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Universities in the United States of America and
Canada like Harvard, Toronto, and Edmonton have
been for many years–thanks to a well-to-do North-
American-based Ukrainian diaspora–the centers of his-
torical Ukrainian studies. Up to now, many historians
with Ukrainian roots have enriched the historical re-
search on the Ukrainian territories with countless contri-
butions. In many aspects they are more influential than
their colleagues from the “old homeland,” Ukraine. Chief
among these is Paul Robert Magocsi, professor of his-
tory and political science at the University of Toronto,
and so not only in terms of quality but also in quan-
tity: He is the author of numerous useful works essen-
tial for the research in this field.[1] Of seminal impor-
tance is his A History of Ukraine (1996). Unlike most
other monographs on this subject, Magocsi takes into ac-
count that ethnically the Ukrainian territories never were
purely Ukrainian. Therefore, the author devotes much of
his attention to the non-Ukrainian groups, e.g., Russians,
Poles, Tatars, Jews, Germans, and especially the Rusyns.
Some persons among these East Slavic inhabitants of the
Subcarpathian region (the present-day Transcarpathian
oblast’ of Ukraine, which for centuries was part of the
Hungarian kingdom) believe that they are not Ukraini-
ans but rather a distinct Rusyn nationality, sharing their
roots with people in the Preshov region (Slovakia), the
Lemko region (Poland), Maramorosh (Rumania), and sev-

eral villages in northeastern Hungary. Undoubtedly the
“awakening” of a Rusyn nationality is a thorn in the side
of many Ukrainian nationalists. However, thanks also to
Magocsi, who became the main and most influential pro-
pagandist of a Rusyn nationality outside its anticipated
homeland, nowadays the “Rusyn case” is much more
popular than ever before. He published several books on
this subject[2] and made his contribution to the codifica-
tion of the Rusyn language in Slovakia a couple of years
ago.[3]

Why is this important for a review on Magocsi’s
Ukraine: An Illustrated History? Because in some re-
spects his enthusiasm for the “Rusyn case”–one can like
it or not–prevents the author from the very typical na-
tionalistic pattern of a Ukrainian master narrative so of-
ten found in historical research, especially from Ukraine
itself. This master narrative ignores the profound non-
Ukrainian impact on the Ukrainian nation, first and fore-
most the Russian and Polish. It stresses the tragic sides
of the Ukrainian history (and there are many!), empha-
sizes the role of the Ukrainians as eternal victims, and
dates the development of a distinct Ukrainian nation at
least back to the early Middle Ages. Not much of this
is found in most of Magocsi’s books. Maybe this is due
to the rather popular character of this publication, ad-
dressing not so much an academic readership as a broad
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public (often, it seems, with a Ukrainian background and
its specific requirements), but this book differs from his
older ones. On the one hand, as usual, Magocsi empha-
sizes the multicultural nature of Ukraine throughout its
history; on the other hand, he is closer to cherished col-
lective Ukrainian mythologies. He does not follow the
Ukrainian polyhistor Mychajlo Hrushevskyj (1866-1934)
and his canonical interpretation of the Kievan Rus as the
proto-Ukrainian (not Russian) state, but is convinced that
the heritage of the Rus’ was preservedmainly in the prin-
cipality of Galicia-Volhynia and thus on (later) Ukrainian
land. All in all, he does not repeat the classical Ukrainian
myth of the Cossacks, which stresses the national char-
acter of this group, and neither does he emphasize its so-
cial nature. Therefore, the events of 1648, closely con-
nected with the name of the Ukrainian national hero Bo-
hdan Khmelnytskyi, are for Magocsi (as for most West-
ern historians, too) an “uprising” (and not a “national
revolution”) against the Polish king for the restoration
of traditional Cossack privileges. Nonetheless the result
of this revolt is the emergence of a Cossack statehood.
According to most Western specialists on the history of
the Zaporoshian Cossacks this interpretation is not con-
vincing. They prefer the word “autonomy” for describing
the uprising’s result, not only because of the failure of
the Zboriv agreement.[4] Incidentally, the fact that un-
der the leadership of the hetman Khmelnytskyi the Cos-
sacks committed one of the most disastrous anti-Jewish
pogroms in East Europe before the twentieth century is
not mentioned in the chapter about the uprising itself,
but only in a later one.

There is an ongoing and fierce debate about the
Ukrainian anti-Semitism in general but especially about
the Ukrainian collaboration with the German occupy-
ing forces in World War II. John-Paul Himka, a historian
also with Ukrainian roots, has called this “a blank spot in
the collective memory of the Ukrainian Diaspora.”[5] He
states that this group does not so much ignore the Holo-
caust of the Ukrainian Jews, but denies the participation
of Ukrainians in this crime against humanity. Obviously
with Magocsi this historical fact is a “blank spot,” too.
In the chapters about the Ukrainian lands in World War
II the atrocities against “all undesirable groups, which
in Ukrainian lands meant communists, the Polish intel-
ligentsia, eventually Ukrainian nationalists, and, espe-
cially, Jews” (p. 281) were exclusively committed by the
German military and so-called Einsatzgruppen (special
extermination forces). The shooting of more than 30,000
Jews in September 1941 in the ravine of Babyi Iar near
Kiev is mentioned (pp. 281-282); the “help” of Ukraini-

ans in organizing this crime is not. Not in every aspect
does Magocsi follow the uncritical veneration–at least
in the Western territories of Ukraine, the former East
Galicia–of the Ukrainian Insurgent Army (UPA), fight-
ing sometimes with, sometimes against the Germans. He
mentions, for example, the crimes of Ukrainian national-
ists against Polish villages in Volhynia in 1943-44: “The
victims were more often than not innocent civilians, as
entire villages inhabited by Poles were destroyed by the
UPA” (p. 287). At the same time, he diminishes the extent
of collaboration of the political arm of the UPA, the Orga-
nization of Ukrainian Nationalists (OUN), with the Ger-
man occupation forces. It is definitely not true that after
the failed proclamation of a sovereign Ukrainian state in
June 1942 in Lviv the Germans were unwilling to work
with these Ukrainian groups, as Magocsi claims. OUN
troops, for example, followed theWehrmacht in the sum-
mer and autumn of 1941 into the Soviet Union. For the
German side it was clear that without the collaboration
with nationalistic organizations such as the OUN the in-
tended war of destruction (Vernichtungskrieg) in the East
would not have been possible.

So my impressions of this book are very mixed. But
despite the above-mentioned objections most chapters
are clearly not written from aUkrainian nationalistic per-
spective. And undoubtedly with its splendid presenta-
tion and huge number of pictures, maps, illustrations,
and tables it will be valuable also to an academic read-
ership.
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