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Ukraine: from borderland to nation state

Beneath the current chaos in Ukraine are hundreds of years of conquest, famine and twisted loyalties

Was Ukraine once part of Russia? |, ...,

T BELARUS
Depends who you ask: some insist
Russia was once part of Ukraine. The | .\ §

fact that even such basic facts are
disputed underlines the convoluted
nature of history in this part of the
world. From the 14th until the early
20th century, however, the territory
that is modern-day Ukraine was
actually split among several powers.
The area west of the Dnieper river,
which flows down to the Black Sea,
belonged to European dynasties —

autonomy and dignity of the
Zaporozhian Cossacks, who lived
along the Dnieper until subsumed
into the Russian army in the late
18th century, were for Ukrainians a
symbol and beacon of hope when
they began to dream of regaining a
country of their own.

o 100

RUSSIA

And when was that?

Ukraine was formally divided
between Poland and Russia in
1667, but by the early 19th
century, all but the western fringes
were under Tsarist control. Ideas of

Lithuanians, Poles and, later, the O ]
Austro-Hungarian empire. The east e Sevastopo!
was ruled by Tsarist Russia from 1793 | P ge identifying themselves as Russian speaki

g swhi, | independence began to flourish in

i~

until the end of the First World War.
Only in the 20th century did Ukraine come to assume its current,
unified shape, as a Soviet Socialist Republic until 1991.

In what sense was Russia part of Ukraine?

The origins of civilisation in the steppes and forests north of the
Black Sea are shrouded in “legends and scanty descriptions by
foreigners”, in the words of 19th century Ukrainian historian and
independence leader, Mykhaylo Hrushevsky. Its rich, black soil
and strategic coastline attracted a string of peoples all vying for
dominance: Persian-speaking Scythians and Sarmatians, Avars,
‘Cimmerians, Slavic Antes. But after 980, the region of Rus, as it
was called, and its chief city of Kiev, came under the sway of the
Viking ruler Prince Volodymyr (Vladimir the Great). Under him
Kievan Rus became a large, sophisticated empire, claiming lands
as far west as the Carpathian Mountains in central Europe and
the Baltic Sea to the north. Impressed by the might of Byzantium
across the Black Sea, the pagan prince converted to Orthodox
Christianity. In the 11th century some 400 churches stood in Kiev,
making it, in the minds of many, the original Russian city.

Why didn’t Kievan Rus survive?
Being close to the Black Sea and one of the great crossroads of the
world — for learning, trade and conquest, its rulers were frequently
at war with rival tribes... and each other. In 1240, the Mongols
sacked Kiev, destroying the city and leaving only a few hundred
survivors. Kievan Rus never recovered. Kiev’s metropolitan
(Orthodox bishop) fled first to the city of Vladimir, and then to
Moscow in 1325, marking the start,

in many historians’ eyes, of the next
great phase of Russian history. The
former heartlands of the Rus became ~
the ukraina — “borderlands” — and
entered centuries of foreign rule,
broken only by occasional, inspiring
examples of freedom.

What sort of examples?

In the 14th century, much of Ukraine
was annexed by the Grand Duchy of
Lithuania — then the great power in
Fastern Europe — which formed a
commonwealth with Poland in 1569.
Most of the people were serfs, their
lives dictated by the distant rule of
foreign, Catholic aristocrats. But
some refused to submit. Across the
centuries, people fled to the wilderness
of the steppes to escape oppression.
By the 15th century this had given
rise to the figure of the Cossack
(from “free man” in Turkish). The

Ukraine's “George Washington”

The popular Western depiction of the uprising in
Ukraine pitches young, pro-European, pro-democracy
protesters against an old, Russian-funded elite. The
dream of Ukrainian independence is more particular
than that. On 1 Jan, thousands of nationalists marched
in Kiev and Lviv, carrying torches for a man they see as
the father of the modern nation, Stepan Bandera. The
huge number of statues of him in the west of the
country prompted The New York Times to dub him “the
George Washington of Ukrainian nationalism”.

Born in 1909, Bandera’s life epitomises the convulsions
of Ukraine’s early 20th century histary. Without leaving
his home city of Lviv, he found himself a subject of the
Austro-Hungarian empire, Poland, the USSR and the
Nazis. In the 1930s, he became leader of the feared
OUN (Organisation of Ukrainian Nationalists), fighting
first Polish then Soviet rule, before becoming a Nazi
collaborator in WWII. Ukrainian nationalists formed the
SS Galician Division, killing tens of thousands of Poles
and Jews, before Bandera turned against the Germans
as well. Imprisoned in a concentration camp, Bandera
fled to Munich after the war, where he was
assassinated by the KGB in 1959.

Kiev with the Decembrist uprising
in 1825. The poet and painter Taras Shevchenko, who was born a
serf and wrote of his love for “this land of ours that is not ours”,
is still revered as the voice of Ukrainian nationhood. But
resistance to Russian rule was perilous. “Seizing objects is never
disagreeable to us,” as Catherine the Great wrote of Ukraine’s
Crimean peninsula. “It’s losing them we don’t like.” And losing
Ukraine, with its priceless access to the port of Sevastopol, was

— and still is — unthinkable for the Kremlin. The Ukrainian
language was banned in the 19th century, and Shevchenko exiled
to Siberia, a pattern of oppression that continued under the USSR.

How did Ukraine fare under communism?

Hideously. A brief stab at independence in the closing stages of © -
WWI - in which the last, western parts of the country were finally
liberated from the Austro-Hungarian empire — ended in defeat to
the Red Army in 1920. Within three years, Trotsky’s warning of a
dangerous “alienation of the fundamental mass of Ukraine’s
population” from Soviet ideals initiated a brutal period of
repression that culminated in Stalin’s forced collectivisation of
Ukraine’s farms and peasantry in the late 1920s. Historians refer
to the man-made famine of 1932-33 as the Holodomor, or
“Extermination by Hunger”, in which an estimated four to five
million people died in Ukraine, as entire parts of the country were
sealed off by Soviet troops and.officials, and stripped of food.

Why, then, do so many Ukrainians like Russia?

Well, many of them are Russians. The sheer scale of
extermination, first in the 1930s and
then after the Nazi invasion in 1941,
led to huge movements of population
after the War: some 17% of
Ukrainians are simply Russians who
moved there. After 1945, the east of
Ukraine was also heavily
industrialised, linking it intimately
with the economy of the USSR.
(Ukraine’s far-eastern, Russian-
speaking Donbas region is where
most of its recent leaders have come
from.) In any case, the track record of
Ukraine’s anti-Russian nationalist
heroes isn’t always that savoury. (See
box.) And given the long history of
Kievan Rus, it can be hard to recall
where the lines between the two
nations start and end. As a former
Russian deputy foreign minister once
told Steven Pifer, ex-US ambassador
to Ukraine: “In my head, I'know
Ukraine is an independent nation. In
my heart, it is quite another thing.”
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US hypocrisy
To The Independent

As John Kerry berates the death squads from 1964-84;
Russian intervention in and, in the 1980s, supported
Crimea, after an unelected the Contras in Nicaragua
government took control of against the elected Sandinista
Ukraine, he should be government. In 1983, the US
reminded of the US’s invaded Grenada to overthrow
Monroe Doctrine and the pro-communi§t

-the Clark Memorandum. government, and in 1989
These policies invaded Panama. In November
sanctioned both covert 2013 John Kerry announced to
and military US the Organisation of American
intervention anywhere in States that the Monroe

the Caribbean basin doctrine was now dead, which
where US interests were is, of course, correct because
regarded as being the US has seized upon 9/11 to
threatened. The US undertake global intervention
participated in the anywhere that it is in US
overthrow of the Arbenz interests to do so.

Regime in Guatemala in P. qtnck Lavender,
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are Samuel Ruchcrdsor\ s nowls Clarissa (whose

much less popular. Even the vein of sumptuous
protagonist’s story carries echoes of Theodora's)

ceremonial in Solomon failed to rouse
enthusiasm. Susanna's leanings towards ‘the light
operatic style’, as one of the composer’s friends
. putit, cut right ogainst audience expectations.
As for Theodora, Handel's sole religious drama
set in Christian times and the only one not
drawn from the Bible, it wos the biggest flop of
his oratorio career, surviving for a mere three
performances at Covent Garden in the 1750
Lenten season and revived just once, in 1755.

From the outset, though, there was a sharp
distinction between the reactions of the brooder
public and those of Handel's friends. On

22 March 1750 Thomas Harris, a cultivated

generality ot people, but | ditter widely in my
opinion, for | think it has many excellent songs,

. composed with great art and care, and such

s | am sure you will highly approve.” One of
Handel's closest friends, Mary Delany, wrote
to her sister Ann: ‘Don’t you remember our

snug enjoyment of Theodora?’ Ann in turn T,

responded: ‘Surely Theodora will have justice
at last, if it was to be again performed, but the
generality of the world have ears and heor not

Handel himself shared his friends' special
regard for Theodora, as many anecdotes
confirm. According to the (odmittedly biased)

and Pamela and Handel's own Susanna.

Judged merely by the libretto, Theodora's

piety and suffering have something almost
masochistic about them. But through the strength,
piercing beauty and profound, unsentimental
tenderness of Handel's music she becomes an
intensely poignant, vulnerably human figure.

In the composer’s vision, far more than the
librettist's, her martyrdom is both glorious and
suffused with a sense of ogonised loss. Her arias
ond two duets with Didymus, typically in slow

or moderate tempos and minor keys, give the
oratario its essential tragic tinta. The one number
in the major key, ‘Angels, ever bright and fair’,
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