinion, medieval Iceland had to be regarded as one of the most important 

 generators of European culture, and it should, therefore, come as no surprise that the 

 Middle Ages played a central role in the construction of Icelandic national identity in 

 the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. In their writings, Icelandic intellectuals and 

 political commentators used the image of a glorious past to boost the confidence of the 

 nation they wanted to “awaken,” at the same time as it helped them to garner 

 sympathy for their cause abroad.”29 

The Greeks themselves used much the same discourse of “awakening” in the early 19th 

century, as noted by Anderson, which did manage to both boost their confidence at home and 

get support from abroad in a direct manner during their War of Independence in the 1820s.   

 Iceland played the Greek card in the later part of the century and not without success, 

yet much like in Ukraine, there was an absence of ancient architecture in this new-found 

Athens.30 The Saga enthusiast in present day Iceland can only visit the reconstructed farm at 

Stöng to view a Viking era structure, while the traveller to Kyiv is reduced to gazing at the 

Rus theme park on the outskirts of the city to get a sense of the vanished civilization. On the 

signs of the park, a comparison is made between the Rus and the Romans and the Greeks, to 

make sure the Western traveller does not miss the point.  

 By the 19th century, most Medieval buildings in Iceland had been ground down by the 

weather or shattered in earthquakes and being made of wood, not very durable to begin. In 

Ukraine they had been razed by the Mongols while the few surviving churches in Kyiv had 

been so thoroughly reconstructed in the 17th century as to be unrecognizable as originally Rus.  

 The lack of architecture gave the Icelandic Sagas particular meaning for Independence 

era scholars:  

 
28 ibid. 
29 ibid.  
30 Tolochko,  “Peripatetic History,” p. 130.  
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 “For the Danes,” wrote Sigurður Nordal, the influential professor of Icelandic 

 literature at the University of Iceland in 1946, “the Icelandic manuscripts have only 

 value as museum pieces or as sources for academics … For Icelanders they have a 

 different and greater value. The Icelandic medieval literature is like the poor man’s 

 only sheep, because the old vellums are the only visible traces from the heyday of our 

 national culture.”31   

 

6. What’s in a Language?  
The Russian discovery of Ukraine as a tourist destination and that of Iceland by northern 

Europeans was not coincidental at roughly the same time was not coincidental. Anderson 

states that until the early 19th century, European colonial powers were largely uninterested in 

the ancient monuments of their colonies. Even when this changed in due course and 

excavations and restorations became common, the inference was not that the precursors of the 

nations over which they ruled had now been discovered. Rather, it was usually believed that 

the structure creators were either of a different race than the present-day inhabitants 

altogether, as was seen to be the case in Dutch Indonesia or had degenerated sufficiently from 

that time to now need help in governing by more civilized cultures, as in British Burma.32 

(One could even argue this tradition continues with the “Ancient Aliens” series on the History 

Channel). Many travellers to Iceland reached similar conclusions. The reverend Sabine 

Baring-Gould said of Iceland that:   

 “… the whole character of the people has been deteriorated by the grinding want of 

 necessities of life, so that there is now none of the energy and enterprise among them 

 which were the distinguishing features of the early population.”33 

He was not alone, as Guðmundur continues:  

 Baring-Gould’s unflattering assessment was, in fact, in line with the comments of 

 many of his Danish and Icelandic contemporaries, who criticized the Icelandic 

 peasants for their torpor and superstitious beliefs.34   

 
31 Guðmundur Hálfdanarson, „Interpreting the Nordic Past,“ p. 56. 
32 Anderson, Imagined Communities, p. 181.  
33 Guðmundur Hálfdanarson, „Interpreting the Nordic Past,“ p. 66. 
34 ibid.  
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Tolochko describes Russian attitudes towards Ukraine similarly. Early 19th century Russians 

were certainly interested in old Kyivan artefacts when these could be found and examined by 

civilized people. But this had little to do with the present. Contemporary Ukrainians were 

seen to be either unaware of their glorious heritage or a different people altogether, noble 

savages perhaps but ones that needed instruction from the more sophisticated residents of 

Moscow and St. Petersburg.35 The same had happened in the previous century in Iceland 

when manuscripts were transferred to Copenhagen for proper study, although the custodian, 

Árni Magnússon, was Icelandic.36 

 Icelanders claimed the Sagas as a cornerstone of European culture but, somewhat 

contradictorily, also as uniquely Icelandic. This had a lot to do with language. Many 

Icelanders to this day will claim that they can still read the old manuscripts with only the aid 

of modern Icelandic, but Danish academics contested this in the decades after independence:  

 “It is a common misunderstanding to believe,” a group of Danish scholars contended, 

 “that one who knows Icelandic can, without any preparation, read the Icelandic 

 manuscripts.” The handwriting on the vellums was so archaic that a person needed 

 specialized knowledge to read them ...37       

While many Icelanders would claim that the use of the same language was proof of the 

continuity of nationhood from the Saga Age to today,38 in Ukraine the language issue was to 

be more divisive.   

 Politically Ukraine (or Little Russia in the parlance of the time) lost its vestiges of 

independence in the course of the 18th century and was also being ingrained into the empire 

culturally. The Canadian-Ukrainian University of Alberta scholar Zenon Kohut writes:    

 While the levelling of the Hetmanate's institutions was undercutting the basis for a 

 Little Russian identity, a gradual cultural transformation was bringing the Ukrainian 

 elite into an imperial cultural milieu. Culturally the Ukrainian gentry was directly or 

 indirectly the product of the Kyiv Academy or its educational satellites – the 

 Chernigov and Kharkiv collegia. At the beginning of the eighteenth century a graduate 

 of these schools would have a good knowledge of Latin, Polish, a Ukrainian rendition 

 
35 Tolochko, „Peripatetic History,“ p. 134. 
36 Guðmundur Hálfdanarson, „Interpreting the Nordic Past,“ p. 55. 
37 ibid, p. 64. 
38 ibid, p. 65.  
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 of Church Slavonic, Slavono-Ukrainian (a mixture of Slavonic and Ukrainian), and, 

 perhaps, a smattering of classical Greek or of German. Latin and Polish were the elite's 

 window to world culture; Slavonic served not only as a sacred language but was 

 considered appropriate for use in high literary genres such as drama. Slavono-

 Ukrainian - in various combinations and forms - was the most extensively used 

 linguistic medium, prevailing in the world of officialdom, in personal correspondence, 

 and in literary genres such as poetry, drama, sermons, and oratorical works. Colloquial 

 Ukrainian was reserved for interludia and intermedia – humorous skits performed 

 between the works of serious drama.39  

But by the 1780s, Russian had so thoroughly replaced Slavonic Ukrainian as the language of 

culture that it was dropped from Kyiv University. Russian, as well as German and 

increasingly French, were to be the windows to the world instead of Polish and Latin 

previously.40  

 However, the Russian discovery of Ukraine soon after did contribute to the rise of 

nationalism in a roundabout way. The aforementioned pilgrimages, coming when they did, 

meant that the area of what is now Ukraine, (the word means “borderland”) for so long 

divided between Russians, Poles and Ottomans, could now be seen as a geographic entity, 

based on the still visible Cossack history and the largely invisible Rus history, even if the 

Cossacks had only ever ruled a part of what was to become Ukraine. Ukraine was coming into 

being geographically, but not necessarily historiographically.  

 Tolochko concludes by quoting Ukrainian historian Roman Szporluk who says that the 

unifying history was, if anything, that of Polish influence reaching as far east as Kharkiv, 

while adding that the Rus connection justified expanding Russian influence as far west as 

Lviv,41 a project finally carried out by Stalin in 1939/1944.  

 Whether Polish or Russian, the territory of Ukraine could for the first time be seen as a 

geographic whole by the end of the 18th century. And history was to follow geography. By the 

late 19th century, the Rus-Cossack version of Ukrainian history had become generally 

accepted by Ukrainian nationalists and remains so up until this day, with all its inherent 

contradictions.  

 
39 Kohut, „The Development of a Little Russian Identity and Ukrainian Nationbuilding,“ p. 570. 
40 ibid, p. 571. 
41 Tolochko, „Peripatetic History,“ p. 135.  
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7. Saying No to Normans 
The origin of the Rus had caused problems even before the spatial discovery of Ukraine of 

which Tolochko speaks. According to the 12th century Primary Chronicle, the founding of the 

Rus kingdom begins with the Slavs asking a group of Vikings to rule over them in the year 

862 to prevent the tribes fighting among themselves.42 In the mid-18th century, battle was 

joined among scholars as to who the Rus actually had been and, more importantly, from 

where they had come.  

 In 1749, Gerhard Friedrich Müller, the official Russian historiographer at the 

University of St. Petersburg, delivered a speech wherein he attempted to show that Russia had 

initially been founded by Norsemen. This led to loud protests and an official inquiry, Müller 

was barred from speaking again and eventually left his post. Interestingly, the committee that 

barred him was led by a Ukrainian, the later Hetman of Ukraine Kyrylo Rozumovskyj.43    

 This was the beginning of what became known as the “Normanist debate.” On the one 

hand there were the Normanists who claimed that the Rus state had been organised by men 

emanating from present day Sweden, and on the other the anti-Normanists, who claimed they 

were mainly comprised of Slavs originating from the south of Kyiv.  

 The Russian 20th century archaeologist Leo Klejn, himself often put in the Normanist 

camp, claims that the Normanist debate was limited to Russia as in other countries the Norse 

connection was taken as a given. Within the Empire, he traces three distinct eras of the 

discussion. 

 The first peaked in the mid-18th century with Müller’s address and subsequent fierce 

rebuttal by the polymath Mikhail Lomonosov, who would go on to found Moscow State 

University in 1755. Klejn claims that Lomonosov had personal as well as political reasons for 

attacking Müller, rather than mere scholarly ones. This was less than three decades after the 

Great Northern War when the forces of Peter the Great had fought the Swedes at great 

expense, and that to claim the Russian state to be descended from Sweden was an insult to the 

nation as a whole.44 To this can be added that war with Sweden was a regular occurrence 

throughout the period. The recent “War of the Hats,” lasting from 1743 to 1746, had ended 

 
42 See for example: Rússa sögur og Ígorskviða, p. 31.  
43 Pritsak, The Origin of Rus, p. 3-4. 
44 Klejn, „Normanism and Anti-Normanism in Russia,“ p. 408.  
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victoriously for Russia and the Swedes would be fought again, inconclusively in 1788-90 and 

successfully in 1809, incorporating Finland as a result.  

 Lomonosov himself went on to write a book, Ancient Russian History, which set forth 

the anti-Normanist argument. A century later, in 1860, the debate stirred again but this time 

the academic centres were reversed. The leading Normanist was from Moscow University and 

the anti-Normanist came from the St. Petersburg institution.45 The next round took place 100 

years later still, during the Khrushchev era in the Soviet Union. Yet again, the roles were 

reversed. The Normanist argument was headed by Klejn himself from his bastion at the 

University of Petersburg while students were expelled from the University of Moscow for 

holding similar views.  

 Nevertheless, the official view of the Rus had been put forward a few years previous 

in the periodical Bolshevik in 1947, which declared that the Normanist theory is “politically 

harmful because it denies the ability of the Slavic nations to form an independent State by 

their own efforts.”46 This was to be reiterated throughout the Soviet Era. Kleijn would go on 

to criticise orthodox Marxist historical materialism and in 1981 was accused of 

homosexuality, stripped of his degree and title, and spent 18 months in jail.47  

 According to the dates given by Klejn, the Normanist debate seems to spring up at 

century long intervals during relative thaws in official discourse; during the reign of the 

Westernizing Empress Elizabeth in the 18th century, the serf-liberating Alexander II in the 

19th and the Khrushchev thaw in the 20th. Even if debate was permitted during these intervals, 

the official view must remain anti-Normanist at all times. This holds true for the Westernizing 

18th century, the more inwards faced 19th or the open antagonisms of the Cold War. 

 In a book published during the last of these three debates, the author Boris Grekov 

recounts the previous two rounds rather dismissively if not always clearly.  

 “It is so strange,” Lomonosov wrote, “that if Müller had been master of a lively style, 

 he would have made the Russian people into a people poorer even than the lowliest 

 ever portrayed by any other writer.” We find the same passionate disputes at a later  

 date. In the 1870s Gedeonov, the author of The Varangians and Rus, sharply opposes 

 the opinions of the Normanists. “An inexorable Norman veto,” he writes, “hangs over 

 
45 ibid, p. 409.  
46 Pritsak, The Origin of Rus, p, 4.  
47 See Klejns autobiography The World Turned Upside Down.  
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 the interpretation of every relic of our antiquity. But who, what Darwin is to breathe 

 life into this idol with a Norman head and a Slav body?” Such examples are 

 numerous.48      

Grekov was primarily attempting to contradict the views of Ukrainian historians such as 

Hruschevsky who claimed the Rus for Ukraine. Instead, he sees them as the ancestors of all 

three East Slavic nations, Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus. He connects the Rus with the 

Russians using arguments not dissimilar to those that Guðmundur Hálfdanarsson sees 

Icelanders using in claiming the Sagas for themselves, through continuity running through the 

general population. Guðmundur quotes his contemporary Sigurður Nordal (1886-1974), 

writing in 1924:  

 “Our connection with the literature of the tenth and fourteenth centuries becomes 

 much closer if we realize,” he argued, “that the thread uniting us and the past is 

 unbroken – there has never been any rupture in the development.” What Nordal 

 wanted to convey with these words was the conviction that medieval literature and 

 history were still a living reality in Iceland …49   

Grekov (1882-1953) wrote in his Kiev Rus in 1939 (first published in English 20 years later):  

 Another fact merits serious attention: the bylinas of the Vladimirian cycle, which tell 

 of Kiev and the “Kiev period,” have been handed down to us by the Great Russians 

 and not by the Ukrainians. They are sung in the former Arkangels, Olonetsk and Perm 

 provinces, in Siberia, in the Lower Volga region, on the Don, in short, wherever the 

 Russian people enjoyed a free life, wherever the yoke of serfdom was lighter or did 

 not exist at all. This affection of the Great Russian people for its remote past, this 

 preservation of the earliest and most precious facts of this life, indicates that the 

 history of Kiev Rus is not the history of the Ukrainian people alone. It is the period of 

 our history during which the Great Russian, Ukrainian and Byelorussian peoples 

 originated, the period which became the “cradle of the Russian nationality,” as 

 Kluchevsky puts it.50   

 

 
48 Grekov, Kiev Rus, p. 13-14. 
49 Guðmundur Hálfdanarson, „Interpreting the Nordic Past,“ p. 65. 
50 Grekov, Kiev Rus, p. 11-12. 
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8. Napoleon vs. the Rus 
In Natasha’s Dance, his magisterial history of Russian culture from Peter the Great to the 

Soviet Union, University of London professor Orlando Figes traces the discovery of a 

specifically Russian culture by the previously Western-emulating Russian aristocracy 

following the Napoleonic invasion. The peasants, largely ignored by the intelligentsia 

throughout the previous century, had now shown their mettle and were even compared to the 

ancient heroes of Kyivan Rus.  

 This can be seen most clearly in the resurrection of the myth of Ilia Muromets, one of 

the bogatyrs, or knights, who served Prince Vladimir and defended the Rus’ realm against 

external enemies around the year 1000. Muromets was simple minded but strong and brave, 

precisely as the peasants were seen to have been during the Patriotic War against the French.51  

 Figes goes on to say that this ran counter to the history espoused by Karamzin and his 

admirer Pushkin, the latter raised to the status of National Poet. Theirs was a tsarist, top-down 

version of history with the common folk largely absent.52 If the rediscovery of the Rus began 

with aristocrats heading south to Ukraine to explore ancient artifacts, it was now 

superimposed on the general population of Russia itself.  

 The Rus were not only seen as models for sturdy peasants but also for aspiring 

democrats. A decade after the end of the Napoleonic Wars a new group began to make 

themselves felt, young officers who had seen Europe for themselves and wanted a more 

liberal-style monarchy. These became known as the Decembrists, after a failed coup against 

the newly crowned authoritarian tsar Nicholas I. in December of 1825. The Decembrists 

looked not only to Western models but also to medieval Novgorod and Pskov, seen as liberty-

loving republics independent from tsardom.    

 Figes, who himself has little time for Normanists, adds a further twist to the Normanist 

debate. According to his interpretation, it suited the Monarchists to see their land as rude and 

barbaric until being ruled by foreign princes (the Romanovs themselves were largely of 

German blood until, as Anderson points out, they discovered they were Slavic in the later 19th 

 
51 Figes, Natasha‘s Dance, p. 134. 
52 ibid. 



21 
 

century as a means to legitimate their rule53). Conversely, more democratically inclined 

Russians wanted to see the Slavs as free people until subjugated by the foreign princes.54  

 These two views on the Rus as espoused by Klejn and Figes seem somewhat 

contradictory. The monarchists wanted to emphasise the arrival of the Rus, and hence their 

foreignness, as necessary precursors to tsardom, whereas liberals who looked to western 

Europe claimed the Rus populace as true Slavs.  

 The contradiction may have seemed less of one in the early 19th century than it was to 

become in the later 1800s, when the monarchists attempted to appropriate the nationalist 

cause. Both Kleijn’s emphasis on nationalism and Figes’ on liberalism as influencing the 

Normanist debate in Russia finds its echoes in Ukrainian historiography today.  

 The connection between Rus warriors and the fight against Napoleon continued well 

into the 19th century in Russian culture. Mikhail Lermontov, who wrote of one of the most 

famous of the “useless men” of Russian literature in the novel A Hero of Our Time from 1841, 

had previously written a pean to the heroes of the Napoleonic Wars with the poem 

“Borodino” in 1837. He contrasts these with his own “useless” generation, humbled by 

Nicholas I after the Decembrist revolt while comparing the previous one favourably with the 

bogatyrs of the Rus. 

 Да были люди в наше врема 

 Не то что нынешнее плема 

 богатыри – не вы!55   

 

These two events, the Patriotic War and the origin of the Rus, were symbolically welded 

together in 1862. The 1000-year anniversary of the founding of Russia, as per the official 

interpretation, was to be commemorated in the spring of that year in the ancient city of 

Novgorod. But tsar Alexander II. decided to instead merge it with the 50th anniversary of the 

Battle of Borodino against Napoleon on August 26th of that year, incidentally also the 

seventh-year anniversary of his own coronation.  

 The monument unveiled at Novgorod for the triple occasion showed Mother Russia 

holding an Orthodox cross in one hand and the Romanov insignia in the other, both emblems 

 
53 Anderson, Imagined Communities, p. 87. 
54 Figes, Natasha‘s Dance, p. 134-135.  
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noticeably absent from the actual founding of the Rus state in 862, if such an event ever took 

place. According to one of the leading and still living Decembrists at the time, both of these 

major historical events had now been effectively highjacked by tsardom.56  

 But as it happened, the Rus were about to resurface in a different context in the 

budging Ukrainian nationalism in the later 19th century. By this point, the search for origins 

had become something of a joke for Tolstoy, who says in Anna Karenina (1878): 

 At the same time Oblonsky, who was fond of a joke, sometimes enjoyed embarrassing 

 a conventional man by telling him that indulgence in pride of ancestry should not 

 make one stop at Rurik and repudiate one’s first ancestor – the ape.57 

This coming, of course, two decades after the publication of the greatest origin story of them 

all (at least since The Bible), Darwin’s On the Origin of Species.   

 

9. The Origin of the Rus 
 

 Let us seek a prince who may rule over us, and judge us according to the Law, said the 

 warring tribes of ancient Russia58 to each other in 862 according to the Primary 

 Chronicle.59  

With these words the book A History of Russia c.882-1996 begins. Written by Paul Dukes, 

professor of history at the University of Aberdeen, it was by the late 90s in its third print run. 

It may seem surprising that in the subheading of his book he chooses the year 882 rather than 

that of 862 with which he begins his text. The Russian Primary Chronicle from which he 

quotes starts with the following:  

 These are the narratives of bygone years regarding the origin of the land of Rus, the 

 first princes of Kiev, and from what source the land of Rus’ had its beginning.60 

The author of the Primary Chronicle, true to his word, goes back to the very beginning. What 

follows is a section which describes the post-flood inheritance of the three sons of Noah, 

 
56 Figes, Natasha‘s Dance, p. 139.  
57 Tolstoy, Anna Karenina, p. 9.  
58 In reviewing a previous version of this paper, Dr. Kulyk at the Kuras institute in Kyiv makes the following 
remark: „Rus, not Russia! Or you should problematize this word right away.“ 
59 Dukes, A History of Russia, p. 7.  
60 Primary Chronicle, p. 51.  
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namely Shem, Ham and Japheth. To make a very long story short, Shem gets Asia, Ham gets 

Africa and Japhet is bequeathed Europe, whom they then populate with their respective 

offspring. After mankind is dispersed into 72 nations following the fall of the Tower of Babel, 

we learn that the Slavs settle “beside the Danube, where the Hungarian and Bulgarian lands 

now lie.”61  

 They in turn split up into various nations. Among these are the Polyanians who settle 

along the Dnieper, and another group which settles by Lake Il’men and build a city they call 

Novgorod. Mighty rivers connect these two groups with each other as well as with the 

Byzantine Empire to the south and the Varangian Sea (the Baltic) to the north. The Polyanians 

build a city named Kiev in Russian and Kyiv in Ukrainian, after their leader, Kiy, wherefrom 

comes the legend of the four siblings discussed below.62  

 After this long introduction, the author of the Primary Chronicle, traditionally if 

probably inaccurately seen to be the 11th century monk Nestor, has his story proper begin in 

852. This is when, he says, the Rus are first mentioned as they attack the capital of the 

Byzantines,63 known as Mikligarður in the Icelandic sources, Constantinople to the 

Byzantines themselves, later as Tsargrad to the Rus and later still as Istanbul to the Turks.  

 Seven years later, in 859, Varangians arrive from their homeland, presumably 

Scandinavia, and impose tribute upon the Polyanians and neighbouring tribes. They are driven 

back, but by 862 the Slavic tribes decide to invite them back in as the Slavs have succumbed 

to strife among themselves. They send emissaries to the Varangian homelands and select three 

brothers who come with “all the Russes,” seemingly a specific Scandinavian group most 

likely from Sweden, to rule over them. Rurik is the eldest and takes up residence in 

Novgorod, Hólmgarður to the Norse, and upon the death of his younger brother assumes sole 

authority over the lands of the Rus.64 It is to him that the Russian tsars up to Ivan the Terrible 

and his son Fedor trace their lineage.      

 In 879, Rurik dies and names his kinsman Oleg (Helgi in Norse) as regent for his 

young son Igor. Three years later, Oleg captures Kyiv. He makes it his capital and proclaims 

it “the Mother of Russian65 cities.”66 Oleg did not capture the town from the descendants of 
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Kyi but rather from other Varangians led by Askold (Höskuldur) and Dir who had previously 

subjugated the original inhabitants.  

 Askold had converted to Christianity and centuries later, in 1809, a stone church was 

built in Kyiv on the spot where he is supposed to have been killed. This was incidentally 

during the final war between Russia and Sweden where Swedish power in the Baltic was 

conclusively broken and the country has maintained a policy of neutrality ever since. This 

may indicate that tsar Alexander I felt that Askold (though also of Scandinavian origin) had 

been finally avenged.   

 It is here that Paul Dukes’ history truly begins, with the incorporation of Kyiv in 882 

into the Rus lands previously centred on Novgorod67. He then backtracks a little to say that 

“The old story is colourful and persistent, but essentially Russian history no more began in 

862 than British history in 1066.” He warns that pre-revolutionary historians such as 

Kliuchevskii portray Kyivan Rus as the cradle of Russian nationality but that “their memory 

was supplemented by patriotic imagination.”68 Nevertheless he elects to start his history here.  

 Dukes states that the connection between Novgorod and Kyiv should be underlined,69 

and goes on to say that it was the ascension of Igor in 913 which “”Soviet historians look 

upon as the true beginning of the Russian princely line.”70 It is notable that the anti-

aristocratic Soviets seem so keen to establish the royal line, but Dukes does not explain why 

this is so and quickly moves on to Igor’s attacks on Constantinople.      

 Several dates have been suggested as the founding of Russia, 852, 862, 882, 913 or 

even the advent of Christianity in 988. Then there is the supposed founding of Kyiv in 482, 

although primarily of interest to Ukrainians. All are probably equally fictitious and yet have 

proved useful, not just for historians to find subheadings for their books, but also by latter day 

leaders to legitimize their rule. We have already seen Alexander II. celebrate 1000 years of 

Russia in 1862 and will later discuss Putin (and Yanukovych) celebrate 1025 years of 

Christianity in 2013, and even Brezhnev commemorate 1500 years since the founding of Kyiv 

in 1982.    

 

 
67 Here, Kulyk claims there was no Rus before Kyiv, agreeing with Dukes‘ starting date but not his narrative.  
68 Dukes, A History of Russia, p. 7. 
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10. Enter the Slavs 
In his extensive 700-page textbook on the history of Ukraine, University of Toronto professor 

Paul Robert Magocsi, also writing in 1996, says that the first two historical works written 

about Russian history, by S.O. Mankeev and Vasilii M. Tatishchev during the 17th century, 

sought to legitimise absolute rule by the Romanov dynasty. This also held true at the turn of 

the 19th century, in a 12-volume work by the aforementioned Nikolai Karamzin. The 

Muscovite tsardom of the 15th and 16th centuries are portrayed as something of a Golden Age. 

This was largely due to its autocratic rule and therefore autocracy must be maintained. A 

retelling by Zenon E. Kohut says:  

 Karamzin begins his story with a "Kyivan period," but explains that the twelfth- 

 century Prince Andrei Bogoliubsky abandoned southern Rus' (the Ukrainian areas) 

 because it was embroiled in feuds and decided to establish himself in the northeast (the 

 Russian areas), "where the people did not have a rebellious spirit." He also writes that 

 Southern Rus' sank more deeply into disorder from the end of the twelfth century, 

 while the north grew in power and prestige thanks to autocracy. Thus, the political 

 center of the "Russian" state, originally located in Kyiv, shifted to Vladimir-Suzdal, 

 then to Moscow, and finally to St. Petersburg. For Karamzin, "Russianness" is 

 embodied in autocracy and statehood, not in a specific territory. Consequently, the 

 Russia described in his work moves wherever Russian autocracy and statehood can 

 find their best expression. Continuity between Kyiv and Moscow is not cultural, 

 religious, or ethnic but political.71 

The Muscovite princes were direct descendants of the Rurik dynasty and the Romanovs were 

the inheritors of both Rus and Muscovy, even if they could not claim the same princely line.72 

Thus, tracing the spiritual if not actual roots of contemporary tsars back to Rurik made 

political sense in order to establish the Romanov lineage.  

 Karamzin did not see much difference between the Belarusians, the Great Russians 

and the Ukrainians. In Karamzin's scheme, Russian history begins in Kyivan Rus' in the ninth 

and tenth centuries, centred in what is now Ukraine. By the thirteenth century, Ukraine drops 

out of history, only to re-enter it in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.”73 The political 

centre may have shifted north, to Vladimir, Moscow and finally St. Petersburg, but Kyiv was 
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the Mother of Russian Cities and hence it was the Russian’s duty to make sure that the Kyivan 

inheritance stayed within the Russian realm.74   

 Even English speaking 21st century historians such as Philip Longworth of McGill 

University often emphasise the idea of direct successor states or empires, if for rather different 

reasons than legitimizing Romanovs. At the beginning of his introduction to the book 

Russia’s Empires, Longworth writes: “Most empires rise, expand and then collapse -and once 

collapsed do not revive. But Russia’s case is different.”75 The four previous Russian empires 

he identifies are: The Kyivan Empire (c. 850-1240), the Muscovite Empire (c. 1400-1605), 

The Romanov Empire (1613-1917) and The Soviet Empire (1918-1991). 

 “A fifth Russian Empire is now under construction, ” he continues and quotes former 

US National Security advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski in saying that without Ukraine, Russia 

could not be an empire. The introduction concludes by saying that the new Russian Empire 

will not be like previous ones but having spheres of influence much like the Americans now 

have.76    

 In chapter one, Longworth claims that most histories of Russia start with the ascension 

of Ivan the Terrible in 1547 or even of Peter the Great in 1682, but that his will begin at the 

beginning. What beginning? he then goes on to ask:  

 Russian tradition suggests the arrival of Rurik and his band of Vikings in the ninth 

 century, but since they found the land inhabited should one not begin earlier?”77  

Longworth’s contention is that the roots of Russian expansionism lie in the slash and burn 

techniques pioneered around 1000 years BCE, which necessitated taking vast areas of land 

into use rather than concentrating on extracting the most from what was at hand. This in turn 

was a result of the short summers and long winters, limiting agriculture.78 The short growing 

season led to mutual dependence among people rather than an emphasis on private ownership, 

and the constant threat of famine has led to extremes in the temperament detectable to this 

day. Since not much could be extracted from each plot of land, a growing population had little 

choice but to conquer more land.79 If Longworth’s account seems a little deterministic, with 
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contemporary Russians almost fated to expansion due to 3000-year-old farming practices 

(they are hardly the only people in history that have conquered their neighbours), the fact 

remains that the origin of the Slavs is something of a mystery. Geary writes:  

 Scholars have long debated the “original home” of the Slavs. The question of origin is 

 probably as meaningless to ask for the Slavs as for other barbarian peoples…80 

Geary’s contention is that nations in the migration era were fluid things, sometimes merging 

into larger units, sometimes breaking apart, sometimes incorporating minority or even 

majority peoples. This applies equally to Goths, Huns, Avars, Franks and Romans. About the 

Slavs specifically he says that their beginnings can be traced to the frontiers of the Byzantine 

Empire, and they were closer to the soil and more agricultural than the Germanic warriors. 

But conquerors they were and had a remarkable unity until the high Middle Ages across 

Eastern Europe.  

 None of this directly contradicts Longworth and Geary goes on to say that unlike other 

tribes they were not led by great kings or chieftains. Geary quotes 6th century Byzantine 

historian Procopius: “they were not ruled by one man, but they have lived from old under a 

democracy, and consequently everything which involves their welfare, whether for good or 

for ill, is referred to the people.”81     

 Geary sees this as key to their success, for without all-powerful rulers they could 

neither be bribed nor decapitated by the Byzantines.82 While facilitating their initial spread, 

the lack of leadership may have proved more problematic in the long run. If there is any truth 

to the Primary Chronicle, outside rulers were sought from outside or perhaps imposed 

themselves on the East Slavic population, which led to constant power struggles rather than 

peace. And yet in the even longer run, autocracy was to prove successful.  

 The more supposedly more egalitarian Ukrainians were to be divided between the 

Poles and the Russians. The Poles themselves, with their proud parliamentary tradition in the 

Sejm and the endless squabbles between noblemen, were in turn partitioned by the more 

absolutist Austrians, Prussians and Russians. Of all the Slavic lands, it was to be Russia under 

the strict rule of the tsars that was to become the most powerful, even if Poland in early 
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modernity appeared more advanced and a mortal threat to Russia. But how do the Poles view 

their origins?   

  

11. Enter the Poles 
 Polish historian Adam Zamoyski charmingly begins his account in Poland: A History thusly:  

 In the Middle Ages, when people favoured simple explanations, Polish folklore had it 

 that the German nation had been deposited on this earth through the rectum of Pontius 

 Pilate. Sadly, the Polish nation boasts no such convenient and satisfying founding 

 myth, and its origins were something of a mystery even to its neighbours.83 

Zamyoski tells us that the area which was to become Poland was initially settled by Slavs, 

possibly overrun by Sarmatians in the 6th century, but otherwise cushioned off from the 

outside world by neighbouring Slav tribes. It was not the Poles but the Pomeranians to the 

north who traded with both Vikings and Arabs in the 9th century and hence these had more 

contact with the outside world.84  

 What seems clear is that the Poles adapted Christianity in the year 966, 22 years before 

Kyiv, and alternately warred or with or were subservient to the Holy Roman Empire. Kyiv 

gets a look in at around the year 1031, when the brothers of king Miezko II conspire with the 

Kyivans to oust the Polish king in exchange for returning previously conquered territory back 

to Kyiv. Miezko flees the country, is castrated by Czechs using leather thongs, and eventually 

returns and resumes his kingship but is understandably unable to father successors.85    

 The Primary Chronicle recounts a previous war between Poland and Kyiv. The 

brothers Svyatopolk and Yaroslav feud over who is to succeed Prince Vladimir who, after 

adopting Christianity,  kept the peace internally for a quarter century. Svyatopolk flees west 

but in 1018 invades Kyiv and captures the capital with the aid of King Boleslav of Poland. 

Yaroslav, later to be known as “the Wise,” flees to Novgorod and raises an army of 

Varangians while Svyatopolk turns on the Poles, who are ejected from Kyiv but keep some of 

the borderlands including the city of Cherven. It is this that the brothers of Miezko offer to 

return 13 years later in Zamoyskis’ account. Yaroslav recaptures Kyiv and Svyatopolk, 
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known as “the Accursed,” dies on the run in the Polish wilderness, as inglorious a death as a 

Kyivan can imagine.86  

 Yaroslav also feuds with, but is reconciled with, his brother Mstislav. Regarding the 

next Polish-Kyivan War, that of 1031, the Chronicle says:  

 …Boleslav the Great died in Poland and there was a revolt in the Polish country. The 

 people arose and killed the bishops, the priests and the Boyars, and there was a 

 rebellion among them. Yaroslav and Mstislav collected a large force and marched into 

 Poland. They recaptured the cities of Cherven and ravaged the Polish countryside. 

 They also captured many Poles and distributed them as colonists in various districts. 

 Yaroslav located his captives along the Ros, where they live to this day.87  

Here the same story is more Kyivan-centric. The relationship between Poland and Kyivan Rus 

portrayed is complex. Rulers happily intercede in each other’s internecine strife and yet 

Svyatopolk has his erstwhile Polish allies hunted down and killed. Yaroslav first seems to 

appear as liberator to the Polish peasants but goes on to wreck the country. However, Poles 

are resettled in Rus where they form a part of the population, pointing to a shared Polish-

Ukrainian heritage. This has also been a cause for debate.  

 One of the first major works of Polish history came out in 1912, written by Alexander 

Jablonowski. On the one hand, the Poles claim Kyivan Rus for themselves and therefore do 

not see this as specifically Ukrainian or Russian. Since the Poles’ princely families 

intermarried with Kyivan ones and since Poland did for centuries rule the western Ukrainian 

lands and even for a while Kyiv itself, it was the Poles who are the rightful inheritors to the 

Kyiv Kingdom. In fact, many of these lands were formally incorporated into Poland in 1569.88 

Nevertheless, Jablonowski also subscribes to Pogodin’s theory of population displacement 

discussed below. After the Mongols had driven out the Rus who then moved north to found 

Muscovy, Poles and Polish-dominated East Slavs moved into the by now largely deserted area 

that was to become Ukraine.89  
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 The question of the Rus heritage within the Polish-led commonwealth after 1569 was 

partly religious in nature, but everyone claimed them, both Poles and Ukrainians. Columbia 

University professor Frank Sysyn writes:  

 By the early seventeenth century, stimulated by Polish historiography, Ukrainian 

 churchmen themselves turned to the old chronicles, as well as to the Polish works, to 

 demonstrate the primacy of Orthodoxy through examination of traditions of the 

 conversion of Rus'. Indeed, even their opponents in union with Rome [the 

 Poles] testified to the  importance of Kyivan Rus' in the Christian world, albeit seen 

 according to Catholic tradition. At the same time, the lives of the saints of the Kyiv 

 Patericon were reedited and even translated into Polish to demonstrate the holiness of 

 Rus' to the Latins.90 

When Poland became independent in 1918, Polish nationalists dreamed of having Ukraine 

returned to the fold, which for them hardly counted as a separate civilization anyway. This led 

to a brief war between the two and what is now the westernmost part of Ukraine, including 

the city of Lviv, did form part of the reconstituted Polish state from 1920 until World War II. 

At that time, about a half of the city was Polish speaking, a third Jewish and 16 percent 

Ukrainian, but most of the Jews perished in the war and the Poles were driven out after it. The 

majority of the countryside, on the other hand, was Ukrainian in the inter-war era and they 

were to move into the cities after 1945.91  

 It was only after communist rule was imposed and the border was moved westward as 

a result of World War II that Polish historians had to treat Ukraine as an entity separate from 

themselves, but according to Magocsi, many Poles to this day claim that most of what it best 

about Ukraine originally comes from Poland.92 A reabsorption seems unlikely, but some 

members of the Ukraine parliament hope that Poland and Lithuania, with whom they formed a 

commonwealth in the early modern era, will help Ukraine join the EU during their 

presidencies in 2025 to 2027. This is probably wishful thinking and an incomplete 

understanding of how the EU works.93   
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12. The Rise (and Fall) of Ukraine 
By the 19th century, Russia was one of the world’s leading empires. Poland, while partitioned 

between neighbouring powers, nevertheless has a relatively recent history as a great power to 

look back on. Ukraine did not, and therefore can be compared to budding nations such as 

Iceland and Norway which had to look farther back. For Geary, the latter-day construction of 

nations follows three basic steps which can be itemized as follows:  

 1) The study of the language, culture, and history of a subject people by a small group 

 of “awakened individuals.” 

 2) The transmission of the scholar’s ideas by a group of “patriots” who disseminate 

 them throughout society.  

 3) The national movement reaches its apogee.94  

In Iceland this can be traced quite clearly. In the early 19th century, a new generation of 

intellectuals, usually after having studied in Copenhagen and been influenced by currents 

there, set about rediscovering Icelandic heritage through the Sagas. The poet Jónas 

Hallgrímsson wrote about Saga heroes in his verse and also took part in founding the 

Icelandic language Fjölnir Periodical, published in Copenhagen, and disseminating national-

romantic ideas.  

 The most influential figure in the later 19th century was the statesman Jón Sigurðsson, 

who sought to make Iceland politically less dependent on Denmark. Among major political 

successes for Icelandic patriots were the reconstitution of Parliament in 1843 and the granting 

of a constitution in 1874, not coincidentally on the 1000-year anniversary of settlement. 

Sigurðsson died five years later, but what he had set in motion continued onwards.  

 The Sigurðsson line was not that Icelanders were founding a new nation but rather 

reclaiming the ancient rights taken from them in 1262. Sverrir Jakobsson has shown that 

Sigurðsson was a professional historian and part-time politician, rather than the other way 

around, but also that the two were for him inseparable.95 Sigurðsson admits that the original 

treaty of 1262 was superseded by Icelanders acquiescence to absolutism in 1662, but with the 

end of absolutism in Denmark in 1849, the previous treaty should be considered as being back 

in force:  
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 Í grein sinni „Hugvekju til Íslendinga“ frá 1848 víkur Jón í fyrsta sinn að því 

 sjónarmiði að samkomulag Íslendinga við Hákon Noregskonung frá árinu 1262, 

 „Gamli sáttmáli“, skipti öllu máli fyrir stjórnskipunarlega stöðu Íslands innan 

 Danaveldis, hafi verið í gildi fram að innleiðingu einveldis 1662 og eigi að hafa áhrif á 

 stöðu Íslands innan ríkisins eftir afnám einveldisins. Þetta rökstuddi Jón nánar í ritinu 

 Om Islands statsretlige Forhold árið 1855. Í ritgerðum sínum í Nýjum félagsritum um 

 þetta efni vísar hann aftur og aftur til skjala í Lovsamling for Island og Íslenzku 

 fornbréfasafni. „Hin sögulegu skjöl voru sá grundvöllur sem stjórnmálabarátta Jóns 

 Sigurðssonar og kröfugerð öll hvíldi á.“96 

The “national awakening” led by Jón Sigurðsson and continued by others was so successful 

that by the turn of the 20th century the main debate in Parliament was not over whether 

Iceland should become independent but how quickly. The issue was mostly settled with the 

gaining of sovereignty in 1918, which also stipulated that Iceland could become fully 

independent after 25 years. The latter was confirmed by a plebiscite in 1944, incidentally 

when Iceland was under American protection and Denmark occupied by Germany.  

 Ukraine seemed likely to go much the same route. In fact, as early as the 18th century, 

historians had been using the argument that the union with Russia had been voluntary. Sysyn 

writes:   

 They had concentrated on the issue of political rights of Little Rus' in forging a place 

 for the Hetmanate in the community of polities and peoples. They had provided an 

 image of their homeland's relationship with the Russian tsar as a territory that had 

 freely submitted in return for rights and privileges. The vision that they created was 

 out of line with the autocracy and the newly forming Russian empire. Indeed, that 

 their works did not fit the Russian ruler's policies may explain why they were not 

 published at the time97   

The first histories focusing specifically on Ukraine were published in the 18th and early 19th 

centuries by German, Austrian and French authors as well as Ukrainian ones. All concentrated 

on the Cossacks and viewed Ukraine as part of Russia.98  
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 Far more popular in Ukraine was The History of the Rus People, which traced a 

specifically Ukrainian history back to the Kyivan era. First published in 1846 by an unknown 

author, this had considerable impact on the rise of Ukrainian national consciousness. Sysyn 

has shown how this work was influences by histories written in the previous century, not least 

by Hryhorii Hrabianka (1709) and Samiilo Velychko (1720s). 

 Hrabianka's work circulated widely in manuscript form and shaped the Ukrainian 

 elite's self-identification and the political culture of the Hetmanate. The early 

 eighteenth-century recovery of the past influenced subsequent Ukrainian 

 historiography, above all the transitional work of Ukrainian political culture, The 

 History of the Rus' People (Istoriia Rusov), an early nineteenth-century work that 

 demonstrated the impact of the Enlightenment and the French Revolution on early 

 modern Ukrainian political though99   

19th century intellectuals continued to proselytize nationhood and by the early 20th century 

historians such as Mykhailo Hrushevsky traced the continuum of Ukrainians even farther 

back than the Kyivan Rus. But any continuity in Ukrainian historiography was soon to be 

broken. The first experiment with a Ukrainian state from 1918-20 (in which Hrushevsky 

served as President of the Parliament) proved short-lived, before being incorporated into the 

newly formed Soviet Union. This would provide a challenge, sometimes lethal, to Ukrainian 

historians that would last throughout the next 70 years.  

 In the 1920s and ‘30s, Hrushevsky was denounced for claiming Kyivan Rus for 

Ukraine. The problem was partially geopolitical. Hrushevsky saw the true immediate 

successor of Kyivan Rus as being the Galician-Volhynian Principality in the western part of 

Ukraine rather than Vladimir-Suzdal in the north,100 hence lying in Ukraine rather than in 

Russia and what’s more, uncomfortably close to Poland. Soviet fears101 of Polish designs on 

Ukraine continued until the outbreak of war in 1939.  

 The legacy of Hrushevsky is contested to this day. A recent scholarly article by the 

Swiss historian Andreas Kappeler states:  

 In an article, published in 1904, Hrushevs'ky protested “against the usual scheme of 

 Russian (East Slavic) history” and claimed that Kyivan Rus' was an exclusively 
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 Ukrainian state, while Russia and the Russians emerged only later in the forests of the 

 North as a mixture of Finno-Ugric and Slavic elements. The heritage of Kyivan Rus' 

 according to Hrushevs'ky was taken up by the princes of Galicia–Volhynia, then the 

 grand Princes of Lithuania and later the Ukrainian Cossacks. 

 This interpretation of the heritage of Kyivan Rus' is contested by almost all Russian 

 historians and politicians, and also by the majority of historians in other countries 

 claiming the Kyivan heritage at least partially for Russia. Arguments for this view are 

 the continuities of the ruling dynasty from Kyiv to Moscow and of Orthodoxy from 

 the baptism of Rus' in the end of the 10th century until today.102 

Hrushevsky’s works were banned in the Soviet and he died during minor surgery in 1934 at 

the age of 68. In newly independent Ukraine, he has been elevated to the statues of national 

hero. One of the main streets in the centre of Kyiv is named after him and he is depicted on 

the 50 hryvna note.  

 

13. In Wartime 
The founding of the Soviet Union, which officially took place in 1922, was considered a 

definite break with the past. No direct connection was claimed with its predecessors, the most 

recent of which had been the Romanov Empire. Interestingly, some of the revolutionary 

intellectuals looked neither to the Cossacks (who still existed both in Russia and Ukraine) nor 

to the Rus but even farther back, to the Scythians. Princeton professor of Slavic literature 

Caryl Emerson says:  

 The Scythians, a fierce nomadic tribe that left Central Asia in the eight century BCE 

 for the Don and Dnieper rivers, were adopted as a symbol during the revolutionary 

 years by several avant-garde Russian writers to celebrate maximalism, spontaneity, 

 absolute independence of spirit, and “eternal readiness to revolt.”103    

These were not necessarily traits which were to be celebrated in Stalin’s Russia, but with the 

German invasion of the Soviet Union in the summer of 1941, history was to be radically 

altered again. Pre-Soviet war heroes were back in vogue and just ten days after the invasion a 
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newspaper article was published in the Ukrainian press which celebrated great Ukrainians in 

history, going back to Prince Sviatoslav in the 10th century.104  

 Another was Danylo of Halych, who in the 13th century had fought and beaten the 

German knights. This was obviously something to be emulated in the current climate, but it 

presented a problem. Danylo hailed from the Galician-Volhynian Principality, the modern 

territory of which had only fully belonged to the Soviet Union since September 1939. The 

Ukrainian historian Serhy Yekelchyk, who combed the files of Russian and Ukrainian 

archives after the fall of the Soviet Union, says:  

 Given the principality’s prominence in nationalist theories tracing the Kyivan heritage 

 through Galicia-Volhynia to the Great Duchy of Lithuania to Cossack Ukraine, the 

 valorisation of Danylo was fraught with controversy.105  

In 1942, the poet Mykola Bazhan wrote an epic poem called “Danylo of Halych.” He was 

careful to call Danylo and his countrymen “Slavs” or “Rus,” but did sneak the term Ukraine in 

topographically: “All of Ukraine hears the tread of troops” and “…the first warrior in 

Ukrainian fields.” Bazhan was awarded the Stalin prize, second class.106    

 By late 1943 the tide of the war had begun to turn and as Ukraine was liberated by the 

Red Army step by bloody step, Ukrainian heroes from the Kyivan’ Rus to the Cossacks 

continued to be extolled. A widely distributed pamphlet written by the notable historian 

Petrovsky traced history from the Kyiv era to the Zaphorozian Cossacks of the 17th century 

and presented the Zaporozhian Host as “the beginning of a new Ukrainian state, implying that 

Kyivan Rus’ had been the old Ukrainian State” [author’s italics].107   

 In 1944, Ukrainian playwright Ivan Kochercha wrote the play Iaroslav the Wise, about 

the 11th century Kyivan statesman and son of St. Volodymyr (as Vladimir is known in 

Ukraine). An early draft emphasised Yaroslav’s Varangian background and dealt with the 

inner struggle between his foreign roots and his dedication to the common people, or Rus. 

Even though he eventually choses the latter, this was too much for the Soviet censors. A 

reference to sacred Kyiv as the centre of Rus was also stricken out, as it was now Moscow 

which was the Mother of Russian cities despite being younger in age. The censored version 
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premiered in 1946 and won a Stalin prize, becoming the most popular Ukrainian historical 

drama of the era.108  

 But the ancestry of the Rus remained problematic. Coming after a devastating war 

against a Germanic speaking people, archaeologists condemned the idea of Norse origins for 

Kyivan Rus and sought to prove the ancient roots of the Slavs instead.109 This was a more 

vehement version of the Normanist debate, with some claiming a Swedish/Nordic Rus and 

others that they had been primarily Slavic with the Varangians merely acting as their 

emissaries.        

 Things changed again after the end of the war. Stalin-prize winner Bazhan was 

criticized for suggesting that Ukraine had already existed in the 13th century. A scholarly 

work published during the war was similarly attacked for going even farther back to a history 

of Ukraine before Kyivan Rus, as no such thing could have existed then.110 The continued 

success of the play Iaroslav the Wise even in this post-war atmosphere is explained thus by 

Yekelchyk:  

 The executive ideologues targeted works identifying with a “separate” Ukrainian 

 national past, while those engaging with a past common for Ukrainians and Russians 

 were still welcome.”111  

This left one glaring question unanswered. If the Ukrainians and Russians shared the same 

origins, when did they separate into distinct people? After all, Ukraine and Russia were 

separate SSRs and even held separate seats in the UN Assembly, as did Belarus.  

 A historian’s conference in 1947 debated the issue but failed to reach a conclusion and 

no directive was offered from above. The dissolution of the Kyivan state in the 13th century 

was still seen as a possible root cause of the separation, as were events in the 14th, 15th and 

16th centuries.  

 The issue came to a head after the death of Stalin as authorities geared up to the 300-

year anniversary of the Pereiaslav Treaty, which joined Ukraine to Russia in 1654. Was this to 

be termed a “reunification” or an “incorporation”? Moscow historians argued for the former 

but Kyiv historians were opposed. Reunification can only occur when members of the same 
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nation reunite, the latter claimed, but by 1654 the Russians and Ukrainians were two separate 

nations and hence could not be “re” united.  

 This brings to mind a debate raging at around the same time over the question of 

whether the shipping of Saga manuscripts from Denmark to Iceland should be seen as a 

“restoration” or a “partition” of the package. In that case, each had it his own way by the time 

the matter was resolved in 1971, the Danes terming it a gift and the Icelanders a return.112   

 The term “reunification” won the day in Kyiv only after intervention from the Central 

Committee of the Communist Party of Ukraine.113 The tricentenary was duly celebrated in 

1954 with the publication of an 800-page history which had been years in the making and 

gone through many revisions. As Yekelchyk says:  

 The writers extolled Kyivan Rus, the common heritage of the three fraternal Eastern 

 Slavic peoples [The Russians, Ukrainians and Belarussians] as “the biggest and 

 mightiest state in medieval Europe,”” before celebrating the Pereiaslav Treaty which 

 “reunited two great Slavic peoples.”114  

Ukraine was also gifted the Crimean Peninsula for the occasion, which also reflected the 

economic realities of ties between the two which were even more important after the 

devastation of the war. Transferring Crimea seemed of minor import at the time as it remained 

in any case a part of the Soviet Union but this was to have vast repercussions in the 21st 

century.  

 

14. Year Zero Again 
If the Pereiaslav treaty between the Cossacks and the Russians had been seen as the highlight 

of Ukrainian history during the Soviet era, things were to change radically after 1991. The 

Cossacks were now used to emphasise the distinctiveness, indeed, the oppositeness of 

Ukrainian culture to that of Russia. As Kappeler says:   

 Although the most important Ukrainian national myth, the Cossacks, is not exclusively 

 Ukrainian, because there were also Russian Cossacks, only the Ukrainian Cossacks in 

 1648 succeeded in creating their own political body. According to Ukrainian national 
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 thinking the Cossack tradition and the central European influences during Polish rule 

 made Ukraine and the Ukrainians more European and more democratic than Russia 

 and the Russians. This image is contested, of course, by Russia and the Russian 

 national ideologues looking at the Ukrainians as uncivilized Russian peasants or 

 anarchic Cossacks who have to be ruled and civilized by Russia which brings 

 European culture to Ukraine.115 

This distinction between orderly autocratic Russians and unruly freedom loving Ukrainians 

reminds us of the Norwegian-Icelandic dual myth discussed above. Here is the added caveat 

that Ukrainians tend to see themselves as more civilized, indeed, more European, due to the 

Polish connection while to the Russians it is they who are the bringers of civilization as also 

seen in Tolochko. Icelanders can hardly claim to be “more European” or “more civilized” 

than the Norwegians. And yet, there is a persistent habit among Icelanders of seeing the 

Norwegians as the uncultured country cousins rather than the other way around, as 

exemplified by their labelling of Oslo as “the largest country-village in the world.”116 It is not 

clear from this metaphor if Reykjavik is seen as larger that Oslo (which would be incorrect) or 

just more cosmopolitan.  

 The newly independent Ukrainians were now free to locate their origins unobstructed 

by Russians, the starting point could no more be 1648 than 1918, both experiments having 

lasted for just a few years. As before, they decided to reach farther back.  

 Close to the statue of the Cossack leader Khmelnytsky on Sofia Square, he of the 

Pereiaslav Treaty, stands Olga, or Ohla in Ukrainian, grandmother of St. Volodymyr and the 

first Christian ruler of Kyiv, although her conversion did not extend to her subjects. The 

monument was unveiled in 1911 but did not survive the revolution, and was recreated in 

1996,117 not long after the (re)founding of the Ukrainian state, her head being found in a 

nearby flowerbed. According to the Primary Chronicle, Olga is best known for having all the 

murderers of her husband killed, a task which took some doing, as well as standardising the 

tax system. She is also the oldest monarch represented in Kyiv monuments, excluding Kyi 

and the gang.  
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 Next to the square stands the St. Sophia Cathedral, dating from the 11th century and 

preserved largely intact, at least on the inside. It is one of the more impressive churches in the 

Byzantine style anywhere still in existence. Moving on, one comes to Zoloti Vorota, or 

Golden Gate, the old entrance to the city. The original was torn down by the Mongols in 1240 

but a reconstruction was built in the anniversary year of 1982, even if no one really knows 

what the original looked like. Next to it is a statue of Yaroslav the Wise holding a model of 

the Sofia Church in his hands. Soviet or tsarist era monuments representing Kyivan times 

have been left standing or recreated, while statues commemorating the Soviet period itself are 

gone. In Moscow, the situation is somewhat different, as described by Pearce:  

 Moscow has countless statues of Pushkin, a handful of Stalin busts and monuments of 

 the Tsars dispersed. There are streets and metro stations bearing the names of 

 prominent Soviet generals, but also notable cultural figures of the Russian Empire like 

 Dostoyevsky and Tolstoy. These were not chosen by coincidence, nor have those from 

 the Soviet era remained accidentally. Representing oneself through historical figures 

 and events due to the lasting significance these had for that particular country means 

 the images must fulfil a social function.118 

In Moscow most Soviet statues have remained, and other historical heroes from different 

periods have been added in prominent places, such as World War II era General Zhukov in 

1994 and St. Vladimir in 2014 while in Kyiv they have proved more adept at removing 

statues. After 2014 almost all the Soviet era statues have been removed and empty pedestals 

are not an uncommon sight in the city.  

 Volodymir Vyatrovych became director of the Institute of National Remembrance in 

2014 and has sometimes been accused of whitewashing Ukraine’s past. Vyatrovych wrote the 

so-called “Memory Laws” for President Poroshenko, which stated what could and could not 

be said about Ukraine’s past.119 He is quite vocal about the uses of statues in the public space:  

 Some events should be remembered as a precaution, they are not to be repeated. They 

 should be left in the past forever. Others, by contrast, serve as an example to be guided 

 by, an example that may be useful to the generations to come. And it is the latter that 

 should be perpetuated in the names of streets, squares, parks and settlements.120 
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Hence Lenin is gone but the old Rus remain as these are the heroes to emulate. This was not 

least made clear by then-president Yushchenko in a campaign ad from 2006:  

 

 Think Ukrainian. You are a successor to Princess Olha, Volodymyr the Great and 

 Yaroslav the Wise, who are Equal to the Apostles. History requires from you 

 confidence and trust in Ukraine. Think Ukrainian.121  

 

This is certainly a version of history, but also a selective one. As Cambridge historian Mark 

B. Smith’s says in the Russia Anxiety: 

 

  Myths are created and defined in schoolbooks, statues, newspaper articles and 

 television programs. When a government or a national culture seems to expose a 

 historical truth or rewrite history, to tear down statues or remember a new set of 

 heroes, it is again selecting and omitting, though it is possible it might end up with a 

 more plausible version of the past, the process is always a blunt one, and the thing 

 being remembered is all too often a proxy for something else.122    

  

It is not just with monuments that the exploits of Volodymyr, Ohla and Yaroslav are being 

extolled to present-day Ukrainians. The Rus connection is emphasized even in children’s 

books. Again, there are comparisons with Iceland, the Saga heroes of Njála having their own 

acclaimed comic book series.123    

 

 A comic book from 2015 entitled Volodymyr, Knyaz of Kyiv is about the 

Christianisation, and shows the hero in an unmistakable Viking-type longship.124 An 

upcoming illustrated book by Anya Surgan called Four Princesses is about the daughters of 

Yaroslav. “This period is greatly underestimated and viewed through the prism of the Soviet 

period, so there should be a rethink,” she said in conversation. “This book I am illustrating 

now is in many ways about our roots. We are at the beginning of a long road.” 
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 Interestingly, it turns out that the Volodymyr comic book is a translation of Vladimir: 

Prince of Russia, first published by Kingstone comics, an American company which 

specializes in Christian themed stories. The Ukrainian publishers changed the name, and no 

doubt the national motif is seen as more important than the Christian one in this version. The 

book actually has a “16plus” label and does not hold back from Volodymyr’s brutality. A 

Russian cartoon from 2006 titled Prince Vladimir, however, does and also incorporates 

fantasy elements. In either case, bloody reign of Vladimir/Volodymyr is seen as adequate 

children’s fare.  

 

 The memory of a Golden Age can also be seen in the TV series “Servant of the 

People,” starring the later-to-be real life President Volodymyr Zelensky. In the show, 

Zelensky plays a history teacher who accidentally is elected President of Ukraine. In dream 

sequences, he sometimes confers with historical personalities such as Julius Caesar or 

Abraham Lincoln. During a difficult meeting with the European Union as he is begging for a 

loan, the President opts for a famous Ukrainian, Yaroslav the Wise, instead. Yaroslav is 

surprised that it is not the Ukrainian leader who is lording it over the Europeans but the other 

way around, reflecting a fantasy of a time when this in fact could have been possible.125  

  

15. Old Symbols for a New State 
Other symbols of the reign of the Rus are before Ukrainian eyes every day. Volodymyr and 

Yaroslav are represented on the one- and two-hryvna bills respectively and Khmelnytsky is on 

the five note one but Rurik is nowhere to be seen. And yet he is represented in the official  

state insignia by his trident symbol. This has been unearthed by archaeologists around his 

settlement on Lake Ladoga,126 ironically now in present day Russia. It is one of the few times 

Rurik himself gets a look in outside of the history books.   

 For all that both Russia and Ukraine claim Rurik as forefather and even founder, 

neither country celebrates him very much. There is a statue of him in Novgorod but none in 

Kyiv or in Moscow. He was a Swede who never came to Ukraine, complicating the Ukrainian 

claim to the Rus. Nor did he come to Moscow, which did not exist at the time. The Russians 

themselves also seem to prefer St. Vladimir to a pagan and obviously foreign chieftain. As for 

 
125 „Servant of the People.“ Season 1, episode 15.  
126 Androshchuk, Vikings in the East, p. 521. 
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the insignia, they chose the Romanovs Two-Headed Eagle, denoting power as effectively as 

the hammer and sickle did.   

 “The Museum of the Making of the Ukrainian Nation” opened on August 3rd, 2019. It 

consists of figurines of famous personalities from various eras. The first room, however, is 

devoid of characters and deals with the geographical area of Ukraine from before the Rus, 

when various tribes such as Scythians, Sarmatians, Goths and Huns ruled the land.  

 Here, it is most interesting to note that the trident is claimed to be originally not a 

Rurikid symbol but rather a Sarmatian one. This moves its geographic origin from that of 

present-day Russia to present day Ukraine, as well as farther back in history than the Rus. It is 

also stated here that Ukrainians learnt different things from the different conquering tribes, 

showing Ukraine not to constitute of a specific group of people but rather people living in a 

specific area. And yet the title of the museum refers to “Ukrainian nation” rather than the 

geographical area which now constitutes Ukraine. We shall return to this point later.  

 There is a similar museum in Reykjavik, called “The Saga Museum,” though it 

consists of figurines of notable people in the period up until 1550 rather than having anything 

to do with the Sagas as such. The first character we meet is an Irish monk representing a 

group who may or may not have lived in Iceland before the Norse settlement, then comes 

Hrafna-Flóki who discovered the island, before moving on to the first settler Ingólfur, 

traditionally seen as the first Icelander.   

 More is made of the origins in Reykjavik than in Kyiv, where the first character to 

emerge is neither Kyi nor Rurik nor Askold nor Oleg, who could variously be claimed as the 

first Kyivan, the first Ukrainian or the first Rus, depending on the interpretation. Rather, the 

first likeness we encounter is that of Olha.  

 In the statues decorating downtown Kyiv we get Kyi and his siblings, then a large gap 

until Olha and her offspring. Perhaps this can be explained in religious terms. The monuments 

built to the Rus in the tsarist era all portray Christian rulers, such as Olha, Volodymyr and 

even Askold, who may have been killed by his compatriots after converting to Christianity. 

We have already seen Yushchenko compare Olha and Volodymyr to the apostles in 2006, but 

there are historical precedents for this. About the Stepennaia kniga tsarskogo rodosloviia 

(Book of Degrees of the Tsarist Genealogy), compiled in the 1580s. Kohut writes:  
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 The introduction to the work announced that the seventeen "steps" of the Rurikid 

 dynasty formed an "unfaltering stairway to heaven," while tracing the venerable 

 origins of the dynasty to Emperor Augustus through his brother Prus. Despite this 

 mention of pagan ancestors, the Book of Degrees derived princely power from a 

 Christian source. It did not include as a separate degree the founder of the dynasty, 

 Rurik, or his pagan successors Ihor (Igor) and Sviatoslav. The narrative began with a 

 hagiographic account of the life of "Grand Princess" Olha (Olga), the first Christian 

 among the Kyivan rulers, yet even this was not the first "degree" but a kind of 

 additional introduction. Significantly, a table of contents was inserted after the story of 

 Olha. The first degree was represented by her grandson Volodymyr (Vladimir), whom 

 the author called "co-equal with the apostles…"127 

On the statue in Mykhaylivska Square, Ohla is flanked by two monks, stressing her piety. The 

monks are no lesser personages than saints Cyril and Methodius, missionaries among the 

Slavs and credited with inventing the Old Church Slavonic alphabet. In the Ukrainian Nation 

museum, however, she is being presented at the court of the Byzantine Emperor. International 

recognition is the first Ukrainian act we are privy too, and probably this is seen as more 

important today than her religion.   

 Next, we meet her son Sviatoslav, preparing for war with Varangian aid. Ukraine’s 

connection with powers in the north and south of Europe are emphasised. Then comes his son 

St. Volodymyr, busy in the act of baptising, followed by Yaroslav, sitting regally and 

surrounded by his children, who are kings and queens in their own right on various European 

thrones.  

 Now comes a gap as the Rus Kingdom is splintered and finally conquered by the 

Mongols, who are not represented. Danilo of Halych comes next, followed by various 

Cossack heroes including Bohdan Khmelnytsky. The museum celebrates the lifting of the 

siege of Vienna in 1683 from the Ottomans, seeing it as a joint Polish-Ukrainian venture. The 

first part concludes with Ivan Mazepa, the last Cossack Hetman who fought with the Swedes 

against the Russians at the battle of Poltava in 1709 and wound up on the losing side.  

 The second part continues with cultural heroes, then heroes of the independence period 

from 1918-20, including Hrushevsky. World War II gets its own section, dedicated to the 

many heroes who fought in the Soviet Army but none who fought on the other side. This is 
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one part of the Soviet legacy that Ukraine still lays claim to and celebrates, although the 

discourse can be rather more complicated especially in the western part of the country. The 

final section deals with the current war in the Donbas. The making of the Ukrainian nation 

seems a work still in progress.  

 

16. The Mother of All Monuments  
On a hill in Kyiv overlooking the Dnieper stands the majestic Motherland Monument with a 

sword and shield in each hand. At 102 meters, it is one of the largest statue figures in the 

world and houses the Ukrainian State Museum of the Great Patriotic War. General Secretary 

Brezhnev himself attended the inauguration on the 9th of May 1981, 36 years after the end of 

the war.  

 Down by the riverbank and from a certain vantage point looking as if they are staring 

up at the Motherland Monument is a somewhat more modest statue of four people in a boat. 

At the bow is a woman waving her arms out, rather resembling Kate Winslet doing the same 

in the film Titanic. Behind her stand three stern-looking men, two carrying a spear, the last 

one a bow. The woman is Lybid and her brothers are Shchek, Khoryv and Kyi. According to 

tradition they settled here in 482, the city being named after the eldest. Their placement, while 

stemming from the Soviet era, seems designed as if to make sure no one would confuse 

liberation in the Great Patriotic War for an origin story, as they do in Minsk. 

 “The Boat,” as it is sometimes called is only a year younger, being unveiled on the 

supposed 1500th anniversary of settlement in 1982. The Motherland Monument, with its 

clearly visible hammer and sickle displayed on the shield belongs to a bygone era, while the 

four siblings belong to a history still celebrated today. It has become an emblem of the city, 

reproduced on countless postcards.  

 A perfectly serviceable origin story emanates from this boat trip, which even comes 

with its own definitive starting point beginning in 482. Or does it? The year 482 is never 

mentioned in the Primary Chronicle and seems to have little historical veracity. University of 

Alberta historian Taras Kuzio says:  

 At the time of the 1,500th anniversary some Western commentators pointed out that 

 the year 482 had no special significance. They speculated that it was chosen because 

 1982 coincided with the 60th anniversary of the formation of the USSR. The Financial 
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 Times believed that by merging the two anniversaries the Soviet regime would 

 “emphasize the common roots of the Russian people and ignore the conflicts that have 

 caused numerous burnings and sackings of Kyiv.”128 

This reminds us of Alexander II. incorporating the legendary founding of the Rus state into 

his own celebrations. Leaders of independent Ukraine have also found it convenient to 

incorporate the myth for their own needs. In addition to The Boat, there is a further monument 

to the founders of Kyiv in the capital.  

 Kyiv’s central square was renamed several times during the Soviet era, first to Soviet 

Square, then Kalinin Square and finally Square of the October Revolution in 1977. In 1991, it 

was changed to Maidan Nezalezhnosti or Independence Square after protests that contributed 

to the independence of the country. It was also here that the protests known as Euromaidan, 

which would topple President Yanukovych, began in November of 2013.  

 In between these two monumental events there were protests against President Leonid 

Kuchma in 2001. The square was suddenly closed off for construction and when it was 

opened again, a statue representing the four founding siblings, had appeared. This may have 

been convenient to keep the protesters in check at the time, but the statue remains while 

Kuchma is long gone from the presidential office. Later politicians have continued to allude to 

Kyi, especially as it allows them to get a leg up on the Russians. As Kuzio says:    

 While scholars and journalists continue to discuss the lack of any evidence for the year 

 482 as the founding date of the city of Kyiv, this is not the case among politicians and 

 intellectuals. Popular former Kyiv mayor Oleksandr Omelchenko subscribed to the 

 view that Kyiv is over 1,500 years old and is therefore far older than Moscow. As 

 Omelchenko said, “I would like to point out that Kyiv is the ‘Mother of All Rus’ 

 cities: it is more than 1,500 years old.”129 

A date also has the benefit of fixing the mythological origins in historical time. In this sense, 

Ukraine resembles Iceland more than the other Nordic countries whose ultimate origins lie 

deep in the primeval past. In the centre of Reykjavik there is also a statue of a first settler 

standing in the bow of a ship. This is Ingólfur Arnarson, who according to the some of the 

Sagas came to the uninhabited island in 874. Here too, mythological beginnings are fixed in 

historical time and though origin year is not uncontested (even the oldest source from the 12th 
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century puts it at 870) it is a point to rally around and to celebrate, as indeed it was in both 

1874 and 1974. But following on from Anderson, perhaps it would be more accurate to locate 

the beginning of Icelandic nationhood not to the supposed and semi-mythological discovery 

in 874, but rather to its anniversary in 1874? 

 

17. Remember, Remember the 4th of November 
The Ukrainian Harvard historian Serhii Plokhy makes much of the fact that a statue of Prince 

Vladimir, who is said to have brought Christianity to the Rus in 988, was unveiled in Moscow 

by his namesake Vladimir Putin on November 4th, 2016.130  

 The date is probably not coincidental. The Day of the October Revolution, celebrated 

on November 7th under the Gregorian calendar introduced in the wake of it, had been one of 

the major events of the year but after the Soviet collapse, this was rebranded as “the Day of 

Accord and Reconciliation.” After another name change into the present moniker in 2005, it 

was moved to November 4th. 

 As it happens, November 4th had been a tsarist holiday until 1917 and marks the 

expulsion of Polish invaders from Moscow in 1612. This event was now resurrected and is 

supposed to unite Russians as they had been against the Poles, although the majority of people 

seem unaware of what is being commemorate.131 A big budget film about the war with the 

Poles was made in 2007, but even in the trailer the director complains that most people do 

know about the “Time of Troubles.”132  

 For Plokhy, the most important symbolism of the unveiling of the statue in Moscow 

had less to do with a 17th century war with the Poles and more to do with modern politics. For 

him, the issue at stake is that by commemorating St. Vladimir as Russian, Putin is indicating 

that the territory which previously belonged to the kingdom of Rus should by rights belong to 

modern Russia. Plokhy points out that the foundation for the monument was laid in 2015, 

after the annexation of Crimea, just as Russia’s territory was starting to grow again after the 

losses of 1991.133  

 
130 Plokhy, Lost Kingdom, p. viii.  
131 „Russia Marks National Unity Day as Nationalists Organize Marches,“ Moscow Times, 4th November 2019.  
132 Interview with Vladimir Khotinenko. Internet Movie Database.   
133 Plokhy, Lost Kingdom, p. viii. 
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 British journalist Shaun Walker also makes note of this event. As he relates, the 

Patriarch Kirill said that without Vladimir, there would have been no Rus, no Russian 

orthodoxy, no Russian Empire and hence no modern Russia, while Putin says that his 

namesake strengthened the fatherland from one generation to the next. Walker adds that the 

statue was a thinly veiled reference to the current Vladimir, thus bookending a millennium of 

Russianness.134   

 But Putin has other, more domestic reasons to commemorate the 4th of November. The 

date seems chosen precisely to overshadow the anniversary of the Revolution, something not 

least apparent on its centenary in 2017. James Pearce writes in his PhD paper at the University 

of Anglia Ruskin:  

 Putin’s speech in 2017 for instance spoke of how there is no other multicultural nation 

 on earth quite like Russia, and that this day “rooted in the past” has many examples of 

 invincible unity. He said this while completely ignoring the October revolution’s 

 centenary, as it would have undermined the message.135 

Much like Alexander II. in 1862 who appropriated both the founding of the Rus and the 

Patriotic War to his own coronation anniversary, Putin has appropriated both the 

Christianisation of Russia and the expulsion of the Poles to a date comfortably close to the old 

holiday, thus overshadowing it. It is perhaps emblematic that in Putin’s Russia emphasis is 

placed on expelling a foreign invader, whereas the national day of the Soviet Union was about 

expelling a domestic one (the Provisional Government of Kerensky). That people can topple 

their leaders is not something to they are to be reminded of in Putin’s Russia.  

 The unveiling of Vladimir’s statue is but one of many events to commemorate the 

past. Pierce emphasises that the official view of history in Russia is not monolithic but 

sometimes contradictory, intended to include as many groups as possible:  

 By dealing with painful topics and taking into certain sub plots into consideration, the 

 state can develop an inclusive public history which reduces the risk of internal 

 conflicts. This supports the justification of erecting a memorial to the victims of the 

 Stalinist terror in 2017, while two years earlier a statue of Grand Prince Vladimir was 

 unveiled outside of the Moscow Kremlin and the year prior to this, Europe’s largest 

 
134 Walker, The Long Hangover, chapter 15.  
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 mosque was opened. This selection fits Kremlin’s belief that non-Slavic or non-

 Orthodox Russians make up the wider Russian identity.136 

Put in this context, the statue of St. Vladimir seems less sinister than it does for Plokhy or 

Walker. Olga Malinova of HSE University Moscow says:  

 Another result of the new policy of struggle for “spiritual values” was a further 

 diversification of the repertoire of the “usable past”. One of its indicators was a rise in 

 the share of the president’s commemorative speeches devoted to pre-Revolution 

 history, from 28 per cent in 2008-2011 to 36 per cent in 2012-2014. Another example 

 is the construction of memorials to Tsar Ivan the Terrible in the city of Oriol and to 

 Prince Vladimir, the Baptizer of Rus in Moscow. Both monuments raised heavy 

 debates, which demonstrated that “the thousand year-long history” is no less a matter 

 of controversy than the Soviet period.137 

 

18. Russia’s 1100 Years?  
There is also a statue of St. Volodymyr in Kyiv, ostensibly at the very spot where he had his 

people baptised. This monument goes back to the tsarist era and was problematic already 

then. The orthodox church felt that a sculpture in such a holy place would be a “false idol,” 

but relented when tsar Nicholas I gave his permission to also build a Cathedral dedicated to 

Vladimir in 1853. Lit up by gas lights, the cross the saint holds in his hands was considered 

something of a marvel in its time.138  

 In keeping with both the “spiritual values” and the “thousand year-long history that 

Malinova writes of, St. Vladimir remerges in importance in the post-Soviet era. Putin missed 

out on the 1000-year anniversary of Christianisation in 1988, which went uncelebrated in the 

atheistic Soviet Union. This was made up for it in the summer of 2013 when he went to Kyiv 

to commemorate 1025 years of Christianity along with then Ukrainian President Yanukovych 

and the Patriarch Kirill of Moscow. In his speech at the old tsar era monument, he said:  

 

 Ukraine, without a doubt, is an independent state. That is how history has unfolded. 

 But let´s not forget that today's Russian statehood has roots in the Dnieper; as we say, 
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 we have a common Dnieper baptistery. Kievan Rus' started out as the foundation of 

 the enormous future Russian state. We have common traditions, a common mentality, 

 a common history, and a common culture. We have very similar languages. In that 

 respect, I want to repeat again, we are one people.139  

 

This speech did little to clear up at what point Russia and Ukraine separated, or in fact if they 

had truly separated at all. Less than a year later, this would be fought over in the Donbass as 

well as academically. As early as 2006, Taras Kuzio wrote about how history was being used 

for political ends. At the beginning of his paper, he writes:  

 

 The writing of history has a direct influence upon national identities. This is especially 

 the case when historical writing and interpretation are contested, as they are among the 

 three Eastern Slavic peoples (Russians, Ukrainians, and Belarusians). Where 

 contestation is high, as in the Ukrainian–Russian relationship since the disintegration 

 of the USSR, the writing and interpretation of history also impact upon their domestic 

 and foreign policies and, most notably, their inter-state relations.140 

 

The crux of Kuzio’s paper goes towards differentiating between four different interpretations 

of the Kyivan past.  

  

 Two of the four schools are the traditional Russophile and Sovietophile. The former 

 emerged in the Tsarist empire and re-emerged in post-Soviet Russia. It also 

 established a dominant position amongst Western historians of Russia. Sovietophile 

 historiography existed primarily in the Soviet era, although allegiance to it has 

 continued among radical left political parties in post-Soviet states. Within the former 

 USSR, the Sovietophile school of history has only been re-introduced in Belarus by 

 Alyaksandr Lukashenka’s since his election in 1994. The Sovietophile school has 

 many aspects that make it similar to the Russophile. It prioritises Russia as the leading 

 Eastern Slavic nation and also accepts that there was a transfer of power after the 

 collapse of Kyiv Rus to Vladimir-Suzdal, Muscovy, and the Russian empire. This 

 translation of the Kyiv Rus legacy is a core concept of Russophile and Sovietophile 

 
139 Kappeler, “Ukraine and Russia: Legacies of the Imperial Past and Competing Memories,” p. 107. 
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  historiography.141 

 

Both Dukes and Longworth seem to fit into this model as defined by Kuzio. They 

unproblematically begin their histories of Russia in the Kyivan era and continue into tsardom. 

What then distinguishes one school from the other?  

 

 Where the Sovietophile school differed from the Russophile was that it permitted 

 some limited recognition of Ukrainians and Belarusians (who are largely absent 

 from Russophile historiography). In the Sovietophile school, Ukrainians only 

 emerged in the fourteenth century after the break-up of Kyiv Rus in the preceding 

 century. Following standard Soviet nationality doctrine, the Ukrainians strove not to 

 create an independent state but to re-unite with Russians. This striving was 

 accomplished in 1654 with the Treaty of Pereyaslav between Muscovy (Russia) and 

 Ukraine.142 

 

We have already seen how this was implemented during the Khrushchev era. The third school 

Kuzio mentions is the Ukrainian school, which has become dominant in independent Ukraine. 

It is defined thusly:  

  

 The reclaiming of Kyiv Rus was part of a broader attempt to overcome an inferiority 

 complex fostered through Tsarist and Soviet nationalities policies that portrayed 

 Ukrainians as Russia’s “younger brothers” …  historian Mykhailo Braichevsky, said 

 that Kyiv Rus is the “cradle” of Ukraine because Kyiv Rus was the “first Ukrainian 

 kingdom.” The second “Ukrainian kingdom” was Prince Danylo Halytskyi’s Galicia-

 Volhynia Principality. Rus began in geographically Ukrainian territories (i.e., Kyiv, 

 Chernihiv, Periaslav) and only then spread north. Polotsk in Belarus and Suzdal in 

 Russia only joined Rus in the eleventh and twelfth centuries.143   

 

The Swiss Kappeler says the same more clearly:  

 In the Ukrainian national narrative Ukrainian history is separated from Russian 

 history, beginning with medieval Kyivan Rus', regarded a Ukrainian state, and ending 
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 with the independent Ukrainian state, with highlights in the Cossack Hetmanate of the 

 17th century and the independent Ukrainian Peoples' republic of 1917–1920. 

 According to this narrative the Ukrainian nation had to suffer under Russian rule and 

 had to fight against Russia, until the final goal of its history, the independent nation-

 state, was attained.144 

The fourth school, the Eastern Slavic, is particularly popular in Eastern Ukraine, which would 

include the breakaway regions of Donetsk and Luhansk: 

  

 The Eastern Slavic school opposes the nationalisation of Kyiv Rus as a proto- 

 Ukrainian state, which it believes to be a departure from “scholarly” objective 

 standards. Scholars in the Eastern Slavic school agree with criticism levelled by 

 Sovietophile and Russophile schools that Ukrainophile historiography is “nationalist” 

 and therefore, more political than academic. Such criticism of alleged Ukrainian 

 “nationalist” histography has its adherents even among some Western scholars. 

 The Eastern Slavic school positions itself between two schools of history— 

 Ukrainophile and Russophile—which both claim exclusive inheritance of Kyiv Rus 

 history.145 

 

So where does the history begin? That would seem to depend on which school one adheres to.  

 

19. Russia’s 550 Years? 
Serhii Plokhy pointedly begins his 2017 history of Russian nationalism, Lost Kingdom … :   

 On the Cold Autumn Day of November 12, 1472,” when “the thirty-two-year-old 

 Grand Prince Ivan III of Moscow married the twenty-three-year-old Sophia, the 

 daughter of the despot of the Greek polity of Morea … 146  

He goes on to say:  

 Despite what one reads in the textbooks and hears in official pronouncements, Russia, 

 especially by European standards, is a relatively young state. It’s history as an 

 independent polity officially begins less than six hundred years ago, in the 1470s, 
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 when Ivan III, the first ruler of the Grand Duchy of Muscovy to call himself tsar, 

 challenged the suzerainty of the Mongol khans.147  

The final subjugation of Novgorod in 1478 or the victory over the Tatars in 1480 could both 

serve as starting points for the Russian state,148 according to Plokhy, but hardly 850 or 862 or 

882.  

 This is the continuation of a debate that can be traced back to the mid-19th century. 

The historian Mikhail D. Pogodin of Moscow University claimed that after the Mongol 

invasions the Russians, who were descendants of the original Kyivan Rus, moved north and 

founded Moscow. The present-day inhabitants of Ukraine, however, moved westwards into 

lands occupied by the Union of Lithuania and Poland and from there came back into the now 

depopulated lands.  

 This reading was emphasised by later Romanov historians such as Sergei M. Solov’ev 

and Vasilii Kliuchevskii. According to Magocsi, this is the version of Russian history still 

prevalent in the West through post-revolutionary émigrés, and as we have seen even in 

Poland. If Russian history starts with the Kyivan Rus, then Ukrainian history only really 

begins with the influx back from Poland in the 14th century or even later. Present day 

Ukrainians such as Plokhy would like to turn this interpretation on its head. It is Russian 

history which only goes back to the 15th century while theirs begins considerably earlier.  

 This goes even further than the Ukrainian school as defined by Kuzio, which would 

admit Russian origins to Suzdal in the 11th century. But it does have historical precedents. 

Already in the latter half of the 19th century Ukrainian historians tried to show that Ukraine 

had not been depopulated in the 14th century and so the Kyivan Rus were the ancestors of the 

Cossacks and of present-day Ukrainians rather than forefathers of the Muscovites.149   

 The Ukrainian school for the time being seems to have drawn the chronological battle 

lines regarding the origin of Russia in c. 1480 rather than c. 860. Kyivan Rus history is seen 

as uniquely Ukrainian and many Ukrainian historians find it vexing that not everyone seems 

to agree. As the Ukrainian writer Mykola Riabchuk says: 

 
147 ibid, p. viii-ix. 
148 ibid, p. 10-11.  
149 Magocsi, A History of Ukraine, p. 19.  



53 
 

 In a sense Ukraine is coping with the consequences of a pernicious historical myth 

 that, being internalized, heavily influenced Ukrainian identity, and being 

 internationalized, heavily influenced the Western perception of both Ukraine and 

 Russia. In brief, it is the myth of a thousand-year-old Russian state which in fact has 

 neither been thousand-years old, nor Russian. Hardly any historical myth has ever 

 made such a great international career as an undisputed historical “truth.”150 

 

Perhaps Ukrainians are engaged in mythmaking too. The other question, no less contentious 

in the present, is geographical. 

 

20. Where is Ukraine?  
When the various Soviet Socialist Republics became independent countries, the question of 

whom belonged to which was a fraught question. In Armenia and Azerbaijan, there was bitter 

fighting over where the new borders should be which have continued intermittently to this 

day. The same applies to autonomous areas within the Republic of Georgia which became 

separatist and are now under the defacto control of Russia.  

 For Estonia and Latvia, the question was more over whom belonged inside the new 

borders than where the borders should be. To qualify for citizenship, one had to prove 

residency before 1940 or to be descended from someone who was. This excluded the many 

Russian speakers who had moved in after 1945, as was the intention. These had to pass tests 

in local language and history in order to attain citizenship and while the exams were not very 

strenuous, many felt this to be demeaning. In Lithuania most of the residents were Lithuanian 

speaking anyway so the question of nationality proved less vexing than for the neighbours.  

 The Baltic States saw citizenship as largely being defined by nationality, but in 

Ukraine it was to be based on residence. At first this seemed straightforward enough, as the 

Ukrainian writer Andrey Kurkov (himself born in Russia) puts it:  

 In 1991, the new independent Ukrainian state offered Ukrainian nationality to all 

 residents, irrespective of their origins.151  

 
150 Kappeler, “Ukraine and Russia: Legacies of the Imperial Past and Competing Memories,” p. 107-115. 
151 Kurkov, Ukraine Diaries, p. 261. 



54 
 

The Ukrainian definition of nationhood in 1991 was primarily spatial. Probably it could not be 

otherwise in a county where upwards of half the nation spoke Russian and other minority 

languages included Rumanian, Bulgarian, Hungarian and Tatar. And yet after the Euromaidan 

in 2014, language and culture become an increasingly sensitive issue which at least partly 

contributed to the problems in the Donbass later that year. This has its roots in 1991, as 

Kurkov quickly adds:  

 Ukrainian was declared the official language and became the principal language of 

 study in Ukrainian schools, with Russian as an option. But in reality, the country is 

 bilingual and Russian remains strongly ingrained in the culture, particularly in the east 

 and in the large cities. Ukrainian is still often perceived in the east of the country as a 

 rural language.152    

This is something that goes back to the late 18th century, as we have seen with Kohut.  

 Russia meanwhile faced a double dilemma. Many Russian speakers now lived outside 

its borders and many within them did not see themselves as Russian at all. Yeltsin initially 

tried to go the (original) Ukrainian route by addressing himself to “Citizens of the Russian 

Federation” rather than to “Russians” in national terms.153 However, as Kurkov points out, an 

old proverb says:  

 Here breathes the Russian spirit, here is the sweet smell of Russia.154  

According to Plokhy, this was to become the official view in the Putin era. He quotes Putin in 

2007 saying that: “The Russian World can and should unite all who cherish the Russian word 

and Russian culture, wherever they may live, in Russia or beyond its boundaries.”155  

 For Ukrainians, the idea of the “Russian World” was proof that Putin saw his 

influence extending to Russian speakers in the Donbass, but the work of Ukrainian 

nationalists such as Volodymyr Viatrovych was not designed to make them feel welcome in 

Ukraine. This had not just to do with language but also the ongoing debates regarding World 

War II and the legacy of nationalist OUN leader Stephan Bandera, who at first welcomed the 

German invasion and has been lionized in western part of the country after independence. As 

a Foreign Policy article says:  
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 Though Viatrovych’s view is popular in western Ukraine where many Bandera 

 monuments and street names exist, many Ukrainians in the south and east of the 

 country don’t appreciate the World War II-era nationalist’s legacy. In Luhansk, in the 

 country’s east, and Crimea, local governments erected monuments to the victims of 

 the OUN-UPA. In this regard, imposing the nationalists’ version of history on the 

 entire country requires eradicating the beliefs and identity of many other Ukrainians 

 who do not share the nationalists’ narrative.156 

As we have also seen, Putin’s Russia has in fact made attempts to placate citizens who are not 

culturally Russian, although celebrations commemorating victory in World War II remain the 

highlight of the calendar. Brutal wars were waged against independence movements in 

Chechnya in the mid-90s to early 2000s, but since then major separatist movements have not 

made themselves felt within Russia. The question of nationality has been more of an issue in 

Ukraine, Georgia, and to a lesser extent in Estonia and Latvia than in Russia itself.  

 History brings people together when a successful national myth is constructed. 

Competing narratives can just as easily divide them, as is the case in Ukraine. Vasyl 

Rasevych, senior researcher at the Institute of Ukrainian Studies in Lviv, said in an interview 

with The Guardian newspaper:  

 Of course, we need history to form a contemporary national identity. But 

 unfortunately, Ukrainian history is so antagonistic and confrontational, it can´t 

 perform a consolidating function. It doesn’t unite, it divides.”157   

In the 19th and early 20th centuries in Iceland and Norway, the environment was more 

peaceful and the construction of national myths more successful. There is no alternative origin 

myth of the Icelandic nation nor the Norwegian one. The two might be mirror images of one 

another, but what belongs to whom was seen as having been settled as soon as people set off 

for Iceland. Perhaps the founding myth has only become problematic in the past few years 

with an influx of immigrants whose linage cannot be traced to the settlers but are no less 

Norwegian or Icelandic for that, depending on your politics. 

 In the Icelandic view, Norwegians are welcome to Harald the Fairhair who is 

unquestionably Norwegian and in any case may not have existed at all. Ingólfur the first 
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settler becomes Icelandic as soon as he steps ashore. Nevertheless, a dispute over ownership 

of Leifur Eríksson pops up intermittently.  

 Leifur was born in Iceland of Norwegian parentage, and during the 1000-year 

anniversary of his (supposed) discovery of America in 2000, fierce rebuttals were made 

against Norwegian claims to the great explorer. One layman, supreme court lawyer Ólafur 

Sigurgeirsson, even went so far as to claim that Icelanders weren’t descendants of the 

Norwegians at all but of the Heruls, a tribe lost into the melting pot of nations in the 6th 

century. Therefore, the Norwegians could make no claim to either Leifur or anything else.158   

  A rather more serious debate took place in earlies in the 20th century. Some 

Norwegian scholars, chief among them Rudolf Keyser, suggested that the Sagas were actually 

products of the Norwegian national spirit, transmitted orally before finally being written down 

in Iceland. Guðmundur Hálfdanarson says of this view, paraphrasing Keyser:  

 The Norwegian kings’ sagas were, admittedly, written down in Iceland by Icelanders, 

 but they had really been composed by Norwegians, and the Icelandic “saga men” very 

 “rarely changed the form, the language or the tone of the sagas they had learnt in 

 Norway.159    

Guðmundur is quick to add:  

 As one might expect, Keyser’s attempts to reduce medieval Iceland to nothing more 

 than an insignificant Norwegian annex were not received with great enthusiasm by his 

 Icelandic colleagues.160   

Battle was joined between leading academics on both countries, Sigurður Nordal being one of 

the Icelanders to make a rebuttal. Of course, this was at around the time that both countries 

were becoming independent and finding their way in the world. By century’s end, both felt 

more secure and the debate over Leifur Ericsson was led by laymen and kooks and was 

usually friendly in nature. In both cases, the fighting was confined to print.     
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21. Ukraine’s 47000 Years?  
In Iceland the national narrative begins with the first settler, the country having been 

uninhabited up to that point (give or take the pre-Norse Irish monks). In Ukraine, the initial 

starting point is less obvious. Kyi and his siblings may or may not have settled by the banks 

of the Dnieper in 482, but the country was hardly uninhabited up until that point.  

 In a marked contrast with his history of Russia, in his Ukrainian history, The Gates of 

Europe, Plokhy elects to begin at the very beginning not just of Ukraine, but of history itself. 

The first sentence reads:  

 The first historian of Ukraine was Herodotus, the father of history himself. 

Plokhy continues:  

 This honour is usually reserved for the histories of countries and peoples belonging to 

 the Mediterranean world. Ukraine – a stretch of steppes, mountains, and forests north 

 of the Black Sea, which was known to the Greeks as Pontos euxeinos (Hospitable Sea, 

 latinized by the Romans as Pontus euxinus) was an important part of that world. 

This, and the title of the book, suggests one of Plokhy’s main themes, that of tying the history 

of Ukraine firmly to Europe rather than the Russian sphere. Yet he goes on to say: 

 …the territory of today’s Ukraine was a quintessential frontier where Greek 

 civilization encountered its barbaric alter ego. It was the first frontier of a political and 

 cultural sphere that would come to be known as the Western World. That is where the 

 West began to define itself and its other.161 

Much like the beginning of Iceland for previous generations of Icelandic historians, the origin 

of Ukraine is not just the beginning of the country but a vital part of Western Civilization.  

 Plokhy then backtracks to mammoth hunters of 45.000 BCE, before making his way 

back through the Cimmerians, the Scythians, the Greeks, the Romans and the Sarmatians. 

This is closer to Longworth’s view of Russian history, which begins 10.000 years ago. Plokhy 

claims the latter does not exist before 1480, but whoever lived in what is now Russia before 

its incorporation the Kyivan Rus he does not say.  

 The second chapter is named “The Advent of the Slavs” and here Plokhy quotes the 6th 

century Byzantine author Jordanes, who writes of two Slavic tribes he calls the Sclaveni and 
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the Antes. Plokhy then informs us that the ancestral homeland of the Slavs was located 

between the Dnieper and the Vistula, that is, largely in Modern Ukraine.162 Not only do the 

Rus hail from Ukraine, but all Slavs seem to as well.  

 Kyi and his siblings are not mentioned, relegated to the realm of legend. Plokhy 

admits that little is known about the Slavs in Ukraine prior to the tenth century.163 So far then,  

Ukraine has been seen as a spatial phenomenon rather than the story of a nation. Even the Rus 

are first introduced with their arrival within the present-day borders. The third chapter is 

called “Vikings on the Dnieper” and it is this that is seen as the real beginning of the nation.  

 The Vikings first show up in 838 in Constantinople, representing the King of Rus or 

Rhos. On their return home they stop by the court of the Franks and here are recognised as 

Swedes or Norsemen. A few decades later, in 860, they arrive in Constantinople again, this 

time to raid.164 Askold and Dir are killed by Oleg in 882 when the latter takes over the city of 

Kyiv. It is noted that Oleg comes from the house of Rurik “in today’s northern Russia”165 but 

this is the only time the forefather of the Rus gets a mention.  

 We then continue with the familiar story of Ingvar, Olha and her son Sviatoslav, called 

“The Last Viking.” The next chapter is called “Byzantium North.” Plokhy sees the adoption 

of orthodox Christianity as marking the end of the Rus as a Nordic entity. From now on, the 

Rus would be tied to the Mediterranean world and Orthodoxy, and he adds “Many of the 

consequences are as important today as they were at the turn of the second millennium.166  

 It is rather questionable if one can see Christianisation as a clean break with the Norse 

world. Certainly, there were continued contacts, as can be seen with Harald Hardråde’s flight 

to Starya Ladoga in 1031 after the battle of Stiklestad, where he could converse in Norse and 

serve in Yaroslav’s army.167 He has previously served in Olaf Haraldsson’s army, who 

himself had been at the Kievan court. Sverrir Jakobsson even says that there was no schism 

between the churches of east and west in 1054, as popularly thought.168 
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 The same debate exists for Iceland, some seeing the Viking Age coming to an end 

with the advent of Christianity in 1000, other’s pointing out that Viking era social structure 

and mores continued largely unchanged to 1262.  

 Plokhy traces the word Rus as being borrowed by Byzantine authors from the Slavs, 

who in turn borrowed it from the Finns, and indeed “Ruotsi” still denotes the country of 

Sweden in Finnish. It is usually assumed to either mean people from Roslagen or men who 

row, the former being derived from the latter term, which Plokhy settles on. The Rus are here 

seen as a conglomerate of Norwegian, Swedish and Finnish Norsemen, rather than simply 

Swedish.169 This does in fact accord with recent archaeological findings which show that 

Viking societies tended to be genetic melting pots.170  

 In chapter 5, “The Keys to Kyiv,” Plokhy discusses the etymology of the term 

“Kyivan Rus” which he says originated in the 19th century and hence was not used by 

contemporaries. He then moves on to the debate about its legacy which has been raging for 

the last 250 years, first with whether the Rus were Scandinavians or Slavs (the Normanist 

debate) but from the mid-19th century centred on whether they can be claimed by Russia or 

Ukraine.171   

 Unsurprisingly, Plokhy comes out on the side of the latter but also discusses other 

claims. As an example, he notes that Yaroslav the Wise is depicted on the currency of both 

countries, but whereas on the Ukrainian two hryvna note he resembles a Cossack, on the 

Russian bill he looks more like Ivan the Terrible and is said to have founded the city of 

Yaroslav, which actually first came into being 17 years after his death.172 Plokhy concludes 

the chapter on with the Rus splintering into various principalities by saying: 

 Historians look to those principality-based identities for the origins of the modern East 

 Slavic nations. The Vladimir-Suzdal principality served as a forerunner of early 

 modern Muscovy and, eventually, of modern Russia. Belarusian historians look to the 

 Polatsk principality for their roots. And Ukrainian historians study the principality of 

 Galicia-Volhynia to uncover the foundations of Ukrainian nation-building projects. 
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 But all those identities ultimately lead back to Kyiv, which gives Ukrainians a singular 

 advantage: they can search for their origins without ever leaving their capital.173   

Yes, one can argue that main centre of the Rus was in modern day Ukraine and hence they 

were Ukrainian. One could also point out that they initially came from Novgorod in present 

day Russia. Or Roslagen in present day Sweden. Finally, one might argue that all these 

identities, Ukrainian, Russian or Swedish, would have been completely unknown at the time. 

On a very practical level, nationality meant little to the Vikings, who seem to have raided and 

enslaved one another just as happily as the Christians. Early medieval era expert John 

Haywood says of the Vikings in Frankia: “There was nothing nationalistic about the Vikings. 

They were quite happy to fight other Vikings if the price was right.”174    

 Plokhy both claims a 47.000-year history for Ukraine and sole ownership of the Rus, 

of which the Russians are merely an offshoot and have no separate existence until the 15th 

century. He does not seem to allow the Russians their own pre-Kyivan history and though 

they may be descendants of Rus, they have no claim to it. Rather than Ukraine being an 

offshoot of Russia and becoming a separate people in the late Middle Ages, it is the other way 

around. The Russian and perhaps more specifically the Soviet schools have been turned on 

their head.     

 Tolochko speaks of how Ukrainian history writing expanded in the 19th century from 

being merely the history of the Cossacks to including all of the Kyivan Rus.175 Magocsi noted 

already in 1996 that Ukrainians tend to see their history as reaching farther back than even 

Kyivan Rus, to the Sarmatians and Scythians, Greek and Roman Colonies on the Black Sea 

shores, and on into the darkness before the advent of writing. Then it moves forward through 

Kyivan Rus with the nexus moving slightly westwards after its fall, before becoming 

dominated by the Cossacks in the 17th and 18th Centuries and leading to a national revival in 

the 19th century and eventually to independence in 1991.176 Nothing Plokhy says would seem 

to contradict this.  
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22. The Lithuanian Rus   
The remainder of the first part of Plokhy’s book goes on to establish a direct lineage from the 

Kyivan Rus through the principality of Galicia-Volhynia and on to the Cossacks, as per the 

Ukrainian school. 

 So if the Kyivan Rus lives on through successor states, then where does one end and 

the other begin? Plokhy offers a clear answer. He says that even if the Kyivan Rus has no 

generally recognized starting point, it has a very definitive end point with the Mongol 

invasion of the city on December 7th, 1240.177  

 The Rus then lived on in the principality of Galicia-Volhynia which was partly 

independent, partly subservient to the Mongols, and finally incorporated into Poland in the 

1430s. Meanwhile, Kyiv itself was swallowed up by the Grand Duchy of Lithuania in 1362. 

Or perhaps it was the other way around?  

 The Lithuanian rulers married into local Rus’ families, gladly accepting Orthodoxy 

 and Slavic Christian names. Overwhelming Rus’ dominance in the cultural sphere 

 facilitated Lithuanian acculturation. The authority of Byzantine Orthodoxy now 

 swayed the Lithuanian elite, which had remained pagan into the fifteenth century. The 

 Rus’ chancery language, based on the Church Slavonic brought to Kyiv at the end of 

 the tenth century by Christian missionaries, served as the language of administration 

 throughout the grand duchy; its law code, which became known as the Lithuanian 

 Statute in the sixteenth century, was a version of the Rus’ Justice. The grand duchy 

 effectively became an heir to Kyiv Rus’ in every respect but dynastic continuity. Some 

 historians used to refer to it not as a Lithuanian state but as a Lithuanian-Rus’ or even 

 a Rus-Lithuanian polity.178   

It seems that just as the Kyivan Rus is claimed by Ukraine, Russia, Belarus, Poland and 

Lithuania, so can the Grand Duchy of Lithuania be claimed by Poland, Ukraine and Belarus in 

addition to Lithuania. On a visit to Minsk in January of this year, I met with some locals 

including the lawyer Vadim who said that the Lithuanians had stolen the Belarus’ period of 

greatness. The Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth had incorporated most of Belarus and 
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according to Vadim, the primary state language had been Belarusian. Hence, what had at the 

time been one of the leading states in Europe was actually Belarus’ period of greatness.179  

 This seemed rather quixotic but a trip to the Belarus’ history museum seems to 

confirm this as the official historiography. The rather small exhibition traces the narrative 

from the Rus principality of Polotsk and ends with the fall of the Polish-Lithuanian-

Belarusian commonwealth in the partitions in the late 18th century. The museum is eclipsed 

by the much larger museum of the Great Patriotic War in Minsk. As Kuzio says, Belarus is 

the only country that still adheres officially to the Soviet school.  

 Perhaps inevitably, some Russian historians have also thrown their hat in the ring, 

claiming not just sole ownership of the Kyivan Rus but also of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania. 

Ukraine was largely ignored by Karamzin in the late 18th century but soon after the historian 

Nikolai Ustrialov attempted to remedy this (here quoted from Kohut):  

 According to Ustrialov, "Rossiia" already existed as a political nation with a common 

 language and a shared belief in autocracy in Kyivan times. He challenged the accepted 

 practice of deriving Russia's origins from Vladimir-Suzdal and Muscovy (after 1157) 

 by claiming that the Grand Duchy of Lithuania had also been a "Russian" state. Thus, 

 the two parts of the Russian nation had in fact been alienated by the establishment of 

 Polish rule over Ukraine and Belorussia, and the major trend of Russian history was 

 the "reestablishment of the Russian land within the [eleventh-century] borders it had 

 under Iaroslav [the Wise]."180   

Where the actual borders between Poland, Lithuania, Belarus, Ukraine and Russia would lie 

proved to be a bloody affair in the first half of the 20th century, with wars raging between the 

various parties in the period 1918-20. It would take the genocides and mass displacements of 

World War II to make the nationalities better equate with the borders.  

 

23. The President and the Tsar 
Of course, it is not just what historians write that determines how history is viewed, but also 

how this is disseminated into the popular culture. In the final episode of the first season of 

“Servant of the People,” President Holoborodko, played by Zelensky, has a televised debate 
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about whether capital punishment should be instituted for corruption. During the broadcast, he 

has an internal discussion with the last Rurikid ruler to wield authority, Ivan the Terrible. The 

transcript runs like this:  

Ivan: You speak substantively, Boyar. Look what they thought up: Shooting! What a hoot! 

What is death without torture? Come here, fine sir. I want to tell you something. The wretched 

should be tormented. They should be impaled! Broken on the wheel! Smash their kneecaps! 

Pour scorching lead down their throats!  

Holoborodko: Ivan the Terrible, that’s illegal.  

Ivan: But you are the law. You are the tsar! 

Holoborodko: I am no tsar. 

Ivan: What are you then? What is your ancestry?  

Holoborodko: What do you mean?  

Ivan: What is your name? 

Holoborodko: Holoborodko 

Ivan: I had a jester once. Prokhor Holoborodko. A witty fellow. I ripped his tongue out.  

Holoborodko. That’s cruel.  

Ivan: It’s the only way.  

Holoborodko: That might be the only way in the 16th century, but we try to solve things in a 

democratic fashion. The Scandinavians, your ancestors by the way, lawfully rooted out 

corruption.  

Ivan: You wretch! What are you saying? Rus people are different. Savage! Being cordial isn’t 

understood! Chop off the hand that steals.  

Holoborodko: I won’t chop off any hands! You know very well the issue isn’t hands. Our 

problem lies here, in the head.  

Ivan: Then chop off their heads! This was done in Ancient Rus, and you can do it! You are a 

tsar of Rus after all. 

Holoborodko: The same old thing! Why the broken record? I am no tsar of Rus.  
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Ivan: Who are you then?  

Holoborodko: I am President of Ukraine.  

Ivan: Of Ukraine? You mean the Prince of Kyiv?  

Holoborodko: If it’s more convenient, then call me that.  

Ivan: How are your brothers? Still under the Poles and Lithuanians? Be patient, dear ones, be 

patient. Soon we will free you.  

Holoborodko: No thanks, we don’t need freeing.  

Ivan: Really? 

Holoborodko. We’re going to Europe.  

Ivan: What? To Europe?  

Holoborodko: To Europe. 

Ivan: We are Slavs. We have the same blood! 

Holoborodko: Why talk about blood again? You’re heading one way, we another. Let’s go in 

different directions and we’ll talk in 300 years.  

Ivan: Different directions? 

Holoborodko: We have our own path. A different path.  

Ivan: A different path?  

Holoborodko: Our own path. Ours, different from yours! 

Ivan: How? When our path is the same?  

Holoborodko: You have one path, but we chose another. We have different paths! 

(Ivan strikes Holoborodko with his staff) 

Ivan: Hey. What is your name. Do you hear me? Hey you. Why don’t you come with us? 

Why not with us? What other path? Do you hear me? Who will you be with? Who? Who?  

(Holoborodko wakes up and returns to the television debate)181  
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 This dream sequence addresses many of the current historical issues, if somewhat 

haphazardly. Holoborodko acknowledges Ivan of Muscovy as being descended from the Rus, 

as Ukrainians reluctantly must. Even Plokhy admits, while seeking continuity in the west, 

that: “The Grand Duchy effectively became an heir to Kyivan Rus’ in every respect but [my 

italics] dynastic continuity. But this is less important that philosophical continuity.”182  

 Whereas Plokhy sees the Grand Duchy of Lithuania as inheriting the laws and culture 

of Rus, hence making it the spiritual successor, Holoborodko wants to emulate the modern-

day Scandinavians rather than trace Ukrainian’s linage. He refuses to be called “tsar of Rus,” 

but does accept “Prince of Kyiv,” perhaps not quite equating Rus with Ukraine.   

 Traditional Russian historiography sees Ukrainians being oppressed by the 

Lithuanians and the Poles as reflected in the scene, but Holoborodko would rather join the 

latter in the EU than with Russia. The Ukrainians fear that Vladimir Putin is engaged in a 

gathering of the Rus’ lands, which according to Longworth was also attempted, usually 

successfully, by the Romanovs and the Soviets. This worries Plokhy, who traces Russian 

designs on Ukraine thusly:  

 In 1476 Grand Prince Ivan III, the first Muscovite ruler to call himself tsar, declared 

 the independence of his realm from the Horde and refused to pay tribute to the khans. 

 He also launched a campaign of “gathering the Rus’ lands,” taking Novgorod, Tver, 

 and Viatka and laying claim to other Rus’ lands outside the former Mongol realm 

 including those of today’s Ukraine. In the last decades of the fifteenth century, the 

 newly created Tsardom of Muscovy and the Grand Duchy of Lithuania entered into a 

 prolonged conflict over the heritage of Kyivan Rus’.183 

Ivan alludes to Slavic brotherhood and seems to see Ukrainians as “Little Russia,” which 

belongs with its paternal superior. This is reflected in the end of the scene, when Ivan strikes 

Holoborodko with a staff, as Ivan in fact did to his own son, and then cradles him in his arms 

as represented in the famous painting of “Ivan the Terrible and His Son” by Ilya Repin.  

 Then there is the obvious analogy to be drawn. Russia is represented by the most 

famously cruel of the tsars from almost half a millennium ago, while Ukraine is represented 

by the modern Zelensky. The Ukrainian president is more humane, of course, and more 

democratic. This ties into one of the most cherished national myths of the Ukrainians, that 
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they are freedom loving Cossacks while the Russians are authoritarians who prefer a strong 

hand.  

 Plokhy traces this back to the 6th century and the first accounts of Slavs in Byzantine 

accounts, saying bluntly: “Although covered with filth, the Slavs entered history under the 

banner of democracy,” where everything is “referred to the people.”184 As Slavs, this 

description could equally refer to the Russians, but as we have seen, Plokhy has already 

claimed the first Slavs for Ukraine.  

    

24. History According to the Historians  
With the Union of Lublin in 1569, most of what is now Belarus became part of Lithuania and 

Ukraine became a part of Poland within the “Crown of the Kingdom of Poland and the Grand 

Duchy of Lithuania.” According to Plokhy, what is now Belarus was called “Lithuanian Rus” 

and Ukraine “Polish Rus.” By the end of the century, the term “Ukraine” started to find its 

way into maps to denote the latter.185  

 Though most modern historians refer to the Kyivan Rus (or Kievan Rus), The Making 

of Ukrainian Nation museum in Kyiv opts for “Ukrainian Rus,” although the terms “Ukraine” 

and “Rus” seem never to have coexisted. The etymology can be important. One of Russia’s 

claims to the Rus is that as well as being able to trace the lineage they kept the name, or 

something close to it. This is also why Ukrainians and Belarusians are at pains to point out 

that the Rus and Russia are two different things, and that the “rus” in Belarus refers to the 

former.186 For someone who speaks Icelandic, the connection between the Rus’ lands and 

Rússland is hard to miss.  

 A recent book by University of Andrews Russian professor Ian Press on the Russian 

language even splits the Russian naming. Here it is said that Россиа, for the country, is an 

ancient term which refers back to Rus, but русски, for the language, is a later term from the 

16th century, probably emanating from diplomatic language in Greek or Latin.187 Hence 

Russia derives its name from Rus but Russian does not.   
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 Plokhy has gone to great pains to make his case for Rus as Ukraine but not all non-

Ukrainian scholars agree. Dukes ends his chapter on Kyivan Rus by quoting the scholars 

Franklin and Shepard, which seem to offer a sort of compromise:  

 The story of the land of the Rus could continue in one direction towards modern 

 Russia, or in other directions towards eventually Ukraine or Belarus. The land of the 

 Rus is none of these, or else it is a shared predecessor of all three.” 

Dukes then offers his own conclusion:  

 In the short run, however, only one of the three, still bearing the name Rus and coming 

 to be centred on Moscow, carries the process into consolidation as a medieval 

 state.188  

Dukes, at least, seems to accord with Kuzio’s claim that most Western scholars still adhere to 

the Russian school. Longworth takes a longer view, beginning in 10.000 BCE, but does not 

question that the Kievan Rus was a Russian state and a direct precursor of the tsars and 

Soviets, leading on to present day Russia.   

 Magocsi presents the Ukrainian view of history as spatial, not as that of the Ukrainian 

nation, but the history of the lands inhabited by present day Ukrainians. According to this, the 

founding of the Kyivan Rus state is not a foundation myth at all, neither for Russia which 

only goes back to the 14th century nor for Ukraine which goes back for millennia. Ukrainians 

are the people who inhabit present-day Ukraine, from Galicia to the Donbas, from Kharkiv to 

the Crimea, wherever they may originally have come from. Of course, Magocsi is a historian 

of Ukraine specifically, whereas Dukes was writing about Russia, and this seems to inform 

their views.    

 The Kyivan Rus are integral to both Russian and Ukrainian history, even if in Ukraine 

they tend to be overshadowed by the Cossacks and in Russia by the tsarist and Soviet 

legacies. For Plokhy the Rus are Ukrainian since they were centred in Kyiv, the present 

capital of Ukraine, and not because they are direct ancestors of present-day Ukrainians, 

although he also tries to trace this. For the Russians, they are Russian because that is where 

the linage ultimately leads, to Vladimir-Suzdal and on to Moscow.  
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 The latter view seems based on blood rather than geography. For the Russians, the 

Russian lands are in constant movement, the centre changing from Kyiv to Suzdal to Moscow 

to Petersburg and back to Moscow. Russia has gone through innumerable border changes and 

therefore it seems natural to speak of a Russian nation, although in the Russian Federation 

today “Russian citizens” is sometimes preferred. Russia is where the Russians are, to 

paraphrase Kurkov’s proverb. Yet, if Russians outside Russia can sometimes be viewed as 

Russian, the same would also seem to apply to non-Russians living within Russia.  

 In Ukraine, the borders are seen to be eternally fixed, despite being ruled by various 

kingdoms and empires throughout history and the current borders only coming into being in 

1944 (give or take Crimea). Therefore, they tend to see their history more topographically as 

the history of the Ukrainian lands. This starts in pre-history and goes through the Greeks and 

Romans, Scythians and Sarmatians, Poles and Lithuanians, Cossacks and 19th and 20th century 

nationalists to the Ukraine of today. Kyiv is the centre of a nation consisting of the people 

who live within the (sometimes contested) borders of present-day Ukraine and whose history 

is the history of peoples who have lived in this space before, with Kyivan (or Kyivan) Rus 

being but one, albeit an important, step on the way. However, this narrative is complicated by 

West Ukrainian nationalists who place more emphasis on culture and especially language.  

 Ukrainiaophile historians such as Serhii Plokhy would not agree with Dukes in going 

back to 882 to establish the beginning of Russia. Rather, they would go with what Dukes 

dismissively calls the prevalent view, which is to start with Muscovy. Nor would they agree 

with Longworth’s five empires thesis, although they would probably accept the latter four as 

emanating from one another. The “gathering of the Rus land’s” is here a predominant theme 

in Russian history, even if in this reading the Rus itself was never Russian.    

 Even less would they agree with Mark B. Smith, who claims in The Russia Anxiety 

that it is meaningless to speak about Ukrainians until the 20th century.189 This, however, 

would be closer to Geary’s view, who claims that nationalities are fluid and ever-changing. 

He goes with what he sees as Pliny’s first century definition and says that nations are 

territorial units of geographical and political organisation, not social or cultural groups.190  

 

 The linguist Ian Press agrees. He begins with the Roslagen connection and says: 

 
189 Smith, The Russia Anxiety, chapter 6.  
190 Geary, Myth of Nations, p. 151.  
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 So the “Russians” are one more instance of how the name of one group is grafted onto 

 another community: they started off as Scandinavians, “the Rus,” the name was 

 extended to the East Slavs and probably members of Finno-Ugric and Baltic tribes in 

 the ethnic jumble that was north-eastern Europe at the time, and then was taken over 

 by the ancestors of the actual Russians when political developments cut much of what 

 would become Ukraine and Belarus’ off from “Kyivan Rus.”191    

 

Was there even a Kyivan Rus state at all? Taras Kuzio says of the three “traditional schools” 

(excluding the Eastern Slavic):  

 

 The struggle over the legacy of Kyiv Rus has a “profound impact” on all aspects of the 

 “cultural perception,” “historical awareness,” “modern national consciousness,” and 

 “national mythology” of Ukraine and Russia. All three traditional schools 

 (Ukrainophile, Russophile, Soviet), the American historian Jaroslaw Pelenski points 

 out, assume that Kyiv Rus was a united state. In reality, it was a “loosely bound, ill 

 defined and heterogeneous entity where the primary loyalty of tribes was to their 

 local territory.”192 

 

This seems to be in keeping with what can be gleamed from the Primary Chronicle, which 

tells of a group of people called Rus coming from Scandinavia, and their name ultimately 

being superimposed on the Slavic population over whom they ruled. Kievan Rus’ authority 

Dmitrii Likhachev stresses that Ukraine and Russia are a dualistic unity stemming from the 

same source , that is, Kyivan Rus and in any case the division between the two is meaningless 

from the point of view of the Middle Ages.193 

 

 Probably neither Russia nor Ukraine or Belarus can be said to be a direct successor of 

the Kyivan Rus in any modern political sense. Hence, before we can determine when any of 

these nations came into being, we should first ask when the Rus ended. Whether this is seen to 

be with the adoption of Orthodox Christianity in 988, the fall of Kyiv to the Mongols in 1240, 

or even with the accension of the locally born Igor in 913, it seems clear that the Rus are with 

 
191 Press, Learn Russian, p. 10. 
192 Kuzio, „National Identity and History Writing in Ukraine,“ p. 409. 
193 Magosci, A History of Ukraine, p. 15-16. 



70 
 

us no more, but disappeared back on the melting pot of nations, and were resurrected by the 

various sides discussed above as the idea of nationhood came into being in the late 18th and 

early 19th centuries, as described by Anderson.  

.    

 The first Rus may have been Vikings, but when did the Vikings disappear from 

history? Haywood notes that the last Viking raid on the Scottish Isles took place in 1240 and 

chooses to end his history of the Vikings there.194 The following year, Snorri Sturluson, the 

most illustrious Saga author, was killed in Reykholt, even though one could argue that Viking 

society in Iceland persisted until 1262. And Plokhy has already pointed out 1240 as a definite 

endpoint for the Kingdom of the Rus.  

 

 Dukes says that 1066 is an imaginary starting point for English history, but perhaps it 

is an equally imaginary endpoint for the Viking Age, since Vikings reigned in one form or 

another from Reykholt to the Rus’ lands for upwards of two centuries more. Rather than 

seeing c. 860 marking the beginning of Russia and/or Ukraine, perhaps c. 1240 would be a 

good place to end the Viking Age and not the Anglo-centric 1066.   

 

25. Conclusions 
This has mainly been an overview of how the Kyivan Rus have been claimed, often 

contentiously, by various parties within the Russian Empire since the 18th century and how 

they continue to be in successor states to this day. Yet, some basic conclusions can be made.  

 Kuzios’ division into four basic schools seem to hold up to scrutiny. The main 

antagonists here are the Russian and the Ukrainian school. Russian scholars largely subscribe 

to the Russian school, as do many Western ones, Russia having received rather more notice in 

the West. Ukrainian scholars meanwhile try to hold up a specifically Ukrainian view, as do 

occasional Ukrainian-minded Western scholars.  

 

 Both viewpoints emanate from a specific agenda, and to advance perceived national 

interests. This is no less true regarding present day politics, which began already with 

Ukraine’s independence in 1991 but has been accelerated by the Euromaidan and the conflicts 

between the two countries from 2014 onwards. This will make it difficult for scholars in both 

 
194 Haywood, Northmen, p. xvii. 
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countries, especially in Ukraine who feel themselves the slighted party, to address their 

history in purely scholarly terms in the foreseeable future. Perhaps the Eastern Slavic school, 

as it tries to find a middle ground, may come to dominate in the long term while it is very 

much the minority opinion within Ukraine today. Kuzio says that this is irrespective of the 

dominant party in Ukraine at any given time: 

 

 …although two centrist presidents ruled Ukraine until 2004, Leonid Krawchuk and 

 Leonid Kuchma, they supported the introduction and expansion of the Ukrainophile 

 school of history in the education system and the armed forces. Yet, both Krawchuk 

 and Kuchma are centrists whose views on history are closer to those found in the 

 Eastern Slavic school.195  

 

Ukrainian historiography can be compared with that of Iceland vis-a-vie Norway. When both 

countries were attaining statehood over 100 years ago, Icelandic scholars made grand claims 

for a uniquely Icelandic culture that was at the same time of world historical importance, and 

most public discourse would more or less agree with this. Meanwhile some Norwegians and 

even Danes denied Icelandic uniqueness, preferring to see it as an offshoot of their own 

nations.  

 

 Today, what belongs to whom is of little political or even scholarly import, most 

academics agreeing with Anderson and Geary that nations are latter-day constructs with 

would have held little meaning for medieval contemporaries. As Guðmundur Hálfdanarson 

says: 

  

 The conclusion of the manuscript debates was remarkably undramatic, in both Iceland 

 and Denmark, especially considering the emotionally charged language often used on 

 both sides.196  

 

And this even though, as he says, the two parties read the solution in a different manner. The 

Russians and the Ukrainians should be so lucky.  

 

 
195 Kuzio, „National Identity and History Writing in Ukraine,“ p. 408. 
196 Guðmundur Hálfdanarson, „Interpreting the Nordic Past,“ p. 66. 
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