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A Note on Transliteration 
and Toponyms

For transliterating the Cyrillic alphabet into Latin, we chose the BGN/
PCGN romanization system, developed by the United States Board on 
Geographic Names and by the Permanent Committee on Geographical 
Names for British Offi  cial Use. For purposes of simplifi cation, we have 
omitted apostrophes for ъ and ь.

Toponyms in multiethnic Eastern Europe diff er in spelling from lan-
guage to language. For example, the Western Ukrainian city of L’viv was 
offi  cially called Lemberg in German during the Habsburg monarchy from 
1772 until 1918, while under Polish rule and control it was Lwów, and in 
Soviet times and in the Russian language it is Lvov. As the spelling of a 
toponym varies from one (national) perspective of analysis to another, we 
decided to use only the common English spelling—in this case Lviv, for ex-
ample—to make it simpler to read the text. We introduce the cities’ spelling 
in the respective languages of the region only at the fi rst mention of the 
toponym in each chapter.
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INTRODUCTION

Constructing a Rampart Nation
Conceptual Framework

�
Liliya Berezhnaya and Heidi Hein-Kircher

Nowadays, images of fences, walls, bastions, and fortresses are popular 
metaphors in the political sphere. Th ey polarize and divide societies into 
ideological camps as we can observe in contemporary Europe. Th e old to-
pos of Europe as a fortress has been reintroduced in numerous forms in 
the media and has once again found its way into various political agendas, 
for example in the present Polish and Hungarian right-wing governments.

Bulwark myths, otherwise called antemurale myths, are widespread in 
East European countries today but also have a tradition dating back to early 
modern times. Such myths contain several components: 

Th e claim of a perennial menace caused by an “Other” as enemy on a terri-

torial or cultural basis. . . ; the call to defend, not only oneself, but also one’s 

own people against the threat of the “Other”. . . ; the claim of being chosen to 

defend a higher or greater entity, of which one is a part.1 

Th ey also contain the claim of a civilizing mission. Th e antemurale myth is 
often instrumentalized, not only against foreign enemies but also in order 
to mobilize and unite the community inside the bulwark.

During the nationalizing processes in nineteenth-century Eastern Eu-
rope, bulwark myths gained particular importance in the southern and 
western borderland territories of continental empires, mainly today’s Po-
land, Hungary, and Ukraine but also in neighboring states. Being a “ram-
part nation” was one of the main motifs in national claims to be part of 
Europe. Antemurale mythology was also crucial for the creation of national 
identity and coherence in Eastern European borderland societies.

Our volume deals with bulwark (antemurale) myths as securitizing and 
spatial myths in East European border regions in the age of nationalism, 
focusing on their defi nition, how they functioned and were spread, and the 
key fi gures and groups who played a role in their dissemination. Despite 
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the obvious popularity of these narratives in European history, historiogra-
phy has not yet paid enough attention to bulwark myths in modern Eastern 
European history. Above all, transnational studies have until recently ig-
nored the fi eld of political myths in multiconfessional and multiethnic East 
European regions, although a few comparative studies provide incentives 
for further research.2

Th e very notion of “transnational history,” other than being a possible 
alternative to dominant national narratives, remains quite vague. Some 
identify it as an umbrella term for historical debates, whereas others give a 
rather open defi nition: transnational history deals with the “people, ideas, 
products, processes and patterns that operate over, across, through, be-
yond, above, under, or in-between polities and societies.”3 Notably, transna-
tional history goes further than comparative history, as it suggests tracing 
interaction and transfer not only between direct neighbors but also be-
tween entities and institutions far away from the borderline.4 Urban and 
religious history is particularly fruitful for these purposes.

In particular, present-day Ukraine exemplifi es contact and confl ict re-
gions in Eastern Europe. Recently, the collection of articles by Philipp Th er 
and Georgiy Kasianov5 described a way in which transnational history could 
be used by historians dealing with Ukrainian borders and contact zones. 
Importantly, such an approach allows placing Ukrainian history within the 
general European context. While advocating Ukraine as a laboratory of 
transnational history “that deliberately transcends the boundaries of one 
culture or country,” Th er and Kasianov suggest focusing on agents of cul-
tural exchange.6 Notably, the recent collection of articles edited by Serhii 
Plokhy on the outlook of historical writing in post-Soviet Ukraine contains 
a section on the “transnational turn” and goes beyond the cultural focus. 
Its contributors elaborate on, among other things, military history, cartog-
raphy, art and Jewish studies as possible “transnational fi elds” of Ukrainian 
historiography.7

Th is is indeed relevant, not only to Ukrainian history but also to the 
neighboring territories.8 Moreover, the application of transnational his-
tory—with its emphasis on agents of antemurale rhetoric—in combination 
with the study of political myths off ers an unusual and rather new perspec-
tive. Our book, which can neither cover the whole geographical range nor 
address all possible thematic affi  liations, aims to bridge this research gap 
at least partly.

In this introduction, we shall fi rst dwell upon the general defi nition of 
political myth, then highlight the features of bulwark myths as securitizing 
and spatial myths, and fi nally outline the history of antemurale myths in 
modern Eastern Europe as refl ected in the structure and the major conclu-
sions of this book.
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Political Myths: General Defi nitions

Bulwark myths belong to the category of the so-called political myths. Th ese 
are simplifying and meaningful narratives in which the mental frame of ref-
erence is based on a set of prior assumptions. Myths always delineate “an 
eternal fi ght between the good and the evil,”9 between “Self” and “Other.” In 
contrast to religious myths, they do not necessarily have a transcendental 
component. A political myth thus refers to a politically constituted commu-
nity and interprets its origins and character. In order to achieve this goal, 
it constitutes an emotionally charged narration that constructs the past 
quite selectively, stereotypically idealizing past and present.10 According to 
Peter Niedermüller, it “purges the memory symbolically” and becomes a 
“collective autobiography.”11 Th e semantic structure makes a political myth 
changeable, which is necessary in the long run. Th us, the mythical narration 
could be varied and also adapted to the audience.12 Th rough its message, a 
political myth provides the community with orientation that it also shapes 
at the same time. It paraphrases and verifi es modes of behavior and values 
by means of this functionality. Hence, a political myth explains existing col-
lective problems and designates binding goals for the community.13

Because of its function in providing sense and orientation, political 
myths are an inherent element of a political system. To put it briefl y, they 
are “narratives, that is, stories that deal with the origins, the sense and the 
historical mission of a political community so as to enable orientation and 
options for action.”14 Moreover, they are important elements of cultures 
of memory and provide a unifying storyline for “imagined communities.”15 
In showing historic achievements and heroes, political myths explain why 
one should be a member of this or that community. Hence, they contribute 
mainly to the self-confi dence of a political association, being “the narrative 
foundation of the symbolic order of a community.”16 

Th ese myths possess conveying, legitimizing, and integrating functions 
and contribute to the coherence of the society. Th eir communicative and 
mobilizing mission proves to be of great importance when the community 
undergoes phases of collective uncertainty, for example during political, 
economic, and social crises, when it experiences defi ciencies regarding in-
tegration, identity, and legitimization.17 Because of these functions, it be-
comes clear why political myths give a heroic account of merits and tell 
of the successful defense of the community against various dangers. Th is 
historic achievement provides the feeling of security.

Each political community has its own myths. According to George 
Schöpfl in, diffi  culties in categorizing political myths are caused by the na-
ture of myth itself. Its function is to construct coherence; therefore, “dif-
ferent myths receive emphasis at diff erent times to cope with diff erent 
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6 LILIYA BEREZHNAYA and HEIDI HEINKIRCHER

challenges.”18 Whereas the individual myth’s narration depends on histor-
ical context, political myths share common characteristics. Most of them 
give an account of the origins of the community. Additionally, myths deal 
with transfi guration, authentication, and/or a catharsis. Each community 
has a certain repertoire of political myths that can be adjusted to the col-
lective needs and activated if there is a need for articulated collective iden-
tity, coherence, cohesion, or legitimation. Th e case of the Jewish ghetto, 
discussed by Jürgen Heyde (Leipzig) in this volume, demonstrates that 
through the erection of “inner walls,” society itself can be aggregated by 
excluding national and religious Others.

John Armstrong labeled the most constitutive myths as “mythomo-
teurs” that help to defi ne group identities in relation to the polity, which 
they already did in premodern times. A mythomoteur “arouses intensive 
aff ect by stressing the individuals’ solidarity against an alien force, that is, 
by enhancing the salience of boundary perceptions.”19 When the conditions 
within a society are perceived as threatened and insecure, concepts of dan-
ger become virulent.20

Th is mosaic of myths is implemented in a society through elements of 
memory and political culture, such as political rituals and festivities, sym-
bols, and memorials that nonverbally paraphrase the mythical narrative. 
Th is helps to present political myths as fi rst-order truths that “cannot be 
perceived to be inventions.”21 However, it is also possible to communicate 
the general story verbally, for example through various media that are 
aptly discussed in the individual chapters of this book (e.g., historical texts, 
schoolbooks, maps, travel guides, but also theatrical performances, songs, 
and so on).

Such forms of media are assumed to be “objective” and communicate 
values through a normative mythical “story.” Th is issue is highlighted in 
many contributions in this volume: Volodymyr Kravchenko (Edmonton) 
scrutinizes it using the example of Ukrainian and Russian historiography; 
Liliya Berezhnaya (Münster) demonstrates the role of Ukrainian monas-
teries in the formation of political myths; Kerstin Weiand (Frankfurt) ad-
dresses the issue in the writings of Renaissance and Baroque authors and 
in the documents of  Imperial Diets; Zaur Gasimov (Istanbul) highlights 
the story of émigré politicians; and Paul Srodecki (Kiel/Ostrava) examines 
the interwar  Catholic Right and the contemporary press as the key agents 
in the myth-making process. Th ese and other contributions reveal that the 
texts popularizing bulwark myths were often produced in political and ac-
ademic milieus. From the late  Middle Ages on, various historians, politi-
cians, Church hierarchs, and later also journalists were actively involved in 
the formation and dissemination of bulwark rhetoric.
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Importantly, there were many other infl uential intermediaries that 
helped to transfer antemurale myth to the lower layers of society in the 
age of nationalism. Th is becomes clear by looking at schoolbooks in 
Philipp Hofeneder’s (Graz) contribution and at travel guides from Heidi 
Hein-Kircher’s (Marburg) chapter. Besides these, maps and painted art-
works were also crucial in this process, to name just a few examples dis-
cussed by Steven Seegel (Greeley, CO) and Stephen M. Norris (Oxford, 
OH). Both genres, maps and paintings, promoted the popularity of the bul-
wark mythical narrative, providing it with visual attributes. For instance, 
Seegel argues that modern mappers (Polish, Ukrainian, Hungarian, and 
German) often regarded themselves as public servants and scientifi c ex-
perts; maps were a form of graphic media deployed by geographers as his-
torical actors, who often presupposed Europe’s uniqueness. 

In contrast, Norris focuses on the  longue durée “life” of a single painting, 
Viktor Vasnetsov’s famous Bogatyri (“Warriors,” 1898) in Russian/Soviet 
cultural memory. For Norris, Vasnetsov’s painting, frequently popularized 
in the press, on postage stamps, on cigarette cases, and on postcards, func-
tioned as an expression of a bulwark myth while it was used as means to call 
for unity. In this way, visualized antemurale mythical narration was used 
for the consolidation of a society.

Bulwark Myths as Securitizing and Spatial Myths

Bulwark myths have two important distinctive features as political myths. 
First, they interpret heroic performances in securing a community faced 
with a great threat that came from outside. Th is surmounted threat, the 
“evil,” is a point of reference for present and future times. Th rough focusing 
on a past threat, which is interpreted quite selectively in favor of the group, 
a threat for present and future times is derived. Th is bulwark mission be-
comes a promise to the members of the community to protect them, their 
values, and their faith against threats that are coming or will come from 
outside the bastion. At the same time, the narrative of the heroic defense, 
of being a rampart, is invoked in order to incite the community to future 
heroic performances. Th e implication is that the community will only be 
saved by following the bulwark myth’s message. So, a bulwark myth quite 
heavily distinguishes between community members and nonkinsmen, the 
Other. It describes a threat scenario and a process of creating security as 
one of managing the threat.22 

If a threat to the community is indicated, the necessary answer is the 
promise to secure the community. Th us, we can understand “security” as a 
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8 LILIYA BEREZHNAYA and HEIDI HEINKIRCHER

discursively communicated political notion of value and of societal order to 
which political myths and particularly bulwark myths contribute.23

Th is is most prominently demonstrated in Weiand’s chapter. Military 
phrasing has adhered to bulwark rhetoric from its very beginning. Renais-
sance authors were already using the antemurale metaphor to underline 
the impression of an isle under siege, of inner peace and outer war. Th e 
idea of an existential threat to the community shielded by a bulwark linked 
European borderland peripheries with the core of the  Holy See.

Th e securitizing mythical narratives often deal with both the threat 
and the ways to overcome it. Th e example of the “Turkish wall” against 
the (Russian/Soviet) Communist danger, introduced in Gasimov’s chapter, 
makes clear the mobilizing potential of the bulwark myth. Gasimov’s study 
is also paradigmatic for understanding the common mechanisms of the 
antemurale myth’s functioning on both sides of the historical Christian/
Muslim border.

Second, bulwark myths clarify which territory belongs to the commu-
nity. Th ey are thus spatially oriented narratives, defi ning a specifi c claimed 
territory that should be defended. Th rough such a narrative, they create a 
specifi c idea of a space. Th e imagined territory acquires a symbolic func-
tion and represents a community. Th us, bulwark myths as myths of space 
can function as emotional glue.24

Contested borderland regions are a particular focus of the myths of 
space in general and of the bulwark myths in particular. Th ese narratives 
are particularly prevalent in multiethnic regions where a specifi c territory 
has been claimed. Pål Kolstø (Oslo) points out in this context that antemu-
rale myths constitute a special case of a boundary-creating mechanism 
relying to a large extent on civilizational thinking. Because it belongs to 
a greater civilization, the  in-group is defi ned as superior to certain adja-
cent groups. Focusing on the national states in Eastern Europe (Georgia, 
Ukraine, and Russia), Kolstø asks how the antemurale myth can play out 
in situations in which two groups belong to the same Christian confes-
sion. In these cases, he concludes, power diff erentials are just as import-
ant as civilizational perceptions for the construction of antemurale myths, 
and stronger and more resourceful groups (nations, ethnic groups) tend 
to downplay diff erences while the smaller and less resourceful group will 
emphasize the diff erences.

Bulwark myths as myths of space function as narrative “border posts,” if 
we understand space as a cognitive construct functioning as a base for the 
community.25 Hence, these myths defi ne and justify the claims on the col-
lective territory. Th is observation fi ts Georg Simmel’s classical defi nition 
that, “the boundary is not a spatial fact with sociological consequences, but 
a sociological fact that forms itself spatially.”26
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Th e role of a bulwark myth in modern societies is not necessarily limited 
to the creation of meaning. Often, these myths provide the basis for the 
sacralization of political ideologies. Contemporary historiography argues 
that, despite various manifestations of secularization in economic and cul-
tural spheres (like the “nationalization” of Church property in nineteenth-
century Western Europe), the “symbiosis of religious and national” re-
mained intact in ideological and mental spheres.27 In the modern period, 
myths were above all an important instrument of the sacralization of na-
tion/empire/multistate entities and also of the nationalization of religion.28

Many of the authors of this book, with the help of antemurale mythol-
ogy, have been able to trace the theme of the sacralization of nation/empire 
and the nationalization of religion. It is analyzed in Norris’s text, which 
describes the transformation of sacralized Russianness into secular  Soviet-
ness. It is also scrutinized in Seegel’s chapter on maps as a modern tool to 
sacralize and instrumentalize the past, and in Hein-Kircher’s case study, 
which reveals how the Polish rampart Lviv was stylized as a martyr for 
Western Christianity. But the role of antemurale myths in the process of 
sacralization within modern nations and empires is presented most vividly 
in the chapters by Berezhnaya, Kerstin Jobst (Vienna), and Srodecki.

Berezhnaya’s study compares the history of three Ukrainian monaster-
ies—the  Orthodox Pochaiv Holy Dormition Lavra (Volhynia), the Greek 
Catholic Nativity Monastery in Zhovkva (near Lviv), and the Orthodox 
Holy Dormition Monastery (the Crimea). Despite denominational diff er-
ences, the leadership of these three monasteries shows the same pattern in 
interpreting the challenges of nationalism. Th e dissemination of national 
and imperial ideology with religious overtones occurred with the help of 
new mass media, actively used by Church hierarchs in political propa-
ganda. It was enhanced by the notions of a “true faith,” a “national Church,” 
and the new “nationalized” images of enemies.

Th is “mutual conditioning” between religion and nation as social sys-
tems of interpretation is based on political mythology. For some experts, 
like Anthony Smith, nationalism itself is a product of a hybridization be-
tween “the earlier religious myth and the nationalist ideal.”29 Others pay 
attention to how threats to the national identity are mythologized and 
sharpen the sense of us and them. As Srodecki discusses in his chapter 
on East European Catholic Right movements, thanks to that hybridization, 
bulwark myths in interwar Poland and Hungary stylized both countries as 
the most important bastions of European freedom and Christian civiliza-
tion against “godless Bolsheviks.”

It is the borderland situation, the feeling of a “contested frontier,” that 
determines the specifi city of the religious-national bond: “Th e political 
confl ict is likely to have superimposed upon it a sense of religious confl ict, 
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so that national identity becomes fused with religious identity.”30 Th e case 
of Crimea, discussed by Jobst, is perhaps one of the most striking. Th e ab-
sorption of the Crimea into the Russian collective memory was not only a 
result of organic colonization but a much more complex and multifaceted 
process of unifi cation. It was accompanied by the ideology of the sacral-
ized and nationalized empire that actively grew on the basis of the bulwark 
myth and the topos of the Crimea as the cradle of Russian civilization.

One case study in this volume looks at an opposite development: the 
way the antemurale rhetoric was secularized in the twentieth century. As 
demonstrated by Gasimov, the role of religion in the development of the 
idea of the Turkish wall was just secondary. Both the exiled intellectuals 
and their Turkish counterparts were able to combine laicism with Turkish 
nationalism by developing the idea of an anti-Communist bulwark. In this 
way, the Turkish rampart nation diff ered from most European projects on 
antemurale, demonstrating parallels with the contemporary Soviet model.

In public perception, bulwark myths are often mixed with other polit-
ical myths like that of the “Golden Age” (glorious past) or of common or-
igin.31 In the taxonomy of political myths provided by George Schöpfl in, 
antemurale myths are placed in the category of redemption and suff ering. 
Th ey could also be situated among the myths of territory, civilizing mis-
sion, or national character. Th e third option contains some contradictions: 
the antemurale myth postulates the inclusion of a single ethnic group into 
a broader community that is presumably more culturally developed.32 By 
narrating a heroic achievement of the border community, this myth also 
claims this community to be an equal part of the core community, which in 
turn brings it into contradiction with the myth of national character, also 
quite popular among the borderland communities. Th e topos of a civiliz-
ing mission inherent in bulwark myths suggests a possible resolution to 
this dilemma. On the one hand, the bulwark myth narrates how the given 
borderland society defends itself and the core communities. On the other 
hand, it claims a mission of bringing the communities living on the other 
side of the “bulwark” the advantages and privileges of a presumably higher 
and culturally more developed civilization.

In this way, the notion of a civilizing mission, having been a constitutive 
part of imperial and colonial discourses since the second half of the nine-
teenth century, also contributes to the popularization of bulwark myths. 
Yet, several other aspects of its use are important here. Th e general defi ni-
tion of the civilizing mission refers to the conviction that one’s own society 
has the right and the duty to intervene in less developed societies in order 
to promote more progress there.33 Four basic components are inherent to 
such a defi nition: the idea of progress, the idea of the superiority of one’s 
own society, the notion that the civilizing society is able to reach the highest 
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level of civilization, and, fi nally, the conviction that progress in other soci-
eties can be accelerated through intervention.34 Th is secular defi nition of a 
civilizing mission, however, is deeply rooted in the old concept of Christian 
mission, which did not disappear with the rise of modernity. As the studies 
of bulwark myths reveal, the general idea of progress and civilization is of-
ten enriched here by messianic overtones and the notion of moral progress 
(as, for instance, demonstrated in Seegel’s study of the 1883 Polish map). It 
is associated with Divine Providence and religious conversions.35

Another consistent feature of bulwark myths is the constant reference 
to common places of memory. Our book provides a variety of examples of 
East European antemurale places of memory. Th ese include historical per-
sonalities (e.g., the Polish King Jan III Sobieski in Hein-Kircher’s study) and 
events (e.g., the “Miracle on the Vistula” and the “Red Terror” in Srodecki’s 
chapter) and sacral places (e.g., Pochaiv Holy Dormition Lavra and Crimea) 
and artifacts (Vasnietsov’s “Warriors” and Butsmaniuk’s frescoes in west-
ern Ukrainian Zhovkva).

Th ese are symbols that serve as building blocks of political myths, in-
cluding the bulwark ones. As formulated by George Schöfplin, “Reference 
to symbols could be quite suffi  cient to recall the myth for members of the 
community without needing to return to the ritual.”36

Generally, cultures of memory consist of various historically and cultur-
ally variable practices and concepts. Th ey (re)produce a certain image of 
the past in the collective memory and transform it into the present. More-
over, they produce suggestive interpretive patterns and imagined traditions 
that are used as a message for the respective society. In this way, the culture 
of memory is potently charged with political myths.37

In sum, bulwark myths are an interpretation of the historic achieve-
ments of a society and its territorial shape. At the same time, they not only 
claim a territory but also defi ne the society’s relation to its territory. Bul-
wark myths quite paradigmatically demonstrate the interrelation between 
identity formation and territorial claims. Th ey also provide legitimacy to 
the “borders in the mind.”38 As a result, one can fi nd bulwark myths where 
it is necessary to strengthen identity and culture, to defi ne a society in de-
marcating it from Others and to imagine a territory.39

Bulwark Myths in Modern Eastern Europe

Th ese narrative strategies are often to be found in East European history, 
and they contribute to the imagination of Eastern Europe in a specifi c way. 
As discussed in Weiand’s chapter, the concept of  antemurale christianitatis 
emerged in the high Middle Ages against the background of the Mongol 
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raids and reached its peak between the late fi fteenth and seventeenth cen-
turies, particularly during the anti-Ottoman wars.40 Th e notion of being a 
bulwark against the Muslim threat was widespread in early modern Cro-
atia, Hungary, and Venice; the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth; and the 
lands of the Habsburg monarchy.41

From the very beginning, the (self-)defi nition of antemurale was mostly 
limited to the Catholic lands. Territories dominated by the Eastern Rite 
believers—such as Serbia, Muscovy, Rhodes, and Crete—were granted this 
title by the Holy See only with certain reservations. Although typical for 
the Christian-Islamic border, antemurale myths can also be found in the 
regions where diff erent Christian faiths meet. Here, the extrapolation “civ-
ilization/barbarism” is often enriched with thoughts about the “true faith.” 
In this way, the antemurale myth is used as a source of legitimation for dif-
ferent kinds of missionary activities (religious, political, and cultural), per-
haps with the only exception being the Transylvanian case Ciprian Ghisa 
(Cluj) discusses in this volume.

Th e antemurale rhetoric is by no means a prerogative of East European 
elites and media. However, antemurale myths acquired particular rel-
evance and meaning in East European frontier zones. By frontier zones, 
we mean the territories that are situated along the southern, southwest-
ern, and western borders of the former  Russian Empire, encompassing the 
lands of modern-day Ukraine and the Black Sea region. Th ese lands have 
been contested since antiquity, and they have contributed to the growth 
of the Byzantine, Ottoman, Habsburg, and Russian empires as multieth-
nic and multifaith communities. For some, these territories, with regard 
to their historical legacies, fi t the category of the so-called mesoregions,42 
or even “borderland-type civilizations” (e.g., the Black Sea region, the so-
called East European borderland including Belarus and Moldova),43 or, 
more traditionally,  East Central Europe, otherwise defi ned as  New Central 
Europe.44

It is remarkable, though, that many of these regional attempts to recon-
sider European geography within the so-called spatial turn combine the 
positively charged borderland’s “pluralistic image” with the narratives of 
“victimization” and “resistance.” Th e concept of the “frontier civilization” 
as a precondition of the democratic development in post–Cold War Eu-
rope also found its promoters.45 Clearly, such methodological approaches 
“are neither harmful nor innocent. Imagined spaces on mental maps can be 
ascribed not only as ‘spaces of perception,’ but also as ‘spaces of action.’”46

Although we are aware of the shortcomings of regionalization in mod-
ern historical writing,47 we defi ne the geographical focus of our volume as 
mesoregional. Our book deals mostly with the lands of modern Ukraine 
and its neighbors (Polish, Hungarian, Romanian, Russian, Habsburg, and 
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Ottoman lands) in the age of nationalism. Th is includes border regions as 
well as some of the so-called core imperial areas (e.g., Russian in Norris’s 
and Kolstø’s chapters and Ottoman/Turkish in Gasimov’s text). Th e me-
soregional approach permits looking “at de-territorialized yet not timeless 
units of analysis by way of intra-regional and inter-regional comparison 
in order to identify clusters of longue durée-like structural markers.”48 We 
are also fully aware of terminological intricacies in this sense (Ukraine and 
its many neighbors did not have sovereignty in this period and, thus, had 
no clearly defi ned state borders). Still, it is on the one hand fruitful to start 
from the classical view of antemurale rhetoric as the prerogative of Catho-
lic countries. On the other hand, our approach allows us to introduce var-
ious multiconfessional and multiethnic perspectives on the whole region 
beyond the narrow scope of specifi c national discourses.

Recent historiography emphasizes that “mesoregion” is an analytical cat-
egory, not an ontological one. As Diana Mishkova and Balázs Trencsényi 
argue in their latest book, “Regions thus do not emerge as objectifi ed and 
disjointed units functioning as quasi-national entities with fi xed bound-
aries and clear-cut lines between insiders and outsiders, but rather as 
fl exible and historically changing frameworks for interpreting certain 
phenomena.”49

We assume that Eastern Europe as a mesoregion could be described 
in terms of multilayered, complex interactions of the steppe, of Rus, Pol-
ish, Habsburg, Russian, Ottoman imperial, and Soviet traditions.50 We are 
aware that—with reference to long and intensive research debates—some 
of our authors (e.g., Seegel and Srodecki) could not follow the geographical 
term “Eastern Europe” and defi ne these territories more concretely as East 
Central Europe, which includes German territories, or Central Europe, 
which also encompasses Austrian lands.

Whether called Eastern, Central, or East Central Europe, these were 
the lands of “several nested geographies,”51 at the same time being “a con-
tact zone possessing a quite diff erentiated spectrum of social and cultural 
phenomena.”52 Mary Louise Pratt defi nes contact zones as social arenas in 
which cultures “meet, clash, and grapple with each other within spaces of 
asymmetrical power relations.”53 Th ese territories could otherwise be called 
a communication region that is characterized by dense internal interaction 
and multiple cultural practices and experiences.54

Th e logic of the antemurale functioned on both sides there. For the local 
population, living on a front line required both cooperation and confronta-
tion with close neighbors. In the case of danger, bulwark rhetoric was often 
in use, while the logic of cooperation across the border emerged in peaceful 
times. Th is region was seen both as a bulwark and as a bridge. Border con-
fl icts gave rise to the formation of  semi-independent military units, such 
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as the Ukrainian Cossacks, who were often portrayed as frontiersmen de-
fending the Orthodox faith, the Ukrainian nation, or the Russian Empire.55 
Th e boundary between Christian and Islamic cultures, which is rooted in 
history, also infl uenced various interdependent debates about civilization, 
barbarism, religious missions, and self-identifi cation with the role of a 
“chosen people” (e.g., as defenders of faith or culture) in the region.56

Since the nineteenth century, the mythic narrative of bulwarks has un-
dergone considerable change due to the rise of nationalism and the transfor-
mations of political borders. Antemurale myths have therefore experienced 
a revival as modern rampart nations were born. Recent statements by East 
European politicians and journalists, as analyzed in Kolstø’s chapter and 
Srodecki’s concluding remarks on the legacies of the antemurale rhetorics 
at the end of the book, show that ancient topoi of a chosen people and the 
civilization/barbarism divide remain intact today. Since the beginning of 
the twentieth century, anti-Islamic rhetoric has sometimes been replaced 
by a sharp anti-Russian/Soviet vocabulary. 

Th is is aptly demonstrated in several case studies in this volume, par-
ticularly in those of Kolstø, Gasimov, and Srodecki. Political myths of 
antemurale, due to their semantic fl exibility, are essential elements of na-
tional ideologies. A certain chain eff ect has been crucial in this respect. 
Despite the obvious “dividing function” of bulwark myths, many national 
traditions in the region have been determined in their modern (i.e., mainly 
nineteenth-century) development by the inclusion of mirroring images of 
the enemy from the other side of the border. Since the nationally motivated 
and accelerated enhancement of bulwark narratives in the nineteenth cen-
tury, they have become an important source of legitimation for the ideol-
ogies of nation-states and empires in the region. Consequently, they are 
deeply engraved in today’s national consciousness.

One focus of our book rests upon the longue durée processes in na-
tional consciousness from the end of the eighteenth century until World 
War II. In the historical literature, this period has been given the name of 
“the age of nationalism.” It is generally supposed that this time witnessed 
the rise of nationalism, which became a generally recognized sentiment 
molding public and private life. However, such a universal defi nition is 
questionable. In the abovementioned region, the expression of national-
ism had diff erent forms. Some scholars defi ne an “Eastern type of nation-
alism” as ethnic, as opposed to “Western nationalism,” which they say was 
a civic one. Hans Kohn, who coined this typology around World War II, 
described ethnic nationalism as inherently backward, while civic (polit-
ical) nationalism was allegedly progressive.57 Th e critique of such asser-
tions concerned mostly the equation of nation and state, which in some 
East European cases is rather problematic. Th e often postulated equation 
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of	nation	and	modernity	also	does	not	seem	to	work	in	Eastern	European	
contexts	in	the	“long”	nineteenth	century.58

However,	the	most	critical	point	deals	with	the	dichotomy	between	na-
tion-state	and	empire.	For	decades,	historians	have	seen	empires,	in	con-
trast	to	nation-states,	in	the,	“tradition	of	negativity,	which	perceived	social	
reality	through	a	framework	defined	by	the	characteristics	of	the	modern	
world	of	nation-states	and	its	historicity.	Empire	within	this	old	trend	has	
been	 defined	 as	 the	 opposite	 and	 the	 subordinate:	 a	 historical	 archaism	
before	the	advent	of	the	age	of	nationalism.”59

instead,	we	opt	 for	 a	more	balanced	 solution:	one	 should	not	 sharply	
oppose	 the	 nationalization	 of	 empires	 to	 the	 formation	 of	 nation-states	
during	the	long	nineteenth	century.60	Both	processes	took	place	in	the	re-
gion;	 both	 were	 legitimized	 by	 bulwark	 myths.	 The	 examples	 discussed	
by	Kravchenko	and	by	Ghisa	 in	this	book	demonstrate	this	statement	ex 
negativo.	Kravchenko	and	Ghisa	raise	the	issue	of	historical	contexts	that	
prevent	the	spread	of	bulwark	rhetoric.	in	Kravchenko’s	article,	these	were	
territorial	divisions	that	prevented	the	formation	of	antemurale	mythology.	

Early	nineteenth-century	ukrainian	territories	were	often	perceived	as	
“lands-in-between”	 suffering	 from	 “fatal	 geography.”	 Because	 Ghisa	 de-	
scribes	a	rather	peaceful	coexistence	in	eighteenth-	and	early	nineteenth-	
century	transylvania,	one	can	presume	that	this	particular	situation	was	
also	the	reason	for	the	absence	of	the	antemurale	rhetoric.	A	“confessional	
security”	could	 indeed	prevent	 the	 feeling	of	 threat	and	 in	 this	way	hin-
der	the	dissemination	of	bulwark	rhetoric	in	confessional	polemics.	For	the	
Greek	catholic	elites	 in	transylvania,	 the	only	apparent	danger	was	that	
coming	from	inside,	as	the	orthodox	threat.	Although	the	rhetoric	of	be-
longing	to	the	greater	and	more	civilized	roman	catholic	community	was	
quite	popular	at	the	time,	bulwark	mythology	did	not	find	fertile	ground	
in	transylvania.	From	these	counterexamples,	we	can	assume	that	a	threat	
scenario	from	outside	is	one	of	the	absolute	prerequisites	for	the	formation	
and	popularization	of	bulwark	myths.

The	second	focus	of	our	book	is	on	a	synchronic	perspective,	allowing	
the	 tracing	of	 reciprocal	 transfers	and	multisided	national	and	 intercon-
fessional	ideological	competition	and	the	intertwining	of	mythical	narra-
tives.	The	emphasis	on	transfers	and	the	media	of	myth	making	allows	us	
to	apply	the	approach	of	transnational	history	to	our	subject.	one	of	our	
key	arguments	is	that,	since	the	late	Middle	Ages,	the	main	agents	of	an­
temurale	 mythology’s	 dissemination	 in	 Eastern	 Europe	 have	 been	 trans-
national	 actors.	 This	 is	 apparent	 in	 the	 studies	 of	 Weiand,	 Gasimov,	 and	
Seegel:	whether	in	the	case	of	renaissance	theologians,	historians	and	dip-
lomats,	or	modern	émigré	politicians	and	cartographers,	these	were	all	the	
stories	of	transnational	lives,	contacts,	and	careers.	our	book	is	the	history	
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of transfers and borrowings that demonstrate how antemurale rhetoric, 
colored with the stains of separation and delineation, has always been pop-
ularized by transnational actors.

In this book, we have scrutinized the peculiarities of antemurale rheto-
ric’s application to various national and imperial ideologies and the respec-
tive processes of “mental mapping” in the region. We thus decided to focus 
on two important aspects: the abovementioned role of antemurale mythol-
ogy in the (de-)sacralization and nationalization of borderland regions and 
the major forms, media, and actors of antemurale discourses. Our volume 
is hence organized in four parts: Background (Part I), (De-)Sacralizing and 
Nationalizing Borderlands (Part II), Promoting Antemurale Discourses 
(Part III), and Refl ections on the Bulwark Myths Today (Part IV).

After an introduction by Berezhnaya and Hein-Kircher and a historical 
reframing presented by Weiand in Part I, all chapters of Part II deal with 
the (de-)sacralization and nationalization of the Eastern European border-
lands. As explained above, Ghisa’s chapter provides a counterexample and 
demonstrates that the denominational Othering functioned only within the 
ethnic community and not outside of it. As he discusses the early stage, it 
seems that this process embossed the further development of the national 
movement of the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Hein-Kircher 
explains then, that due to the negative image of the Ruthenians/Ukraini-
ans, the Polish antemurale topos picked up the denominational diff erences 
between these groups and lead fi nally to a legitimization of the national 
confl ict within the city of Lviv and Galicia and to a de-sacralization of the 
antemurale topos. 

In the next chapter, Heyde explains the inner-Jewish discussions on 
excluding or integrating the Jews mainly in postemancipational times in 
Galicia. One important fi nding is, like that of Ghisa, that innergroup con-
fl icts using religious arguments also lead to the erection of inner walls. Th e 
same phenomenon is discussed in Berezhnaya’s chapter, which demon-
strates that through religious antemurale argumentations, nationalizing 
processes lead to national diff erentiations. Gasimov’s chapter concludes 
the section by showing through the Turkish case—the imagination of an 
anti-communist and anti-Russian bulwark—that antemurale rhetoric does 
not necessarily lead to the sacralization of the nation. (De-)sacralization 
and nationalization of the Eastern European borders are hence highly en-
tangled, possessing legitimizing and coherence-giving functions.

Part III is consecutively dedicated to the promotion of these discourses. 
At fi rst, Kravchenko discusses why the antemurale myth had not developed 
in Ukraine during the fi rst half of the nineteenth century. He concludes 
that, because of the late nation-building process, the promotion of antemu-
rale thinking became possible only when the Ukrainian national movement 
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began to build its own national space at the beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury. Hofeneder and Seegel explain in their chapters how seemingly “neu-
tral” media, such as schoolbooks and maps, were used as key instruments 
for the dissemination of rampart myths and the construction of a national 
space that excluded Other ethnic and national groups. 

Th e following chapters of Srodecki and Norris discuss the longue durée 
aspects of the lives of myths. Srodecki focuses on the new anti-Bolshevik 
narrative that emerged after World War I in Hungary and Poland, while 
Norris discusses the varying perceptions of one painting that represents 
the Russian founding myth from the nineteenth century until the fi rst 
decade of the twenty-fi rst century. To sum up the fi ndings of this part, 
the promotion of antemurale myths could be carried out by diff erent me-
dia, but they have to narrate the myth’s message verbally, visually, or even 
ritually.

Th e consequences of this promotion and implementation of bulwark 
myths in contemporary Eastern European historical consciousnesses are 
analyzed in Part IV. Kolstø focuses on the boundary-making antemurale, 
emphasizing their cultural and denominational diff erences, but concludes 
that they mostly refer to power relations. Srodecki’s chapter discusses the 
emergence of today’s antemurale rhetoric. Th e contemporary bulwark 
myth is experiencing a revival and is often used to legitimize and sharpen 
political confl icts in the region. It appears to be grounded on the historical 
legacies of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries discussed in this book. 
Rampart myths have not yet lost their political impact on Eastern Euro-
pean rampart nations.

Our book demonstrates that antemurale rhetoric arises from the need of 
the border society to diff erentiate itself from a religious (confessional)/
ethnic/national/civilizational Other when faced with a real or perceived 
threat. In modern Eastern Europe numerous actors took part in the dis-
semination of antemurale mythology: political and religious leaders, intel-
lectuals, artists, cartographers, and journalists. As they crossed multiple 
state and regional borders to popularize threat scenarios, they became real 
protagonists of transnational history. In the age of nationalism, these actors 
used various media to reach an audience from schoolbook maps, newspa-
pers, and paintings to historical texts, sermons, and political manifestos.

In a way, by legitimating lines of division, antemurale propagators have 
all worked against borderland traditions of coexistence and cross-border 
cooperation. By the end of the nineteenth century, as the traditional im-
perial orders of the Romanovs, Habsburgs, Ottomans, and Hohenzollern 
gradually waned, nationalizing discourses using antemurale rhetoric be-
came dominant. Th ese communicators of antemurale rhetoric often used 
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various religious and secular sites of memory in this mesoregion for the 
popularization of antemurale mythology within the framework of nation-
alist or imperial ideologies. Because this rhetoric was an eff ective weapon 
with high mobilizing potential, it was particularly attractive for the oppos-
ing sides during World War I. By the end of the war, East European border-
lands had indeed become “bloodlands.”61

Our book is intended to provide a stimulus for further transnational 
studies of myth making in this East European mesoregion and to supply 
historical background knowledge for understanding the revival of bulwark 
mythology in contemporary Eastern Europe. It includes examples of Jewish 
and other non-Christian antemurale mythology in order to enrich schol-
arship on bulwark myths. However, our book cannot cover the whole geo-
graphical spectrum—for instance, Moldova is only touched on, while the 
Baltic lands are entirely missing from this book. Th e sample case studies 
use various methodological approaches (from art history to theology, with 
most chapters concentrated at the crossroads of political, social, and re-
ligious history) and introduce the diversity of bulwark myths, while also 
revealing their common foundations.

Nevertheless, our volume does not encompass a systematic or complete 
investigation of bulwark rhetoric in the region. Several questions remain to 
be answered: How is the use of bulwark mythology in political and religious 
ideologies to be distinguished from its abuse? Were there any diff erences 
between denominationally homogeneous areas and those that were mixed? 
Can we fi nd any specifi cally confessional aspects in bulwark mythology? 
How did the panmovement ideologies (e.g., pan-Slavism) infl uence trans-
formations in the antemurale myths? Although some questions remain to 
be answered, our book gives an overview of the way bulwark myths contrib-
uted to the “historization” of borderland communities. It also reveals how 
these myths were, and today still are, appropriated by national movements 
to demarcate themselves from other denominational and ethnic groups.
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CHAPTER 1

Th e Origins of 
Antemurale Christianitatis Myths
Remarks on the Promotion of a Political Concept

�
Kerstin Weiand

Th e metaphor of a bulwark has infl uenced the political imagination in East-
ern Europe for centuries. Literally, it constituted and maybe still constitutes 
alleged frontiers between civilization and barbarity, faith and heresy, liberty 
and despotism. It can be described as a semantic code that identifi es the 
right side in the dichotomy of Self and Other, right and wrong, good and 
bad. To look at the bulwark metaphor as a semantic code, therefore, means 
to look at the emergence of this discourse and its semantic frame, which can 
be applied to various contexts. Th is diff ers slightly from antemurale myths, 
which are primarily to be studied in respect to individual manifestations. 

Th ere is no such thing as the bulwark myth, but there is a plurality of 
myths related to specifi c contexts. Focusing on how the bulwark metaphor 
emerged as a semantic code, however, can help us to understand how in-
dividual myths were interconnected with one another by semantic adapta-
tions in interconnected spheres of communication. As a semantic code, the 
bulwark metaphor points beyond itself and has become an important part 
in the formation of collective identities and national self-consciousnesses. 
Not only did it enhance the national prestige and highlight the assumed 
own cultural, political, or religious superiority, but it also served as an ar-
gumentative reservoir for emphasizing particular demands. Of course, the 
meaning of the bulwark discourse transcends the sphere of Eastern Euro-
pean states. As an argumentative fi gure, it embraces not merely a national 
or regional but a truly European dimension. It can therefore be character-
ized as a national discourse and myth but also, as was recently suggested by 
Anne Cornelia Kenneweg, as a European  lieu de mémoire.1

Kenneweg depicts the antemurale myth as a genuine national discourse 
that created a certain understanding of Europe.2 Th is view coincides with 
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the majority of antemurale historians arguing that the bulwark metaphor in 
Europe was largely furthered by Hungarian or Polish diplomats and intel-
lectuals.3 In this chapter, I suggest a reverse interpretation of the antemu-
rale myth and its European dimension by stressing that the antemurale 
discourse was as much a European discourse as it was a deep infl uence on 
the development of premodern national identities in Eastern Europe, espe-
cially in Hungary and Poland. 

Accordingly, the object of this chapter is twofold. In the fi rst part, it will 
analyze the roots of this discourse in Europe: How was the bulwark met-
aphor implemented in European discourses? How did it become part of a 
shared European memory? In short, it attempts to trace the origin of an-
temurale as a semantic code back to fi fteenth-century Catholic Europe by 
highlighting specifi c speaking situations and their context as well as their 
reception and long-term impact, because in that age the incentives were 
raised to promote antemurale as a political concept. Th is process itself 
reverberated in Eastern Europe and especially in the Catholic kingdoms 
of Poland and Hungary, where this concept became a “guidepost of po-
litical thought.”4 Here, the antemurale topos remained of utmost political 
importance until the twentieth century and even beyond.5 Accordingly, in 
the second part, this chapter will provide an outlook on how the bulwark 
metaphor was received in Poland and Hungary and how it infl uenced the 
emerging of a premodern national identity in these countries.6 Th e focus of 
this study, therefore, is on Catholic Europe, leaving aside Orthodox territo-
ries where the antemurale topos developed its own dynamics.

Th e Emergence of a European Discourse

Th e bulwark metaphor was in use well before the fi fteenth century. How-
ever, in the second half of the fi fteenth century, this metaphor gained a 
distinctive connotation.7 Th e bulwark myth was closely linked to a set of 
metaphors that became topical. Next to antemurale christianitatis, the 
term propugnaculum (rampart) belonged to the myth, as did the terms 
scutum, clipeus, and murus christianitatis—the shield, or wall, of Chris-
tianity.8 It has been correctly pointed out that these terms were in use 
well before the fi fteenth century, that they were already being applied in 
diplomatic texts concerning the Mongol invasion in the fi rst half of the 
thirteenth century9 and in the Spanish  Reconquista, the fi ght against the 
Muslims in Spain.10 

However, reading the sources closely suggests that the early quotations 
did not represent a common concept or political idea. Th e terms were used 
in a rather  ad hoc and unsystematic fashion. In Augustin Th einer’s (1804–
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1874) monumental source edition of Vatican documents concerning Po-
land and Hungary, the terms antemurale and propugnaculum can hardly 
be found at all before the mid-fi fteenth century. In a letter written in 1414, 
Pope Gregory XII (1335–1417) calls on Emperor Sigismund (1368–1437) 
as  scutum fi dei; however, he did not refer to external dangers to the Chris-
tian faith but to inner-Christian confl icts.11 

Th e metaphor propugnaculum could even be applied in a negative way. 
Th e enemies of the faith, for example, could be named as the ones who were 
building a bulwark against truth and religion, as when in 1246 Pope Inno-
cence IV (1195–1254) advised Bela IV (1206–1270) of Hungary: “Princes 
must with virtue and power tame the heads of those who are proud against 
God and who erect an erroneous rampart against the Holy Roman Church 
on the subversion of the Christian faith.”12 As a political argument, its use 
was limited mainly to the Teutonic Order’s description of itself.13 Appar-
ently, the meaning and use of bulwark metaphors were still open to vari-
ous interpretations. From the middle of the fi fteenth century onward, this 
rather unspecifi c, random use changed into what can be described as a 
shared European discourse describing the idea of a common Christian Eu-
rope defended against an infi del, heretical, or pagan aggressor from the 
outside.14 In the following paragraphs, I will draw attention to some aspects 
within this multifaceted process by highlighting the political and institu-
tional context, the infl uence of individual agents, and the role of rhetoric 
and media distribution.

Th e Political and Institutional Context

Th e political and cultural context of the mid-fi fteenth century provided an 
important framework for the rise of the antemurale metaphor as a seman-
tic code for a frontier between Christianity and Islam. Th is development 
was based on the debates following the capture of Constantinople by the 
Ottoman army under Mehmed II (1432–1481) on 29 May 1453.

From a strategic point of view, the capture of Constantinople was a re-
alignment of the Ottoman boundaries with no direct power-related im-
plications.15 Th e  Byzantine Empire had long been without major political 
signifi cance. In fact, Christian forces had contributed decisively to its de-
cline. After being seized and plundered by French and Venetian crusaders 
in 1204, Byzantium lost its status as an independent power in the East for 
decades, never totally recovering its strength.16 Due to the weakening of 
the Byzantine Empire, the Ottomans captured the majority of the Empire’s 
former territory by the end of the fourteenth century and rendered the 
emperor himself tributary to the sultan.17 
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Th e capital Constantinople remained an island surrounded by spheres 
of Ottoman infl uence. After the defeat of an allied Christian army in the 
Battle of Nicopolis in 1396, it was merely a question of time until Con-
stantinople surrendered to the Ottoman forces. Due to the Mongol inva-
sion under Timur (1336–1405) and his victory over the Ottoman forces in 
1402, further expansions of the Ottomans in Europe were postponed and 
resumed under the young sultan Mehmed II in 1451. Although the exis-
tential threat was obvious, few eff orts were taken to assist Constantinople. 
After the defeat of a Christian army at Varna in 1444, in which the king of 
Hungary and Poland, Władysław III (1424–1444), was killed, no effi  cient 
alliances against the Ottomans were formed. Th e hostilities and rivalries 
between the Byzantine Empire and European powers as well as the antago-
nism between the Orthodox and the Catholic Church remained dominant. 
Th e attempt to reunite the two Churches in the Union of Florence in 1439 
failed due to the excessive demands of the Catholic side.18

Notwithstanding the obvious shortcomings in the organization of an ef-
fective alliance to assist the Byzantine Empire, news of the city being seized 
caused a shock in European countries, in the political elite as well as in the 
broader population.19 More important than the strategic aspect of Con-
stantinople was its cultural meaning as a common symbol of Christianity 
and its ancient heritage. Th e fall of the “second Rome” caused a common 
fear in Christianity and even aff ected those territories that were not partic-
ularly threatened by the Ottoman expansion.

Th e perception of an existential crisis among elites as well as common 
people infl uenced the political sphere. It led to intensifi ed political commu-
nication and to a revaluation of common ideological patterns. Th e moment 
of this major political crisis formed the breeding ground for developing 
new patterns of meaning. Th e months following the capture of Constan-
tinople saw an enormous increase in diplomatic correspondence and an 
intensifi cation of diplomatic missions. In the center of these eff orts to form 
alliances against the Ottoman expansion stood the Pope and the  Roman 
Curia.20 After the  Patriarch of Constantinople fell into the hands of the in-
fi dels, Rome confi rmed its claim to the single leadership in the Christian 
world. Papal legates were sent to various European courts, focusing, how-
ever, on the courts of the king of Hungary and the  Holy Roman Emperor, 
who were supposed to play key roles in the defense against the Turks.

One of the results was the quest for multilateral communication plat-
forms to form an alliance of European princes. In this context, three Diets 
of the Holy Roman Empire were conscribed, which were held in very quick 
succession in Regensburg, Frankfurt, and Wiener Neustadt in 1454 and 
1455. Th ree Imperial Diets were held within one and a half years. Th e ef-
fort it took organizers and attendants to hold these huge assemblies pro-
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vides insight into the contemporaries’ perception of an existential crisis. 
Th e agenda consisted in forming an anti-Ottoman alliance and raising an 
imperial army.21 However, the Imperial Diets did not function merely as a 
representation of the estates. Besides the estates of the Holy Roman Em-
pire, numerous other European princes and sovereignties were summoned. 
Accordingly, the invitation list is quite impressive: Naples-Aragon, Castile, 
Portugal, France, England, Scotland, Denmark, Sweden, Norway, Poland, 
Bohemia, Hungary, Genoa, Florence, Venice, Milan, and several other Ital-
ian states and principalities.22 Even though not all of them sent a delegation, 
the character of the Imperial Diets is obvious: they were meant to provide 
a platform for exchange and encounter on a European level.

Th e Rhetoric of Antemurale

Th e main purpose of the Imperial Diets was to bring together a Catholic al-
liance to stop the Ottoman forces or, even better, drive them back and free 
Constantinople.23 Accordingly, the main aim of the Diets’ speakers was to 
stress the importance of this alliance and to illuminate the danger to Chris-
tianity. Th e list of speakers in favor of an anti-Ottoman alliance was prom-
inent. Among them were the most famous intellectuals of the time who 
excelled in both classical rhetorical knowledge and political infl uence at the 
courts of Europe.24 Enea Silvio Piccolomini, later Pope Pius II (1405–1464) 
and at that time councilor of Emperor Frederick III (1415–1493); Cardi-
nal Nicholas of Cusa (1401–1464), Prince-Bishop of Bressanone; Cardinal 
Giovanni di Castiglione († 1460), Bishop of Pavia; and the Hungarian coun-
cilor and bishop of Oradea, János Vitéz (1408–1472) were among them, 
to name only the most infl uential advocates.25 Due to these speakers, the 
Diets were a show of great oratorical skills.26

Th e content of the speeches proved to be very similar. Th e speakers con-
centrated on the imminent threat to Hungary that, they declared, was just 
about to fall under Ottoman rule without the assistance of other European 
powers. Th ey also urged the German princes in the name of the Pope and 
the emperor or—in the case of János Vitéz—in the name of the Hungarian 
king to take up arms and aid Hungary in its fi ght against the Turks. Th eir 
speeches diff ered, however, when it came to their semantic structure. For 
example, Giovanni di Castiglione asked his audience to “Th ink of the Hun-
garian Kingdom, of whose praise I cannot speak enough, which threw itself 
so often against so many calamities and dangers for the defense of the con-
dition of Christianity. Its power, its uprightness, its battles, its overthrows 
meant peace for the rest of the world.”27 In a speech authored by Hungarian 
councilor Vitéz, the condition of Hungary is described even more dramat-
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ically28: “By objecting its own fl anks, the remaining bodies and hearts of 
Christianity were secured. Th is concern and care to protect the faith and 
the faithful was left to my King by a hereditary law from his ancestors.”29

Even though Giovanni di Castiglione and János Vitéz described the 
role of Hungary as defending Christianity against a non-Christian en-
emy, they did not apply any kind of bulwark rhetoric.30 Th at leads to the 
conclusion that in 1454, when these speeches were performed, the met-
aphor of the bulwark as a political concept or semantic code had not yet 
fully developed. Th e speakers did not refer to the bulwark metaphor as a 
means to sum up their description of the role and function of Christian 
border states against Islam. Even though the terms may have been used 
before, they were not yet part of a common and shared imagination. Th is 
can be affi  rmed by the letters of John Hunyadi (1406–1456), the regent in 
Hungary.31 In his letters, which played a crucial role in the consultation in 
Wiener Neustadt, Hunyadi reported the unstable situation concerning the 
defense of Hungary against the Turks and demanded military assistance 
from the emperor. Like Vitéz, he referred to the crucial role of Hungary 
without applying any kind of bulwark semantics: “Th e Turks are plotting 
to invade the Kingdom of Hungary and from there to obtain further Chris-
tianity.”32 As it appears, even though Hungary is described as a frontier 
state, the bulwark metaphor was not yet a compulsive part of Hungarian 
self-presentation.

In contrast to his fellow speakers, Enea Silvio Piccolomini, the emperor’s 
councilor and one of the most eminent orators of his age, systematically 
drafted the bulwark-related metaphors as a rhetorical device for describing 
the situation and role of Hungary as a border state.

More and more the virus creeps in. Th e Hungarians have been the shield of 

our faith, the wall of our religion. . . . If Hungary is defeated or by force joined 

with the Turks, neither Germany nor Italy will be safe and the river Rhine will 

not render the French secure enough.33

Apparently, Piccolomini’s use of the bulwark metaphor is not incidental.34 
While it is lacking in all other speeches, Piccolomini not only refers to it 
constantly but also attributes it to the other speeches. János Vitéz did not 
use the bulwark metaphor himself, but Piccolomini refers to the Hungarian 
councilor’s speech by using his own threefold formula of murus, antemu-
rale, and clipeus35:

Hungary is our shield as well as the wall and strongest rampart of our reli-

gion. If we do not protect this province, neither Italy nor Germany will be 

at peace. Neither will the river Rhine be able to protect France, nor will the 

Pyrenean Mountains be able to protect Spain.36
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By referring to Germany, Italy, France, and Spain, Piccolomini shifts the 
view from a geographically defi ned level to a European level, thereby ad-
dressing all major European powers. However, the bulwark metaphor in 
Piccolomini’s speeches was not only a rhetoric pattern but also an inte-
gral part of a larger argument concerning his concept of Europe. As such it 
aimed at a self-description of Europe rather than an ascription to Hungary. 
In the most famous of his Diet speeches, the “Constantinopolitana clades,” 
performed on 15 October 1454 in Frankfurt, he combined the concept of 
Christianity and Europe in a programmatic way37:

And, if we want to confess the truth, in many centuries before, Christian so-

ciety had not suff ered a greater disgrace. In former times, we were wounded 

in Asia or Africa, which means in foreign territories; but now, we are deeply 

distressed and forced to give way in Europe, which is our native land, in our 

very own house, in our home.38

Th e concept of Catholic Europe formed the nucleus of an intensifi ed 
rhetoric of and an appeal to an asserted collective identity.39 Geopolitical 
imagination as expressed in mythical or historical narratives helped defi ne 
coherent spaces and create collective identities.40 Th e emergence of collec-
tive identities is accompanied and provided by the drawing of mental bor-
ders.41 In this sense, the bulwark metaphor was crucial: it underlined the 
impression of a beleaguered isle, of inner peace and outer war.42 Th is proved 
to be important, as Piccolomini’s Europe was largely defi ned by what was 
on the other side of this bulwark. Th e common rejection of the Ottoman 
enemy united Europe, according to the defi nition of Piccolomini, Europe 
thus being defi ned ex negativo by its Muslim counterpart. However, that 
was not always the case. In the fi fteenth century, various opinions existed 
of how to classify the Ottoman Empire. Several theologians compared the 
Muslim religion with Christian heresy. 

Th e name “Turks” was etymologically derived from  Teucri, the citizens 
of the mythic city of Troy. According to a common opinion in fi fteenth-
century Europe, the Turks were identifi ed with the Trojans of the Iliad 
and, therefore, within the common cultural heritage: many dynasties and 
nations, most importantly Rome itself, traced their origin back to Trojan 
fugitives. Piccolomini rejected this interpretation stridently, emphasizing 
the historical and cultural diff erences of the Turks43: “Not Asians by origin 
are the Turks, who they call Teucer, from whom the Romans derive . . . : the 
tribe of the Scythians came from the middle of Barbarian territory, an im-
pure and disgraceful people that fornicates in every possible form of sexual 
intercourse.”44 Piccolomini further illustrates the fundamental diff erence of 
Ottomans and Europeans in his account of the capture of Constantinople. 
Th is account has become part of the European memory.45
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Piccolomini employs three diff erent categories structuring the Other-
ness of the Turks: (1) humanity, (2) religion, and (3) culture and learning.46 
First is humanity, that is, the inhumanity of the Turks as demonstrated by 
their cruelty against captured citizens:

At that I shudder, that I loathe, that I detest: after the city was captured, the 

arms were laid down, the citizens were shackled, there was a severe ravage. 

Children were murdered in front of their parents, noblemen slaughtered like 

sacrifi cial animals, priests butchered, monks torn to pieces, nuns defi led, 

mothers and  daughters-in-law ridiculed. Oh you miserable face of the city! 

Oh you unfortunate people! Oh you accursed Mohammed! Who can keep 

back tears while reporting things like these?47

Second is the Christian religion, that is, the impiety of the Turks as seen in 
their cruelty toward churches and saints:

Our God’s temples were delivered to their false prophet, the holy altars torn 

down, the bones of the martyrs and other saints who already reign with 

Christ fed to pigs or dogs. Statues were broken, pictures destroyed; and not 

even the image of the Mother of God, the Queen of Heaven, the glorious 

Virgin Mary was spared. Even the image of the crucifi ed Christ was with 

much noise and even more derision taken to the camp, while drums and 

pipes preceded. For fun, it was pulled all over the place, spit on, polluted with 

excrements. Oh what an inexpiable sin! Oh what a disgrace of the Christian 

people! Oh what an eternal dishonor of our name!48

Th ird is their ancient culture and education, that is, the illiterateness of the 
Turks as shown by their mistreatment of ancient texts: “He [the Turk] eats 
the fl esh of horses, wisents and vultures, he serves his lust, he breaks down 
to his cruelty, he hates literature, he attacks science. I do not know who is 
able to suffi  ciently express his sorrow that learned and eloquent Greece fell 
into his hands.”49 To make sure his audience kept track of his argument, 
Piccolomini summarized the fundamental diff erences in education, law, 
humanity, and religion: “Do we doubt the justice of a war against these hu-
man monsters who do not care for any education, who do not observe any 
contracts, who thirst for our blood, who cannot get enough of slaughter, 
who pollute and banish all rites for our God?”50

In contrast to this image of “human monsters,” Piccolomini drafts the 
picture of a common European identity above all existing confl icts. Picco-
lomini is sometimes seen as the father of a concept of Europe as a secular 
community of sovereign states.51 Th is interpretation ignores the Christian 
framework of Piccolomini’s concept: religion remained an integral and 
indispensable part of his concept of Europe. He referred to faith as the 
unifying element in various ways: Europe as christiana societas,52 christi-
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ana communitas,53 christiana gens,54 christianus populus,55 and respublica 
christiana nostra.56 In this context, the bulwark metaphor appeals to Eu-
rope as a defensive alliance and community of solidarity in a highly reli-
gious interpretation. Th e bulwark metaphor accompanied and emphasized 
Piccolomini’s idea of Europe. It can be characterized as a metaphor of ter-
ritorial as well as cultural and religious integration. Piccolomini put much 
eff ort into repeating his concept of Europe over and over again, thereby 
standardizing it in terms of semantics.57 In this regard, Europe and the bul-
wark metaphor were concepts of persuasion constructing an identity and a 
common interest beyond political rivalries and confl icts.

Th is idea of Europe set the stage for bringing up and emphasizing the 
bulwark metaphor in the context of the Imperial Diets in the mid-fi fteenth 
century. Piccolomini’s use of the bulwark metaphor diff ered from previous 
use. By incorporating it into a greater ideological context, he loaded it with 
meaning, while he used it as a catchword by constantly repeating it.

Antemurale Christianitatis as a Career Enhancement

At this point, it is worth taking a closer look at the protagonist who empha-
sized the concept of the bulwark and the idea of a culturally and religiously 
united Europe, a Europe threatened from the outside by non-Christian ag-
gressors. In 1454, Enea Silvio Piccolomini, who later ascended to the Ca-
thedra Petri as Pope Pius II, was already looking back on a quite colorful 
political career.58 Th e son of an impoverished aristocratic family of Siena, 
he became one of the most famous humanists by the middle of the century. 
He played a major role in the Council of Basel (1431–1449) and afterward 
had a career as a diplomat and councilor at the court of Emperor Frederick 
III. While still working for the emperor, he was appointed papal secretary 
and, fi nally, bishop of his hometown, Siena. When organizing the Imperial 
Diets of Regensburg, Frankfurt, and Wiener Neustadt, therefore, Piccolo-
mini acted as a representative of both of the two universal powers in Eu-
rope, the emperor and the Pope.

Th e promotion of his concept of Europe and a European crusade has to 
be viewed in the light of his own career enhancement. In 1454, few people 
would have foreseen that Piccolomini was going to become head of the 
Church four years later. His  curriculum vitae was somewhat crooked. Not 
only was he well known for his dubious lifestyle and famous as author of 
erotic bestsellers, but more importantly, by starting his career at the Coun-
cil of Basel, he had backed the wrong horse. 

In Basel, Piccolomini had become one of the leading fi gures of the coun-
cil that questioned the Pope’s status in the Church. He had even played an 
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important role in the attempted deposition of Pope Eugene IV (1383–1447) 
in 1439. He was later reconciled with the Pope, but the blemish of his past 
remained. His further career, meaning the promotion to the cardinal hat 
and maybe even to the tiara, required substantial eff ort. In this regard, Pic-
colomini’s Diet speeches against the Ottomans can be read as recommend-
ing himself. In front of a secular as well as an ecclesiastical elite, he proved 
his excellent rhetorical and humanist skills. At the same time, he presented 
himself as a defendor fi dei and as an advocate of Christianity. Th is reinven-
tion and branding of his own person distracted from his past and qualifi ed 
him for higher tasks and duties. Taking into account his election to Pope 
only three years later, this self-marketing proved to be extremely successful.

Distributing a Rhetoric Concept

As pointed out above, the Imperial Diets were important as platforms for 
political communication reaching far beyond the borders of the Holy Ro-
man Empire.59 In the case of the three Imperial Diets held after the fall 
of Constantinople, almost all European states and princes were invited to 
join the assembly. Th e  Imperial Diets, therefore, represented European po-
litical elites. Th e attendants were multipliers and ensured the dissemina-
tion of Piccolomini’s speeches.60 Piccolomini himself later described in his 
Commentarii that many attendants copied his speeches afterward.61 Ow-
ing to their self-marketing character, Piccolomini himself was interested in 
spreading his speeches.62 As a recommendation and as an example of his 
rhetorical excellence, he sent them personally to key fi gures he knew, many 
of them high-ranking ecclesiastical persons.63 Piccolomini, however, was 
not alone in spreading his rhetorical agenda. Some of these key fi gures, for 
example Nicholas of Cusa (1401–1464), themselves became multipliers of 
Piccolomini’s speeches within the humanist  res publica  literaria.64

Due to this multiple dissemination politics, there can even today be 
found at least forty-fi ve manuscripts of Piccolomini’s most famous speech 
in Frankfurt, most of them written at the time of the Diet or shortly after-
ward.65 Never before were humanist speeches copied and transmitted in a 
similar number.66 Piccolomini’s words, and thereby his concept of Europe 
and the bulwark metaphor, found their way into reports and the correspon-
dence of the delegates, furthering their distribution as well as their transla-
tion into the vernacular languages all over Europe.67

In addition to Piccolomini and the attendants of the Imperial Diets, a 
technical innovation proved to be crucial for the long-time reception of 
Piccolomini’s concepts: the development of the printing press.68 Th e new 
media created a public sphere transcending personal contact or physical 
presence. Piccolomini’s speeches benefi ted from this. At a very early stage, 
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they found their way into printed publications, thereby spreading beyond 
humanist circles and personal networks.69 Th is distribution resulted in a 
European-wide circulation of Piccolomini’s speeches. Th is was not due 
only to the convincing content of his speeches: the humanist interest in 
rhetoric and style furthered the reception and imitation of Piccolomini’s 
speeches.70 As a rhetorical model, they became prototypes for orations 
against the Turks, which developed as a genre in the following years.71 

Piccolomini set the example by providing certain stereotypes—among 
them the bulwark metaphor—that were to become topical. By means of 
these orations against the Turks, they reached segments of society far 
beyond the intellectual and political elites and became part of a shared 
European knowledge and experience. As a result, the bulwark metaphor 
found its way into the vernacular languages, for instance, antemuraglia 
and baloverde in Italian, rampart in English, vorpauw and gemeier in Ger-
man, boulevert in French.72 However important Piccolomini’s role was in 
furthering the implementation of the concept of antemurale, it should be 
viewed within the broader political and cultural context. As an orator as 
well as a thinker, Piccolomini was far from isolated. Th e success and broad 
resonance of his concepts can largely be credited to the fact that they were 
generally compatible with humanist ideas.

Various structural and cultural conditions furthered their acceptance: 
First, the network of a republic of letters provided the fast dissemination 
of Piccolomini’s words and a communicative coherence. Second, the close 
connection among humanists between eruditio and offi  cium, between liter-
acy and political duty as councilors and secretaries, facilitated its implemen-
tation into political and diplomatic texts. Th ird, the emphasis on linguistic 
elegance and style caused a corresponding sensitivity to excellent phrasing. 
Th e Ottoman expansion and the siege of Constantinople was lively dis-
cussed within humanist circles, not least because of their self-conception 
as admirers of ancient literature. Dealing with the war against the Turks 
and the crusade, therefore, became a prominent theme in humanist litera-
ture.73 Th is entailed the engagement with concepts of Europe and its fron-
tier.74 However successful Piccolomini’s concept of antemurale was, he was 
not the fi rst humanist dealing with this concept: as early as 1444—prior to 
the  Battle of Varna—the Italian humanist Francesco Filelfo (1398–1481) had 
addressed King Władysław III as  Christianae Reipublicae propugnaculum.75

Th e emergence of a bulwark metaphor is linked to the political context 
after the fall of Constantinople. However, its implementation as a seman-
tic code for the frontier between civilization and barbarism, religion and 
heresy, despotism and liberty did not evolve accidentally. It was the result 
of a decisive politics of distribution, of the widespread humanist interest 
in rhetoric and crusades, and of the new medium of printing, which fur-
thered a European public sphere. What became the nucleus of the evolving 
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collective identity in Hungary, Croatia, and Poland was, in its beginning, 
closely connected to a broader concept of Europe as a religious, cultural, 
and geographical unity with a common interest in self-defense. Its distri-
bution can also be described as a successful campaign to gain the papal 
throne. Of course, Piccolomini himself stood in a broader humanist rhetor-
ical context. However, his stringent rhetorical repetitiveness and distribu-
tion channels surpassed earlier uses of this metaphor by far. As Pope Pius 
II, Piccolomini remained faithful to his rhetorical agenda.76 

In his succession, the bulwark metaphor became an integral part of the 
papal public statements and of papal diplomatic missions.77 From Leo X 
(1513–1521) to John Paul II (1978–2005), Popes and their legates used the 
bulwark metaphor as a semantic code to highlight the unity of Christian 
Europe and the leading role the Popes themselves claimed in it.78 Piccolo-
mini did not invent the bulwark metaphor, but his repetitive use of the bul-
wark metaphor alongside his concept of a religiously and culturally united 
Europe decisively contributed to the spreading of this imagery in the sec-
ond half of the fi fteenth century. Th is successful implementation was based 
on communication platforms such as the Diets of the Holy Roman Empire, 
the personal network of the res publica literaria, and the development of 
the printing press. 

Piccolomini designed his rhetoric imagery against a background of a deep 
political and cultural crisis in Western Europe after the seizure of Constan-
tinople. Th e implementation of the bulwark metaphor as a part of European 
discourses also aff ected political discourses in Eastern Europe. Even though 
the humanist concept of antemurale addressed an imaginative European res 
publica, it reverberated in regional identities. Th is is especially true for Po-
land and Hungary, where the antemurale myth played a crucial role in out-
lining a collective agenda and a sense of mission and in providing a source 
of political legitimation for centuries. Poland and Hungary can be described 
as major carriers of the antemurale myth.79 Even though the reception of 
the antemurale myth diff ered chronologically—while it was fi rmly in use in 
Hungary by the end of the fi fteenth century, the reception in Poland reached 
its height in the late sixteenth century80—it yielded similar results in both 
countries.81 Th e second part of this chapter focuses on how this discourse 
helped to form premodern national identities in Poland and Hungary.

Th e Bulwark Myth in Poland and Hungary 
(Fifteenth–Eighteenth Centuries)

Early versions of bulwark rhetoric in Eastern Europe can be traced back to 
the Middle Ages.82 Particularly in the thirteenth century, in the course of 
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the Mongol invasion, the eff orts of Poland and Hungary in resisting this 
invasion were highlighted. However, this was not used only to address for-
eign aggressors but also to characterize inner-Christian confl icts, particu-
larly the struggle between the Teutonic Order and the Kingdom of Poland.83 
Th e sources in the fi rst case, those dealing with the Mongol invasions, are 
mostly records from authors who were not Polish or Hungarian them-
selves.84 In the confl icts with the Teutonic Order, the bulwark metaphor 
was used to legitimate the hostility of the Teutonic knights against Poland 
by labeling the country as an enemy of the Christian faith against whom 
the Teutonic Order erected a bulwark. In this context, the bulwark rhet-
oric played an important part in delegitimizing Polish political interests.85 
Th ese few examples indicate that the bulwark metaphor was still open to a 
great range of interpretations, that it was not yet bound to a specifi c coun-
try or to a certain understanding.

Up to the fi fteenth century, the bulwark metaphor was not an integral 
part of an emerging national consciousness or awareness in Poland and 
Hungary.86 It had yet to become a semantic code or discourse pointing 
beyond itself, transporting defi nable normative values and anticipating 
certain estimations and political actions. Th is is underlined by the above-
mentioned orations at the Imperial Diets of Frankfurt, Regensburg, and 
Wiener Neustadt (1454–1455), which addressed the fragile situation in 
Hungary in the course of the Ottoman expansion without using bulwark 
metaphors.

Th is situation changed during the second half of the fi fteenth century: 
from then on, political and intellectual elites in Hungary and Poland in-
creasingly referred to their country as a bulwark. Hence, this chronologi-
cally correlates with the implementation of the European bulwark discourse 
promoted by Piccolomini.87 Th is coincidence suggests that the implemen-
tation of a bulwark discourse in Eastern Europe cannot be interpreted as a 
geographically confi ned process but rather as part of a broader European 
process. Further indications support this assumption: regarding Poland, 
most references before the late sixteenth century cited by Janusz Tazbir 
and others were from non-Polish authors.88

Th e majority of early bulwark references in Hungarian and Polish 
self-descriptions refer to the diplomatic sphere. Th e bulwark metaphor was 
used in diplomatic correspondence with the papal or imperial court or in 
political speeches addressing a European rather than a national audience. 
In light of this genre, however, interpreting the bulwark rhetoric in these 
texts as part of a premodern national consciousness appears questionable. 
Focusing on diplomatic correspondence is hardly suitable to clearly distin-
guish between self-images and external images, as it often focused heavily 
on the recipient’s assumed expectations to achieve one’s objectives.
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Besides the diplomatic correspondence, there are further indications 
that the strengthening of the bulwark discourse in Eastern Europe must be 
seen in a European context: multipliers of the bulwark discourse in Hungary 
and Poland themselves were part of a European network of political and 
intellectual elites. An important protagonist in the reception and strength-
ening of the bulwark metaphor in Hungary was the abovementioned János 
Vitéz, then Hungarian chancellor, humanist, and close correspondent of 
Piccolomini.89 

After attending the Imperial Diets of 1554–1555, Vitéz began to use the 
bulwark metaphor more frequently as a Hungarian self-description. As he 
himself used the bulwark metaphor in his speeches at the Imperial Diets 
only to address Emperor Frederick III,90 his inspiration might have derived 
from Piccolomini’s concept of Europe and its bulwarks. After all, a manu-
script copy of the Frankfurt Piccolomini speech was found in his library.91 
Until their estrangement in the late 1460s, Vitéz served as an educator, later 
as a close advisor to Matthias Corvinus (1443–1490), king of Hungary since 
1458 and later king of Bohemia. Matthias Corvinus himself built his own 
monarchic representation around the idea of his role as antemurale chris-
tianitatis, thereby furthering the reception of the concept in Hungary.92

A close connection between European communication networks can 
also be traced for the second literary genre that highlighted the bulwark 
discourse as part of collective self-description: humanist national histo-
riography.93 From the end of the fi fteenth century onward, it included the 
bulwark narrative, thereby incorporating it into collective memory. Th e au-
thors of these texts were important multipliers of the bulwark discourse as 
part of premodern national identities. However, they were also part of a Eu-
ropean communication network. One striking example is Callimachus Ex-
periens (1437–1497), councilor of King Casimir II (1448–1528) and author 
of a historiographical account of King Władysław III (1424–1444), who had 
died fi ghting against the Ottomans at Varna in 1444. In this account, Cal-
limachus depicted the heroized king as antemurale christianitatis and as a 
bulwark against the Ottoman invasion of Europe.94 Th is account was more 
than a narration of a historical event and person; it outlined the position 
of Poland in the present and in the future. Th e name Callimachus was of 
course a pseudonym of the Italian Filippo Buonaccorsi, who had lived at the 
Polish court since the 1470s. Before arriving in Poland, he had spent several 
years in Rome as part of the humanist circle around Piccolomini.95

Polish historiographer Jan Długosz (1415–1480) also referred to the bul-
wark concept in his Annales seu cronica incliti regni Poloniae by describing 
an embassy of Pope Pius II Piccolomini. In his audience with King Casimir I 
(1016–1058), nuncio Hieronimus Lando, Bishop of Crete, addressed Poland 
as a bulwark against the Turks, as christianitatis scutum and as christianae 
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fi dei murus et antemurale.96 Th e similarity to Piccolomini’s threefold expres-
sion of murus, clipeus, and antemurale in his speeches and letters is striking.97

Th ese Latin works circulated on a national as well as a European level. 
However, they played a decisive part in implementing bulwark discourses 
in a nationwide discursive sphere. Due to their print publication, they 
reached a broader public. Several new editions attest to a wide interest. 
Th ese historiographies provided certain narratives and stereotypes char-
acterizing the nation and its historical fate or task. Th e attribution of a 
bulwark and its historical legitimation now appeared as an integral part of 
premodern national imagery. Without a doubt, this historiography played 
a decisive role in implementing the bulwark rhetoric in Polish discourses 
and as a formative part of developing a premodern national identity that 
reached levels of society far beyond the intellectual elite.

Until the sixteenth century, the Polish bulwark rhetoric had almost com-
pletely been limited to Latin texts, such as the abovementioned diplomatic 
texts and historiography.98 Th is situation changed in the course of the six-
teenth century, when the bulwark discourse became an important aspect of 
vernacular poetry, preaching, and literature.99 While it originally addressed 
Latin-speaking elites in Europe as well as in Poland, it excluded the vast 
majority of the countries’ inhabitants. Now, the antemurale discourse be-
came part of broader public discourses.100 Important anti-Ottoman ora-
tions such as the Turcicae of Krzysztof Warszewicki (1543–1603) were now 
translated into and printed in Polish.101 

In the seventeenth century, the mental identifi cation of antemurale 
christianitatis and the Polish nation permeated texts of various media, 
such as preaching, poems, newspapers, and diaries.102 Notably, poetry was 
an expression and a motor of strengthening the equation of the nation and 
its function as a rampart against the enemies of Christianity. Poetry such as 
that of Stanisław Grochowski (1542–1612), who addressed Poland in one 
of his poems: “Oh, the famous wall of Christian countries/Th e mighty bul-
wark sheltering from pagan powers.”103 Th is view helped to implement and 
further the idea of Poland as a chosen nation, the idea of a special union of 
God with the Polish people. As Poland served as a bulwark for the Chris-
tian faith, God himself was a bulwark for Poland:

Th erefore we should call upon God day in, day out

To be our wall in need;

And to shield the herd of His believers;

And to be the Bastille for the paltry sheep.104

Th e success of this discourse in a European communication network of 
political and intellectual elites as well as in vernacular poetry was based on 
its imagery and impressiveness.
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Even more important was another aspect, however: despite its precise 
imagery, it remained open to interpretation and therefore adaptable to var-
ious situations and purposes. Th is aspect paved the way for its implemen-
tation in national discourses as well as its persistence up to the present day.

Th e development of the bulwark discourse and its implementation in pat-
terns of a premodern national identity has to be seen against the backdrop 
of and the interaction with a European communicative sphere. However, 
this did not prevent the development of exclusionary bulwark discourses 
in Eastern Europe. Poland is an excellent example in this respect. Th e pro-
motion of the concept of Europe and its bulwarks in the second half of the 
fi fteenth century took place in the light of the Ottoman expansion and the 
seizure of Constantinople. It was hence an essentially anti-Turkish dis-
course. Th e adoption into premodern national discourses, however, shifted 
this image and perspective. Th e concept of a bulwark as used by Picco-
lomini not only stigmatized the Turks as religious Others but also high-
lighted their cultural, political and legal, ethnic, and historical Otherness. 
Accordingly, the identity on this side of the bulwark was implicitly charac-
terized by religious, cultural, political, ethical, and historical homogeneity. 
Th is emphasis on various delimiting aspects as well as on the comprehen-
sive homogeneity left room for new interpretations. 

From a Polish perspective, it was not only the Turks who threatened the 
Polish bulwark. Farther neighbors were included in this discourse: Poland 
formed a bulwark not only against the Muslim Turks and Tatars but also 
against the schismatic and despotic Orthodox Muscovites and their hereti-
cal Protestant neighbors in Sweden and the Holy Roman Empire.105 In this 
view, instead of one defi nable Other, the bulwark discourse formed multi-
ple Others; instead of being the frontline of a homogenous Europe against 
foreign aggressors, Poland increasingly saw itself as a “beleaguered isle.” 
Th e concept’s meaning, originally designated to invoke European cohesion 
and solidarity, changed fundamentally in this context. As part of premod-
ern national discourses, it increasingly provided a pattern for aggressive 
distinctiveness.106

Of course, the bulwark discourse could and did serve as an argument to 
achieve certain political goals, such as freedom from papal taxation. How-
ever, it cannot be reduced to its functional purpose. By shaping collective 
self-perception, it became a guiding basis for political actions. Th e percep-
tion of the nation as a besieged bulwark defi ned not only the attitude toward 
an assumed hostility of the surrounding neighbors. In Poland, it led to de-
cisive antireformatory aspirations aiming at confessional homogeneity and 
at eliminating Protestant voices.107 Th is happened against the backdrop of 
an increasingly messianic tone that underlay bulwark discourses.108 Hence, 
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it became the motor and expression of a messianic interpretation initiating 
and legitimating action taken against outer as well as inner enemies.109

Conclusion

Even though the term antemurale or  propugnaculum was well in use before 
the fi fteenth century, only in the second half of the fi fteenth century did it 
become a compelling discourse and a semantic code. Th e implementation 
of this antemurale discourse can be described as a European process in two 
ways. First, the antemurale discourse itself developed within a European, 
transnational humanist public sphere. Th e diff usions of humanism110 and 
the European humanist network were the preconditions for an increasing 
reception of antemurale christianitatis as a semantic code and political 
concept. 

Th e implementation of the antemurale concept, therefore, can be de-
scribed as a European act of communication against the backdrop of a 
pan-European humanist public. In addition to these structural and cultural 
aspects of its implementation, there was a second, substantial aspect un-
derlining its European character: the discourse as it had been propagated 
by Piccolomini and others since the fi fteenth century defi ned the European 
borders as a sharp line of demarcation against a hostile, religiously and 
culturally diverse alterity. It thus appealed to an imagined European inte-
gration, a shared European identity. Th is European discourse was received 
in the Kingdom of Hungary and later in the Polish-Lithuanian Common-
wealth. Its inclusion in national discourses, however, developed its own 
dynamics and increasingly contravened its original meaning: as a cultural 
border, antemurale served to establish an early modern national identity 
and a distinctiveness that identifi ed multiple enemies outside as well as 
inside the community. A concept originally designed to further the idea of 
European integration and consensus was thus able to develop a disintegra-
tive and confl ict-provoking impact.
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CHAPTER 2

Not a Bulwark, but a Part of 
the Larger Catholic Community

Th e Romanian Greek Catholic Church 
in Transylvania (1700–1850)

�
Ciprian Ghisa

At the beginning of the eighteenth century, all three major regions inhab-
ited by a Romanian majority population were under external occupation: 
Wallachia and Moldova were under the control of the Turkish Empire, 
whereas Transylvania was brought into the Habsburg Empire (1691) in the 
context of the Austrian off ensive toward the East after the failed Ottoman 
siege of Vienna in 1683. If outside of the Carpathians, the Romanian elite 
focused on the internal situation and tried to fi nd ways to regain internal 
autonomy and control, in the Principality of Transylvania the situation for 
the Romanians was very diff erent. A bulwark rhetoric could not be used 
here, because, as we will see, the “Orthodox danger” was interpreted as 
coming from inside Romanian society. Instead, the Greek Catholic elites 
promoted the membership of the larger Catholic community and elabo-
rated the idea of an inner civilizing mission to create an integrating histor-
ical link to their “ancestors,” the Romans.

Vienna seized control of a Transylvanian principality characterized by 
multiethnicity and multiconfessionalism. Having deep medieval roots, the 
political and religious system of Transylvania was based on the existence 
of three privileged nations (Hungarians, Saxons, Szecklers) and of four 
offi  cially recognized confessions (Catholicism, Calvinism, Lutheranism, 
and Unitarianism).1 Th e Romanians found themselves outside this system 
from the political and national perspective as well as from the confessional 
one, since the Orthodox Church had no offi  cial recognition. Th e Roma-
nians and their religion were only tolerated, and in the seventeenth century 
were mostly under the strong infl uence of and pressure from Calvinism, 
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the confession of the Transylvanian princes. Th e Romanian clergy faced a 
severe situation, with no social and economic rights, and their priests were 
assimilated with serfs. Without any theological education, and with many 
being illiterate, the priests seemingly promoted a cult focused mostly on its 
ritual elements, fi lled with numerous superstitions.2 Th e Romanians lacked 
a real intellectual nonclerical elite. Th e metropolitan from Alba Iulia was 
their spiritual as well as national and political leader. Th eir focus was on 
themselves, and their eff orts were constantly directed to the preservation 
of their own traditions and religiosity. 

In the seventeenth century there was no specifi c, clearly formulated dis-
course of identity, because the right conditions and persons able to create 
one did not exist. Th e Romanians lacked a broader external perspective, 
except the protection given to them by the Orthodox bishops and princes 
from Moldova and Wallachia. In a sense, the Romanian population from 
Transylvania was rather isolated from the key ideological debates of the 
time. In the absence of a political role and facing so many economic and 
social diffi  culties, the most important aspect of their lives was religion. In 
this sense, the situation in Transylvania resembled the late nineteenth-
century position of the Greek Catholic Church in Habsburg Galicia, de-
scribed by Liliya Berezhnaya in this book.

Supported by the  Viennese court, the Jesuits approached the Romanian 
hierarchy and tried to convince them to accept the union with the Church 
of Rome, following the model of union off ered in the fi fteenth century by 
the  Council of Florence. Th eir initiative was successful and the Union of 
the Transylvanian Romanians was accomplished in 1697–1700 as a result 
of three Uniate synods organized in Alba Iulia.3 Th e representatives of the 
clergy, led by the metropolitans Teofi l (1692–1697) and Atanasie Anghel 
(1698–1713), signed three declarations proclaiming the union of the “Ro-
manians’ Church in Transylvania” with the “Catholic Church of Rome,” 
accepting “all the elements believed and confessed by this Church” and 
primarily the four elements of faith discussed at the Council in Florence 
(papal primacy, fi lioque, purgatory, and the unleavened bread). 

Th e Eastern rite, their own traditions, liturgical language, calendar, and 
institutional organization were preserved. At the same time, the Roma-
nians requested the political, social, and economic rights that had been 
promised by Emperor Leopold I (1640–1705) shortly after the integration 
of Transylvania in the empire. A proper educated elite started to form step 
by step after the opening of the fi rst schools, monasteries, and printing 
house in Blaj in the middle of the eighteenth century. Led by bishops like 
Inochentie Micu Klein (1732–1745) and Petru Pavel Aron (1751–1764), 
young men were sent to study abroad in Rome, Vienna, or Hungary. Th ey 
formed the fi rst intellectual elite of the Romanians from Transylvania and 
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had an immediate impact on education, pastoral activity, and the creation 
of a specifi c discourse of identity.

Th e union led to a confessional separation within the Romanian nation 
in Transylvania, creating the context for numerous confessional disputes. 
Th e newly created Church had to face very diffi  cult challenges, being forced 
to defend the fundamentals of its doctrine and its loyalty toward the nation. 
Th e eighteenth century was mainly the period of confessional disputes be-
tween Uniatism and Orthodoxy inside the same national group.

Th e Orthodox reaction eventually came toward the middle of the eigh-
teenth century. Th e union was challenged by Orthodoxy, and it paid a very 
high price for its lack of solidity and organization. Th e fi rst major action 
was not taken until 1744, with a second wave in 1759–1761, led by monks 
supported by the Serbian metropolitan from Karlowitz, who was the only 
Orthodox hierarch in the territories of the Habsburg monarchy at that 
time.

Th e fi rst episode of this inner Romanian confessional confrontation be-
gan on 11 March 1744, when the Serbian monk Visarion Sarai (1714–1745) 
entered Transylvania. As proven at his trial, he had little dogmatic knowl-
edge. But due to his ascetic life and alleged visions of the Virgin Mary, the 
Romanian population welcomed him as an authentic holy man. His mes-
sage was direct and had a powerful impact on the people. He denied that 
he preached against the union, but it is apparent that he portrayed it in 
gray colors in his sermons, drawing attention to the fact that only those 
persevering in the faith they were born into could hope for eternal salva-
tion.4 Likewise, Visarion also contested the validity of the ordinations and 
baptisms performed by the Uniate Church.5 In the trial of 27 April 1744, he 
openly expressed his uncertainty: how was it possible for someone to be 
saved by belonging to two religions at the same time? Th is was because, in 
his opinion, Uniate people professed a religion that was actually a combina-
tion of the faith of the Latins and the Orthodox faith,6 and the Eastern law 
was lost through union with the Catholics. 

Th e shock was complete, especially as there were several cases in which 
peasants said that, for the fi rst time, they heard from “a man sent by God” 
that their priests had accepted the union and that they themselves were 
considered Uniates. By claiming that the sacraments bestowed by the Uni-
ate priests lacked validity, Visarion actually threatened those who received 
them with the imminence of hell7—a very striking, simple message for 
people who stated that they had no idea that they were united with the 
Church of Rome. Th is led to a violent reaction against the Uniate priests, 
who were denounced as papists, meaning they belonged to the Latin law, 
were alien and dangerous, and were “devils from hell.”8 Th e most surprising 
fact, though, is that almost fi fty years after the celebration of the union, 
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there were still people who had not even heard about it. Without being ed-
ucated in this sense, without having it explained what being Uniate meant, 
the believers were left to continue with their old principles.

Under these conditions, we can assert that in 1744, people protected 
their old Orthodox faith, understood as the sum of the ritual practices in-
herited from their ancestors. However, we must also take into consider-
ation the fact that this Romanian, traditional, Orthodox law also contained 
an ethnic element. Th e Romanian people identifi ed with it, as it was also 
their national individuality, diff erentiating them from the other Transylva-
nian nations. Th e historian Inokai Tóth Zoltán (1911–1956) stated, “Th e 
essence of the Romanian community was, consequently, Orthodoxy, envi-
sioned in tradition.”9 Th is is why the Uniate priests were accused of being 
papists, meaning that they belonged to a diff erent law but also to a diff erent 
nation. So, in the moment of the fi rst serious confrontation, a real crisis of 
identity, religious as well as national, exploded.10

Th e union experienced a second blow when the monk Sofronie, again 
from Karlowitz, came to Transylvania in the second half of 1759. He was 
much more energetic than Visarion.11 Sofronie was a virulent opponent 
of the union. He spoke out against those Uniate priests who had been or-
dained in Blaj, by the bishop confi rmed by the Pope. He openly urged the 
people to abandon their Uniate clergy and to receive priests who had been 
ordained according to the Eastern rite, in Karlowitz. Th e central element of 
the discourse was connected again to the rite, the law. He took up the idea 
of Visarion Sarai, according to which the Uniates obeyed two laws so that 
neither baptism nor the other sacraments performed by the Uniates had 
any sacramental value.12 

Th e Uniates were actually “German-like papist people,” so the people 
feared that if they became Uniates, they would themselves have been trans-
formed into papists.13 Sofronie directly referred to those elements that had 
an impact on the people. Th e historian Ovidiu Ghitta emphasized that the 
option was expressed as necessarily between, “tradition and innovation; 
more precisely, between being loyal to a thing very clearly portrayed in 
their mind at that time (the old Greek rite) or to one stigmatized as a carrier 
of the attribute of the novelty (the modern union).”14

Th e eff ect of these movements was devastating for the Union with 
Rome. Th e Uniate Church in Transylvania lost four-fi fths of its believers 
after the events in 1761,15 and it took it more than thirty years to get back 
half of them through intensive missionary activity and with the very exten-
sive support of the Austrian Court—including military support, funds, and 
legislation. A balance between the two Romanian Churches was reached 
only toward 1850, when approximately 55 percent of the Romanian popu-
lation of Transylvania was Orthodox and 45 percent was Greek Catholic—
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or Uniate. Th is proportion remained more or less the same until the middle 
of the twentieth century.

Besides the actions of diff erent monks who came to Transylvania from 
Serbia or from Wallachia (the last important action of this kind was seen in 
1828–1832 in the southern part of Transylvania and was dealt with by the 
Uniate bishop Ioan Lemeni [1780–1861], who called on the support of the 
army), the union also had to face the polemic sustained by the non-Uniates 
through books and manuscripts that contained a strong antiunion message 
and that had been distributed throughout the Transylvanian parishes (in 
spite of the many imperial decrees forbidding their introduction and distri-
bution—such as those from 23 November 1746, renewed on 6 June 1768, 
or those from 1765).

Th ese writings were part of a larger polemic between Catholics and Or-
thodox that was very energetic in the seventeenth to eighteenth centuries. 
Th ey were a local refl ection, adapted to the specifi c context of Transylvania, 
of an increasing tension between the two confessions. Th e reaction from the 
wider Orthodox region was sustained and encouraged by Dositheos (1641–
1707), the  Patriarch of Jerusalem, mostly after 1672, when he spent sev-
eral years in the Romanian principalities. Many of the Greek books written 
against Calvinism and Catholicism were printed in Wallachia and Molda-
via, where the state authority was a fervent supporter of such activities.16

Some of these works were also translated into Romanian. Th e most im-
portant one was the book of Maxim the Peloponnesian, printed in Snagov, 
near Bucharest, by Antim Ivireanu, the future metropolitan of Wallachia, 
under the title Carte sau lumină cu drepte dovediri din dogmele Bisericii 
Răsăritului asupra dejghinării papistaşilor (Book or Light with True Proofs 
from the Dogmas of the Eastern Church on the Schism of the Papists, 
1699).17 It was widely distributed in Transylvania, being a  pièce de résis-
tance of the antiunion polemic literature. It was structured in chapters, 
each referring to one of the points from Florence with the purpose of com-
bating them. Th e main focus was on papal primacy, debated on 164 of the 
210 pages of the book. 

Th e Florentine arguments were considered heretical and “novelties,” 
and the Latins were blamed for being responsible for the separation of the 
Church (dejghinarea Bisericii). Th e message was direct, unambiguous, and 
blunt. Importantly, these translations of Greek writings do not promote a 
bulwark myth that could have claimed that Romanian Orthodoxy defended 
global Orthodoxy in the face of Catholic and Protestant propaganda, as 
they were meant to address the internal, Romanian situation, with a lot of 
focus on what was happening in Transylvania after the Union with Rome.

Besides the printed books, various manuscripts also circulated in Tran-
sylvania during the eighteenth century. Întrebări şi răspunsuri despre legea 
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a treia ce s-a izvodit adică Uniia în Ţara Ardealului (Questions and An-
swers on the Th ird Law that Appeared, Meaning the Union, in the Land of 
Transylvania) was a text by the hegumen Visarion from the monastery of 
Upper Sâmbăta (southern Transylvania) from 1746, representing the tran-
scription of a public debate between the Uniate archpriest of Făgăraş, Va-
sile Baran, and the non-Uniate father Vasile, the future hegumen Visarion, 
supposedly won by the latter.18 We may also mention another text, a retort 
to Floarea adevărului, that was published in Blaj in 1750 (see below). It 
was a manuscript dated between 1750 and 1755, anonymous and brought 
out in Wallachia, probably in Râmnic, by someone close to Bishop Grigore 
III (1749–1764) or even by the bishop himself.19 We could also add dif-
ferent popular texts such as the rhymed chronicle titled Plângerea sfi ntei 
mănăstiri a Silvaşului din eparhia Haţegului din Prislop (Th e Cry of the 
Silvaş Monastery from the District of Haţeg from Prislop), which carries a 
strong antiunion message.20

What were the accusations brought by the non-Uniates against the Uni-
ates? First of all, the disagreement on the four doctrinal points brings with 
it the accusation of heresy. Th e authors used the arguments that had been 
frequent in the old disputes between Latins and Greeks, contradicting the 
principle formulated by the Uniates that only through the union with the 
Church of Rome had the Romanians fi nally accepted the entirety of the 
true faith as an essential condition for redemption. Th e non-Uniate writers 
also mentioned the fact that the Church of Rome was guilty of seventy-two 
heretical doctrines identifi ed by Constantine Panaghiot. Th is number is 
given in both aforementioned texts.21 Th e 1746 manuscript strongly argued 
that the idea of entering into possession of the whole arsenal of the true 
teaching of Christ through the union was in fact a “betrayal” of their own 
ancestors who had died before 1700. It would have meant that these had 
suff ered eternal damnation. Th erefore, the Uniates were the ones that had 
left the “fatherly law” behind.22

Th ese authors also formulated the theory of “the union as the third way.” 
Th e text from 1746 called the Uniate Church “the Th ird Church”23 and ad-
dressed believers with the following words: “Uniates, you are not in the 
law of the Pope and neither in ours.”24 Th e Uniates were also called “three-
fold in law, namely Uniates,”25 whereas the non-Uniates were described as 
“those who did not accept the third law, namely the non-Uniates.”26 Th e 
1750–1755 text also made a surprising comparison, saying that the Church, 
“our Mother,” was nursing us, “with both her sweet breasts of the old and 
new laws,” whereas the Uniates “devised a new mother with three breasts.” 
Th e author added, “Of course, a woman with three breasts is impossible 
to fi nd.”27 He also told the Uniates, “Because as you are right now, you are 
neither on the side of the Easterners, nor on that of the Westerners, you are 
neither warm nor cold.”28
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Th e authors specifi ed that the union was not a real one because it could 
not refl ect the original union between the Church of the East and the 
Church of the West.29 Th e myth of golden origins is traceable in these writ-
ings. Obviously, the guilt for the separation belonged to the Westerners, 
and to the Popes in particular:

Th e Church of the East did not separate itself from the Church of Rome; it 

remained in the state in which the Holy Apostles and the Holy Councils had 

left it. Th e Pope separated from it like a putrid limb that was worthy to be 

thrown away because of his fabrications and impious acts.30

Rome was presented as the Great Babylon in these writings, the home of 
the devils, as predicted in the Book of Revelation 18:2.31

Th ese elements lead us to a very important question: what were the 
main arguments that the Uniates formulated in their discourse? Th e entire 
context changed for the union in just fi fteen years. Th e Uniate Church was 
no longer the Church of all Romanians from Transylvania. At the same 
time, the position of Orthodoxy was strengthened when an imperial decree 
from July 1759 acknowledged that the Orthodox population in the prov-
ince was free to practice its religion. Th us, the Uniate Church ceased to 
be the single offi  cial Church of the Transylvanian Romanians. Th e change 
was radical: from majority to minority, from uniqueness to plurality. Th e 
response had to come rapidly to consolidate what was left and to be able to 
counterattack. 

Th e Uniate Church appeared to be a community under siege, and it had 
to act rapidly to protect its current and future members. In order to achieve 
these goals, the Uniate discourse focused on the ideas that the Greek Cath-
olic Church was the Church of Christ, its faith was true, and redemption 
was not linked to the practice of a rigid rite. Step by step, the narrative also 
approached the topos of the civilizing mission of the Uniate Church for the 
entire nation, insisting on its membership of the universal community of 
the Church of Rome, superior in culture and spirit. A bulwark discourse 
could not be fully promoted, as the “danger” was coming from the inside of 
the community, and the protective action did not also benefi t other com-
munities with the same values and beliefs. Only one element of the bulwark 
mythology, the topos of the civilizing mission, could be truly elaborated at 
that time.

Th e years 1744–1761 proved to be decisive for the union to articulate 
a clear vision of itself. Th e Uniate bishops, Petru Pavel Aron (1751–1764), 
Atanasie Rednic (1764–1772), and Grigore Maior (1772–1782), quickly 
understood the need for determined action, for real missionary work. Th e 
real union could be developed only after the clergy successfully assimilated 
elements of Catholic dogma and began to present it to the people from 
their communities.32 Th ey realized the need to establish an Eastern Cath-
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olic identity that was to be completely accepted by the clergy and faithful. 
Th e priests had to present the elements of the Catholic faith to the people. 

A lot of energy, diplomacy, and determination were needed in order 
to overcome the limits imposed by people’s conservatism. Th e activity of 
these bishops meant pastoral visits, district and provincial synods, scholar-
ships for a signifi cant number of future clergymen allowing them to study 
abroad, the foundation of schools—in the villages, but mainly in Blaj, which 
became the center of the theological educational system of the Greek Cath-
olics—publication of a large number of books promoting the Union with 
Rome, and the publication of new liturgical books to replace the Orthodox 
ones in the parishes. We can notice here a real program of revival, of inter-
nal reform of the Greek Catholic Church in the spirit of the post-Tridentine 
Catholic Reformation.

Th us, in the middle of the eighteenth century, the Greek Catholic hier-
archy understood that it was the moment to pursue a major and coherent 
initiative to form and to strengthen the confessional identity of its own 
believers. Th e members of the Greek Catholic elite formulated two types of 
discourse. Th e fi rst was meant to convince the faithful of the truthfulness 
of the Catholic doctrine and of the fact that the union  in fi de did not bring 
about any changes in the Greek rite.33 Th ey focused on the presentation 
of the four Florentine arguments, described not as novelties but as a part 
of the whole teaching based on the Scripture, confi rmed by the Church 
councils and preached by the  Holy Fathers of the Church. Th e second type 
of discourse was complementary to the fi rst one. It was constructed as an 
answer to the accusations brought by the non-Uniates. 

Th is discourse had a defensive and nonunitary character because it only 
referred to the questions raised by the non-Uniates. Th is is why we may call 
it apologetic. Th e two types of discourses were promoted by a large number 
of printed books: Floarea adevărului (Flocusculus veritatis, Blaj, 1750)34; 
Învăţărură creştinească (Doctrina Christiana, Blaj, four editions between 
1755 and 1763); Dialog ucenicul cu dascălul (Dialogue between Master and 
Disciple, 1756); Petru Pavel Aron, Păstoriceasca datorie (Duties of Pasto-
ral Life, 1759); Petru Pavel Aron, Pastoriceasca poslanie (Pastoral Letter, 
1760); Niceta Horvat, Poslanie (Letter, Oradea, 1780); Dimitrie Vaida, 
Cuvântări (Orations, Blaj, 1813); Th eodor Aron (1803–1867), Catehetica 
practică (Practical Cathechesis, Buda, 1843); Iosif Pop Sălăjean, Scurtă is-
torie a credinţei românilor din sfi ntele cărţi şi adevărate documente dedusă 
(Short History of the Faith of the Romanians Blaj, 1845); catechisms; and 
prayer books.

Th e central issue of a real union with the Church of Rome, therefore, 
was faith. Th e abovementioned books insisted on the idea that this true 
faith was the Catholic faith, which was believed by the Romanian Uniates. 
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All necessary elements for redemption are thus included. Th is faith must 
be believed and lived in its completeness, as its foundations were  Holy 
Scripture, the Holy Fathers, the Holy Synods, and the books of the East-
ern Church.35 In these territories between Catholicism and Orthodoxy, the 
Uniate Church became the defender and promoter of the Catholic faith, 
considered the true religion. From this perspective, the Uniate discourse 
did not focus on the idea of its uniqueness and specifi city but on the inclu-
sion of this Romanian Church into a larger spiritual but also cultural entity, 
that of the Roman Catholic Church. 

Th is type of discourse led to the creation of a certain level of awareness 
in the Uniate community of the fact that the Romanian Greek Catholics 
were the same as the Roman Catholics. In an 1814 sermon by Ioan Lemeni 
(1780–1861), at that time the archpriest of Cluj, which was published in 
Hungarian and held at the local academy, one can fi nd a very striking for-
mulation: “we, the Catholic ones.”36 His words are very signifi cant because 
they do not draw any distinction between the Roman Catholics and the 
Greek Catholics—all of them belong to the same ecclesiastical community.

Once the Catholic faith was defended and the union in fi de was pro-
claimed, the Uniate authors often compared the realities from the time be-
fore the union to those from the period after 1700. Th ey described two very 
contrasting pictures, one completely negative and one absolutely positive. 
Th e condition of the Romanian people had been very bad before the union, 
and this situation supposedly improved signifi cantly afterward.

Th e fi rst writer to engage with this topic was Dimitrie Vaida (a member 
of the Blaj chapter) in 1813, who described the situation before the union, 
stating that the Church of the Romanians was in very poor shape, without 
books and printing houses, celebrating services in a foreign language, “in 
Russian,” with very poor and uneducated priests. Th e clergy and the people 
were enveloped in the “deep darkness of ignorance.”37

Th e same idea is revealed in the speech dedicated by Ioan Lemeni to 
his bishop Ioan Bob (1739–1830) in 1814. Th e author thanked God for not 
allowing the Romanian people to remain indefi nitely in darkness. He also 
urged the House of Austria and the leading nations from Transylvania to 
acknowledge “our nation” as part of the offi  cial nations of the country. All 
progress was possible because the Romanians wanted the restoration of the 
union of the faith.38

Th e leading intellectual of the 1830 generation of Greek Catholic pro-
fessors from the Blaj seminary, Timotei Cipariu (1805–1887), stated in the 
historical introduction to his Schematismus from 1842 that the condition 
of the Romanian clergy from Transylvania changed completely after the 
union. Certain rights and means for a better material and cultural situation 
were gained, and this improved condition could be seen after the establish-
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ment of the bishop’s see in Blaj. Th e wisdom and the enthusiastic action of 
the bishops proved how one could obtain great results with few resources.39

Iosif Pop Sălăjean wrote in 1845 that the Romanians were unwillingly part 
of the “nonunion,” which caused them deep ignorance, blindness, and even 
damnation.40 He also quoted August Treboniu Laurian, one of the leading 
Romanian fi ghters for national rights in the years of the 1848 revolution, 
who once wrote, “Th e nonunion brought misery to the Romanian people.”41

So, if this was the situation before the union, what were the benefi ts 
supposedly gained by the Romanians after joining it? In a sermon to a rural 
community who had just accepted the union, Vasile Erdelyi, bishop of Ora-
dea (1794–1862), started his speech with the words of Jesus Christ when 
entering the house of Zacchaeus: “Today salvation has come to this house” 
(Luke 19:9).42 Th is meant that acceptance of the union ensured the path 
to redemption. Th e Greek Catholic bishop specifi ed this idea very clearly: 
“Th is village found redemption because you received the holy union.”43 
And at the end, he added, “Now you are true Romans, you are sons of our 
homeland. Now you can be proud because you have the Romans as your 
ancestors. . . . Now you can hope that your sons will learn and get a better 
life. So be it.”44

Th e myth of origins is apparent in this text. Th e future bishop of Oradea, 
Iosif Pop Sălăjean, synthetized these aspects in his book. He recalled the 
Latin origin of the people, of the language, and of the faith of the Roma-
nians, and then added: “Latin, the mother of our language, is the language 
of the union of the Church.”45 Th erefore, the Romanians had always been 
united in their hearts with the  See of Rome. Th e chance to restore the eff ec-
tive union arose on the occupation of Transylvania by the House of Austria, 
who granted the Romanian Uniates privileges and opened the “path for the 
enlightenment and happiness of the people.”46 

Th ose rights were given to the clergy. Emperor Charles VI (1685–1740) 
raised Bishop Inochentie Micu (1692–1768) to the rank of baron and of-
fered other resources to the hierarchs from Blaj. Th ey used these for the 
welfare of the people: Petru Pavel Aron (1709–1764) founded the print-
ing house, removed the “Russian or the Serbian language” from the divine 
services, and opened the schools in Blaj and the seminary where famous 
Romanian writers and thinkers graduated from. Funds were created to im-
prove the state of the clergy. Th us, “Th e Uniates opened the eyes of the na-
tion.”47 In the end, he concluded, the benefi ts of the union were the return 
to Rome; the source of life and truth; a better knowledge of the law and of 
the faith; superior merits vis-à-vis God; enlightenment, culture, morality, 
holiness, redemption, unity of the nation, national love, peace, and hap-
piness; better ecclesiastical organization; seminaries; educated clergy; and 
fame and honor for the nation.48
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Th ese were the benefi ts of the union, which opened the paths to re-
demption, strengthened the awareness of people’s Latin origins (an idea 
that was fi rst formulated by Bishop Inochentie Micu in his memos to the 
court, trying to prove the noble origins of the humiliated Romanian peo-
ple), and off ered opportunities for education as well as economic, social, 
and political development.

All these aspects led to the idea that the Uniate Church was the one 
that protected the nation and awoke and developed the national conscious-
ness of the Romanians. One might note that this type of discourse was 
formulated early in the nineteenth century. Th ese decades brought another 
serious challenge for the Romanians from Transylvania: an increasingly in-
tense pressure on the part of Hungarian nationalists, who, especially after 
1820–1830, promoted the Hungarian language and the union of Transylva-
nia with Hungary. Th is was, eventually, the key element in the separation of 
the Romanians and the Hungarians during the revolution and the civil war 
from 1848 to 1849. Th us the two Romanian Churches, which in practice 
provided almost all intellectual leaders of the nation, were distracted from 
the mere confessional disputes by the need to cooperate for the general 
good of the nation. Th e Church hierarchs were the most important leaders 
of the national movement, following the path opened by Bishop Inochentie 
Micu Klein (1692–1768) in the decades preceding the middle of the eigh-
teenth century. A relevant example are the memos written in the name of 
the nation and signed by the bishops, who then promoted them vis-à-vis 
the state authorities in Transylvania or Vienna.49

Th ese moments of cooperation strengthened the idea that the nation 
had to overcome the confessional separation in order to be able to defend 
itself in the face of this new external danger—Hungarian nationalism. Th is 
was the starting point for several Church reunifi cation projects.

All eighteenth-century Uniate authors spoke about the restoration of 
the unity of the Christians, willed by God and promoted in the Gospels. 
However, they did not approach the non-Uniates about reconciliation. As 
long as they considered the non-Uniates to be heretics and schismatics, re-
unifi cation was in practice impossible. On the other hand, in 1777, Niceta 
Horvat from Oradea was a special case, as he had a diff erent aim than the 
other Uniate writers: the need to fi nd a path for dialogue, a formula that 
would be acceptable for both sides. Of course, he did not abandon present-
ing the faith he considered to be true, but he addressed the non-Uniates 
directly, trying to convince them of the solid grounds for his argument. In 
the second part of his work, he wrote that the Uniates could not be blamed 
for anything, but neither could the non-Uniates be blamed for being her-
etics and schismatics, “especially those who are Romanian.” He said that 
the painful separation of the believers was only in the names of “Uniate” 
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and “non-Uniate.”50 Niceta Horvat called for reconciliation on behalf of the 
Uniate Church. He did not make any concessions regarding faith but formu-
lated a discourse that was far from the intransigent tone of earlier writings.

A few decades later, in 1838, George Bariţ (1812–1893), the founder of 
the fi rst Romanian journal in Transylvania, also suggested the restoration 
of the union through the conversion of the Orthodox Romanians to Greek 
Catholicism.51 In Oradea, similar proposals were made by the priest Petru 
Raţiu in 1842 and by the future bishop Iosif Pop Sălăjean in 1845.52 From 
this perspective, the unifi cation of the two Churches would have been an 
assimilation of one by the other, as no side was willing to give up its array 
of doctrines.53 Under these conditions, confessional unifi cation was very 
diffi  cult to accomplish.

But out of the desire to give the nation the unity necessary to make it 
stronger in its struggle for political, social, and economic emancipation, 
several proposals were made that tried to ignore the dogmatic aspects. In 
1792–1796, Samuil Micu (1745–1806), the leader of the most important 
generation of Uniate clergymen from the second half of the eighteenth cen-
tury who studied in Rome, wrote his famous book titled Scurtă cunoştinţă a 
istoriei românilor (Short Abstract of the History of the Romanians, 1796), in 
which he stated that the only separation between Romanians was based on 
the word “Uniate”—which was the same argument as that of Niceta Horvat. 

However, he made a step forward, suggesting that the Romanians, re-
gardless of their actual religion, be called pravoslavnic (believers of the 
true faith) in the law of the Eastern Church.54 Separation was only formal. 
Micu, along with Aron Budai, the Uniate secretary of the non-Uniate 
bishop in Sibiu, the non-Uniate vicar Ioan Popovici, and the school inspec-
tor Radu Tempea (1768–1824), elaborated the fi rst major reunifi cation 
project, in 1798, which suggested that all Romanians from Transylvania 
should unite under the name of “Christians of Greek Orthodox Rite of the 
Eastern Church, namely Catholics,” whereas this united Church was to be 
called “the Eastern Church of Greek Orthodox Rite, namely Catholic.” Th e 
Church was to be led by one bishop only. Th e terminological confusion 
is obvious, as is the wish of the project’s authors to achieve a compro-
mise in order to be able to continue the fi ght for the national rights of the 
Romanians.55

In the years preceding the 1848 revolution, these ideas were also de-
veloped by Bariţ. In his article titled “Icoana preotului,”56 he argued that a 
good priest does everything to avoid confessional disputes and schisms. He 
labeled as fanatics all those who maintained the religious separation in the 
name of complicated elements of doctrine that were actually not under-
stood by the common people.57
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In a letter to George Bariţ from 8 March 1848, August Treboniu Lau-
rian (1810–1881) also argued for one “Romanian Church,” for a “national 
Church,” for a “Romanian religion” and for “one Romanian law.”58

Th is became an important topic in the context of the revolution. Th e 
“National Petition” of 15 May 1848 issued by the National Assembly from 
Blaj stated in its second point that there should be only one “Romanian 
Church without any confessional distinction,” a formula that is unclear and 
confusing.59 Interestingly enough, the petition was signed by the two Ro-
manian bishops who were also the presidents of the National Assembly: 
the Uniate bishop from Blaj, Ioan Lemeni, and the Orthodox bishop from 
Sibiu, Andrei Șaguna (1809–1873). Th ere was no specifi cation as to faith or 
as to ecclesiastical jurisdiction. Th ese issues were left for future discussion. 
At that moment, the two Churches together were again leading the fi ght in 
the defense of the nation against the danger of denationalization.

Conclusions

To sum up, the Romanians were increasingly separated into two confes-
sional groups after 1750–1760, competitive and in opposition, fi ghting one 
another for control of believers. In this competition, the two Churches 
based their actions on the following elements:

•  Th e Uniates relied on the new cultural and educational center built 
in Blaj, starting under the pastoral rule of Bishop Inochentie Micu 
Klein; on the newly created ecclesiastical elite trained in the Catho-
lic colleges from Rome, Vienna, Bratislava, and Eger; and on the ex-
tensive support of the Austrian Court, whose emperor, also bearing 
the title of “Roman Emperor,” was reminded by the Uniates that the 
Romanians were a Latin people with roots traceable back to ancient 
Rome.

•  Th e non-Uniates relied on the support given by the Serbian metro-
politan from Karlowitz; the support given from Wallachia, especially 
from the new bishopric of Râmnic, a center that supported antiunion 
propaganda around the middle of the eighteenth century; the action 
of diff erent missionaries coming from outside of Transylvania; and, 
at least on the level of discourse, the support of the “Great Emperor 
from Moscow,” the Russian tsar. One can see here the echo of the tsars’ 
discourse regarding their role as protectors of Orthodoxy in south-
eastern Europe, in the Balkans, among the Russophiles in Galicia, or 
in the Crimea.60
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As a result, both Romanian Churches developed parallel discourses sup-
porting their respective confessional identities, each one stating that only 
their own Church was the true Church of Christ, the follower of the Church 
of the Fathers, the true promoter of the Christian faith of the ecumenical 
councils, the true preserver of the Greek tradition, and the true Eastern 
Church. Both Churches felt that the off ensive came from the other side 
and tried to defend their own community of believers. Th e themes used 
in the dispute were also used in the larger debate between Catholics and 
Orthodox. Th e Uniates saw their integration into the Catholic Church as a 
distinguishing feature, defending in their books and sermons the Catholic 
faith as a whole, and did not develop a discourse that would have supported 
a kind of Greek Catholic specifi city.

Th e major confessional disputes ended after 1780, after the pastoral rule 
of the Uniate bishop Grigore Maior (1715–1785). Th e involvement of the 
state also had a lot of infl uence in this direction, as the Uniate Church ben-
efi ted from a lot of direct and indirect support from local or central state 
authorities. Th e Orthodox Church was disadvantaged by the authorities 
in most of the disputes with the Greek Catholics, and it also faced serious 
material, fi nancial, and organizational shortcomings. A real balance was 
reached only after 1850.

However, the general political context also changed greatly toward the 
end of the eighteenth century and at the beginning of the nineteenth cen-
tury, and the Romanians faced a serious challenge from Hungarian nation-
alism. Th is forced the elite of the two Churches to follow their political 
vocation as well and to lead the Romanian national movement into accept-
ing cooperation and ignoring the doctrinal diff erences in certain cases and 
at certain moments.

One can notice that a very specifi c and clear discourse supporting a 
bulwark myth was not developed in Transylvania in the eighteenth and 
early nineteenth centuries. On the one hand, the  Romanians did not ini-
tially have a proper intellectual elite, and when it was formed in the Uniate 
Church, its focus was on itself and concerned with protecting the Uniate 
community in the face of challenges raised by the other Romanian reli-
gious community: the Orthodox one. Th us, the “Orthodox danger” was 
seen as one coming from the inside, not the outside. On the other hand, 
the Greek Catholic writers developed the idea of this Church’s civilizing 
mission, underpinned by its membership of the large Catholic community, 
which became synonymous with the idea of progress and cultural supe-
riority. Th is also allowed a link to be made with the past, with the origins 
of the nations. It brought the Romanians back into contact with their sup-
posed ancestors, the Romans, with the aim of increasing their national 
awareness and pride.
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CHAPTER 3

Securitizing the Polish Bulwark
Th e Mission of Lviv in Polish Travel Guides 

during the Late Nineteenth and 
Early Twentieth Centuries

�
Heidi Hein-Kircher

Lviv was always faithful! . . . Th e radiant fi re of the Polish culture 

was the old, dignifi ed town of Lviv, it remained its unshakable shield 

through centuries. When wild, barbarian incursions of Eastern inva-

sions poured in as a hurricane at the borderlands of Eastern territories, 

it [Lviv] fulfi lled a watchful and strong guard and it brought itself titles 

through a widely poured stream of blood: [like] “fi rst-rate shield” and 

“bulwark of Christianity” . . . at the border of two worlds, of Euro-

pean culture and Eastern barbarism, lots of watchtowers arose and 

descended from the ruins and charred remains, but the huge wave of 

hostile invasions always broke against the bastion of the city of Lviv.

—A. Medyński, Lwów1

Assuming that antemurale christianitatis is a myth designating a threat 
scenario, this introductory quotation from a 1937 Polish travel guide gives 
a typical account of the exemplary way in which Polish travel guides de-
scribe the history and signifi cance of Lviv2: in heroic words, they ascribe 
to Lviv (Polish Lwów, Ukrainian L’viv, and Russian Lvov) the mission of a 
bulwark, the mission to be the eastern fortress and defender of Polishness 
and of European civilization. As a political myth and by creating a threat 
scenario, the antemurale christianitatis serves to securitize its Polish char-
acter by constructing a threat coming from the East and Lviv’s role as a 
bulwark to secure Poland and Europe. It is, therefore, a means to legitimize 
Polish pretensions about Lviv, to sharpen the Polish identity within and 
outside the city, to legitimize Polish dominance in the local government 
as well as in the public sphere before and after 1918 and to legitimize the 
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Polish claims and the incorporation of Lviv and  Eastern Galicia. Because 
of their specifi c function, travel guides are a useful source for retracing the 
narrative construction and spread of the inherent message.

Th e Polish bulwark mission is one of the most important Polish polit-
ical myths. In particular, during the second half of the “long” nineteenth 
century—when Poland as a state vanished from the maps—Polish mental 
mapping contributed to delimiting the Poles as a national group distinct 
from others. When the region was partitioned, the myth of the Polish bul-
wark mission became more and more infl uential to Polish self-description, 
self-identifi cation, and historical consciousness because it provided an im-
portant myth of space to defi ne Polish territories, and thus to legitimate 
Polish territorial claims.3

As discussed by Kerstin Weiand in this volume, the notion of antemu-
rale evolved from the fi fteenth century onward in Polish sources because 
of the country’s geopolitical position at the eastern border of Catholic 
Christendom and because of its closeness to the Muslim Ottoman Em-
pire. It interpreted Poland as the defender of the Catholic faith, which had 
been the protector of Christian Europe since the Mongolian invasion in 
the mid-thirteenth century. At the time, it was used as a religiously moti-
vated argument for international diplomacy. Th e victory of King Jan III So-
bieski (1629–1696) against the Ottomans at the Battle of Kahlenberg near 
Vienna in 1683 was the last time that the Ottomans truly threatened Eu-
rope. It was of special signifi cance for the development of the antemurale 
topos.

First articulated in the fi fteenth century, the antemurale topos comprised 
the concept of a confessional and religious border with the Muscovite Or-
thodox Church and Muslim worlds, on the one hand, and a civilizational 
and political confi ne with “Eastern” or “Asiatic barbarism,” on the other 
hand. After the partitions of Poland in the eighteenth century, it changed 
from a diplomatic argument to a political myth that selectively interpreted 
the response against attacks coming from the (south)east, and it fore-
grounded Europe’s historical debt to Poland. It was also based on the claim 
of Polish nationhood that emerged in the period of statelessness during 
the “long” nineteenth century, but it was also closely tied to the denomina-
tional border and confl icts between Western (Catholic) and Eastern (Or-
thodox) Christendom.

Th e fi rst step of the general formation of the myth after World War I 
was the victory against the  Red Army near Warsaw in 1920. Because of this 
 Cud nad Wisłą (Miracle on the Vistula) that halted the advance of the Red 
Army, Poland saw itself as the fi rst line of defense against the “Bolshevik 
threat” in a democratic Western Europe. With this general development, 
which set the city as the Polish bulwark, Lviv’s reputation was sharpened.4
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Th e introductory quotation above points directly to the leading ques-
tions of this chapter. I discuss the main narrative elements of antemurale 
myth and the steps in its evolution that have been used to characterize the 
bulwark mission. I focus herewith on a period when the national move-
ments of Poles and Ruthenians became mutually confrontational until 
the 1930s. My chapter ends at a period when Lviv was the capital of the 
Voivodship East Galicia in the Polish Second Republic (1918–1939) and 
Poles asserted their national claims by violently “pacifying” the Ukraini-
ans.5 I also show how a certain genre of publicity material with a claim to 
objectivity was used to transmit the myth to a broader public.

Th is chapter refers to travel guides published in Lviv between the 1870s 
and the 1930s in Polish and/or by authors stemming mainly from Galicia. I 
analyze these chronologically in order  to provide current desiderata in his-
torical research. Th ree reasons motivate. First, travel guides have not been 
systematically analyzed and are seldom used in historical studies. Th ey are 
not seen in relation to stereotypes and political myths, especially not in 
relation to Eastern and East Central Europe.6 Second, while multiethnic 
Galicia and especially Lviv are  en vogue as to questions of nationalism and 
public space, and while there have been some general considerations of the 
Polish and Lviv’s antemurale topos since the nineteenth century, there is 
still a lack of deeper analysis of how the image of Lviv as a bulwark was built 
up and used as a securitizing mythical narrative.7 Th ird, travel literature 
has not yet been of interest with regard to the analysis of political myths, al-
though it is certainly a genre that functions by transmitting only seemingly 
objective “neutral” information. By tying these three factors together, I will 
not only describe the evolution of the myth of Lviv’s bulwark mission but 
also highlight a certain discursive strategy by focusing on the securitizing 
motives.

My fundamental approach is based on the assumption that in modern 
societies, referring to security constitutes discursively “a sociocultural 
value system”8 and a “gold standard of politics”9 from which one can de-
duce perceptions, sense, and orientation that lead to action and that help 
to reduce social complexity and tackle contingency. Th erefore, “securiti-
zation” refers to discourses and social interactions regarding the percep-
tion, depiction, and production of security (problems),10 and as a process of 
communication, “securitization combines the politics of threat design with 
that of threat management.”11 When “security” is understood as a promise, 
(re)securitizing processes become important instruments for the symbolic 
integration of societies and have formative eff ects on identity building,12 
which may also be inherent in myths. Because of their semantics, bulwark 
myths, which generally provide orientation and meaning, imply a certain 
form of “threat design” by focusing on that which should be secured.13 In 
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this they also contribute to “threat management” within a society and, 
therefore, gain a securitizing role with regard to the collective group. Th us, 
a securitizing myth is a form of mythical narration within a society dealing 
with and explaining an (imagined) threat.

Travel Guides as an Instrument of Mental Mapping

Travel guides provide information about a location before and during visits 
by claiming to deliver objective information. As a particular genre of pur-
pose-oriented literature, they intend to impart quick information about a 
foreign space, about sights, and help to orient the traveler within a certain 
space.14 Th ey are a specifi c form of literature published for a particular pur-
pose, that is, they are primarily written for those who visit a given place or 
as guides to be used as a kind of handbook for those who have been unable 
to travel to a place or who merely wish to educate themselves about it. 
What is more, local populations used them quite often as handbooks on 
local infrastructure facilities and history. Travel guides provide an intro-
duction to the environment, history, demographics, and social conditions. 
Analyzing their composition it becomes clear that, although they claim to 
deliver objective information, they are quite subjective. Th ey only mention 
what is of importance to the author, and so they are related to the author’s 
message.

Th e guides analyzed for this chapter contain information about urban 
institutions such as town halls and schools and are thus useful handbooks 
when no other tourist information is accessible. By highlighting and only 
describing the (in the authors’ eyes) most important sights, they created 
prior knowledge, expectations, and the desire to visit certain locations; 
hence there was an element of seduction.15 Before the start of a journey, 
they help their readers with the preparation and infl uence the choice of 
locations to be visited. More importantly, however, they have an impact 
on the perception of these locations via the selection of places and objects 
to be visited and their circumstances. Th is is aided by the short format 
and language of presentation and by the selection of illustrations and their 
captions. 

Even if travel guides appear at fi rst glance to be quite descriptive and 
thus subjective sources of information, the examples used here indicate the 
contrary: the manner in which travel guides present and label the sights 
creates a hierarchy of places to visit and forms a kind of catalog of elements 
in urban space. It is quite obvious that this hierarchy works through inclu-
sion and exclusion—that is, it is also a hierarchy of importance, value, and 
meaning—which determines which images are used and how they are pre-
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sented. For example, the analyzed guides mention primarily Polish points 
of interest and only briefl y refer to or even eclipse Jewish or Ruthenian/
Ukrainian sights, such as their places of prayer or schools. In this way, 
they function as a “type of medial optical aid that standardizes and directs 
the view right from the outset, by emphasizing the foreign in order to 
strengthen the self. One only sees that which one knows,”16 and they con-
struct a certain local “topography of memorial culture.”17 

Th e travel guides operate with deduction and interpretation of the gen-
eral national master narrative. In contrast, schoolbooks, discussed in this 
volume by Philipp Hofeneder, comprise the given national master narra-
tive. Travel guides construct their symbolic ascription through their specifi c 
mode of presentation that constructs a given and wholly formed image that 
expresses a specifi c view and understanding of that society. Th e cityscape 
is thus notably pictured and used to contribute to cultural memory18; the 
visitors get a preformed interpretation. As such, the seemingly neutral in-
formation is a discursive construction of what is of ideational importance 
for the author or his principals—in our case, the local government that 
(co)fi nanced the travel guides. Th ey are a specifi c form of guided knowledge 
transfer and dispersion,  der genormte Blick auf das Fremde19 (standardized 
glance at the foreign)20—an instrument to appropriate space and to infl u-
ence the mental mapping of travelers through the only apparent objective 
composition of texts and descriptions. In our case, the composition of sights 
and general introductory descriptions implies the message of Lviv being a 
Polish (and European) rampart against (barbarian) threats from the East.

Descriptions Rendering Lviv as Polish 
under Galician Autonomy

In the second half of the nineteenth century, Lviv experienced signifi cant 
development: following the revolution of 1848–1849, the town grew con-
tinuously but did not explode as did metropolises in the West. In 1846, 
Lviv had about 70,000 inhabitants and grew to 103,000 in 1880, 113,000 
in 1890, 200,000 in 1900 and about 214,000 people in 1914. Th e popula-
tion was ethnically and nationally diverse, as barely half the population was 
Polish, while approximately 28 percent were Jewish and 20 percent were 
Ruthenians.21

In autumn 1870, Lviv became an autonomous city, with its own statute 
through which the city could decide on its own cultural and educational 
politics. Because of Galician political autonomy, political and cultural life 
was freer than in the other parts of partitioned Poland. As the social bor-
ders corresponded more or less with the borders between the nationalities, 
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the legal prescriptions of Lviv’s statute infl uenced the distinctions between 
the nationalities.22 Due to these circumstances, Lviv’s local government 
presented the city as a substitute capital (instead of Warsaw) and pursued 
politics appropriate to this end. For example, the local authorities in Lviv 
favored their own unencumbered history and rendered the city Polish, for 
example, through memorials or by naming streets after Polish heroes.

Th e travel guides, therefore, become a useful instrument to transmit the 
mission of the Polish local government and to drive perceptions of (Pol-
ish) visitors—and, importantly, they were offi  cially commissioned and cofi -
nanced by local authorities (or at least approved by them). Because broader 
tourism was only slowly emerging by the middle of the nineteenth century, 
tourism in Lviv was more or less connected to events or visitors coming 
on offi  cial business to the Galician capital.23 Because of the special condi-
tions that made Galician cultural life relatively free, thousands of visitors 
(not only the elites) came to visit Jan Matejko’s (1838–1893) expositions. In 
particular, they came to the Galician crown land exposition in 1894, where 
they could see the famous panorama building of the Kościuszko uprising in 
1794 painted by Jan Styka (1858–1925) and Wojciech Kossak (1857–1942).

During the decades leading up to World War I, in particular, the national 
confl ict between Poles and Ruthenians24—which had persisted ever since 
the revolution of 1848—reached its culmination. Th is became more and 
more obvious in the public sphere and ultimately led to violent confl icts 
and demonstrations, with the murder of Governor Andrzej Kazimierz Po-
tocki (1861–1908) in 1908 being the most prominent. Th e municipality did 
not rise to the challenge of ascendant national movements and confl icts 
or to the challenge of violent clashes in public spaces. It made no attempt 
to reduce the potential for violence. On the contrary, the more it pursued 
these clearly Polish national attitudes, the more violent confl ict ensued. 
Th is attitude led to ever more intensive claims about the Polishness of Lviv, 
wherever and whenever it was possible in verbal or nonverbal communi-
cation in Lviv’s public sphere and internal politics. Th e description of Polish 
topics and the ascribed signifi cance of Lviv for the Polish nation was ad-
dressed to Poles living outside the city, too.

During this time, the bulwark myth formed a narrative answer to the 
“Ruthenian challenge,” that is, the Ruthenian national movement that had 
been gathering momentum since the middle of the nineteenth century and 
that also laid claim to the possession of Lviv and its role as a Ruthenian 
national center. As they were not Roman Catholic, the “old” image of a 
defender of Occidental (Roman) Catholic culture always resonated in the 
myth, even if only just below the surface. Th is aspect was not only inherent 
in the myth but links older interpretations with the contemporary narra-
tion of the myth. In general, more or less parallel with the rise of the Ruthe-
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nian national movement, an increasing use of the Polish bulwark myth with 
regard to Lviv could be observed. Th e evolution of the wording, especially 
the introductory elements, clearly show the development of this mythical 
narration and the changing character of the town—hence, it became a kind 
of counternarration with regard to Ruthenian claims.

A guidebook published in German in 1863 hinted at the latent German 
character of the town in the period before the enforcement of Polishness,25 
where, for example, one can fi nd traditional or Habsburgian street names. 
Th e descriptions are of more or less practical importance, such as those 
referring to the Christian or Jewish slaughterhouses. Th is guidebook pro-
vides information not for tourists but for Habsburgian civilian and military 
servants coming to Lviv. Just fi fteen years later, and eight years after the 
implementation of the statute, one still found only “smooth” references to 
the bulwark mission in a travel book. Emphasizing the Polish character, 
Wilda przewodnik po Lwówie (Wild’s Travel Book through Lviv) described 
Lviv as having always been a Polish town, like a faithful son connected to 
the fatherland with an unshakable and inexhaustible love. According to the 
text, it experienced joyful triumphs and painful defeats because no other 
town had been subjected to so many sieges by the Tatar hordes.26 Even 
eight years later, a guidebook on Galician towns27 still focused on the mul-
tiethnic character but already emphasized the achievements of King Jan III 
Sobieski, presenting him as a symbol of Polish antemurale, and hinted at 
the changing character of Lviv since the 1860s.28

In contrast to these more informative passages about Lviv, an 1888 
travel guide published on the occasion of the gathering of Polish physicians 
and natural scientists is more elaborate and descriptive.29 Th e historical 
framing referred to the unsuccessful sieges of the Tatars in 1438 and 1444, 
which lead to the construction of bastions. It then referred to further un-
successful sieges by the Tatars and Turks at the end of the century and to 
subsequent defeats such as the great fi re and the Tatar attacks. Th e text 
also provided more information about the unsuccessful “aggression” of the 
Cossack Hetman Bohdan Khmelnytskyi (1595–1657). However, the guide-
book asserted, while this was “the most fearful time for Poland, it was the 
most beautiful for the fame of Lviv.”30 Th e guide then only briefl y described 
King Jan Sobieski’s attendance in town and mentioned the actual plans for 
the erection of a memorial. Th ese examples of early guidebooks only hint 
implicitly at the fact that Lviv functioned as a kind of rampart, but they do 
not refer to its function as a bulwark.

Th e crown land exposition in 1894—which was intended to showcase 
Galician achievements for other Austrian citizens, especially the inhabi-
tants of Lviv and Poles from outside Galicia—was the reason for the publi-
cation of combined guides on Lviv and the exposition.31 Th e German guide 
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was funded and promoted by the local government32 and was published in 
Polish and German by the Lviv grammar school professor Albert Zipper 
(1855–1936), a well-known personage in Galician scientifi c and cultural 
life. As the exposition was to demonstrate the achievement of Galician 
cultural, scientifi c, and economic life—with thousands of visitors from 
Galicia, the Russian and Prussian partitions, and other crown lands—the 
guide was written in a moderate tone and highlighted the achievements 
of the city.33 

Another Polish guide, funded by the semioffi  cial Towarzystwo Upięk-
szenia i Rozwoju Lwowa (Society for the Beautifi cation and Development 
of Lviv), highlighted Lviv’s economic position as a commercial city where 
Polish life pulsated, a city that was “similar to the Italian commercial re-
publics.”34 In this book, the phrase “bulwark for the whole of Poland”35 was 
used with regard to the Khmelnytskyi siege. Th e Ilustrowana pamiątka z 
powszechnej wystawy krajowej (Illustrated Souvenir of the General Crown 
Land Exposition),36 a booklet written for the visiting Polish public, de-
scribes Lviv’s past as an evolution from its founding by Danilo (1201–
1264), prince of Kyiv [Russian: Kiev, Polish: Kijów], to a Polish town since 
Kazimierz the Great (1310–1370) and following an array of ambushes by 
Tatars and Turks. However, Lviv “suff ered the most”37 when it was besieged 
by Cossacks under Bohdan Khmelnytskyi. Th e guide points out that Lviv 
had not lost its Polish character when it became Habsburgian. It goes on to 
mention that following the constitutional reforms of 1860s, Lviv had begun 
to evolve and take on the “stance of a real capital of the country.”38 

It seems that the crown land exposition, therefore, was a kind of mile-
stone for the development of travel guides about Lviv. Th e wording in the 
descriptions of the historical background had not yet become very severe, 
but one can fi nd the fi rst clear expressions of the bulwark function. An in-
tentional degree of restraint in the offi  cial politics of the local government 
can be observed here because some fi fteen years earlier, the town archivist 
had already stated that Lviv had been for Poland what Poland had been for 
Europe: antemurale regni.39

More revealing, for instance, is the elaborate travel guide published on 
the occasion of the tenth gathering of Polish physicians and natural sci-
entists in Lviv in 1907, which was fi nancially backed by the local govern-
ment.40 Th e foreword made clear that Lviv was the Polish  placówka (post) 
that was most directly exposed on the east and that it was the capital of this 
part of Poland, where freedom of speech and of the national movement 
was possible and where the life of a free country must pulsate.41 In con-
trast to the travel guides mentioned previously, it focused in more detail on 
Bohdan Khmelnytskyi’s siege in 1648, although all sieges by the Tatars and 
Turks were mentioned.42 In regard to Khmelnytskyi’s siege, the author of 
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the historical introduction, the well-known city archivist Alexander Choło-
decki (1865–1944), summed it up as follows:

Lviv came out of the wave of the Cossack’s fl ood, with honor and glory like 

never before or after. . . . It saved not only itself, it saved the whole state . . . 

it became famous as the most faithful and bravest Polish city with the nick-

name “Poland’s bulwark.”43

Th e travel guides published in the nineteenth century had to maintain a 
balance between making claims about Polish character and dominance and 
not questioning Lviv’s belonging to the Habsburg monarchy. In the above-
mentioned guide book (intended for visitors from all parts of Poland), this 
issue was solved by mentioning the autonomous status of the city within 
the monarchy, which opens up a new epoch of Polish life in present times.44 
Mentioning the Cossacks and Hetman Khmelnytskyi is a reference to 
Ukrainians. Creating the distinction between Lviv and the East implied a 
threat scenario, from the Tatars, Turks, and so on.

Demonstrating Loyalty and Commitment during World War I

A few weeks after the outbreak of World War I, Lviv was occupied by the 
Russian army, although it was liberated by the Habsburg army in June 1915. 
Th e local self-government that had been established was reversed, but for-
mer local authorities headed by Vice-Major Tadeusz Rutowski (1852–1918) 
had to administrate and organize life. It is interesting to note that during 
World War I, a few German-speaking travel guides were published—not 
for tourists, but for offi  cial and military persons coming to town. Descrip-
tions in these guides evoke associations with war that are not entirely co-
incidental; one author wrote that since its foundation, the town had been 
situated at the “pharynx of the Tatars.” It had been the “battle-shrouded 
border bastion on the blood-sodden ground of the endless wrestle and fi ght 
of the crude and wilderness of the Orient with the culture of Occident,”45 
but like a “sprouting plant” after each attack of the “wild tribes of Tatars, 
Vlachs, and Mongols,” it rose once again from the “blood-fertilized soil.”46

A brief account of sieges by Tatars, Cossacks, and Ottomans followed 
that was intended to explain why Lviv had to play a role as a “proud bor-
der and culture fortress” over a period of fi ve centuries. In order to dispel 
any doubts about Lviv’s loyalty to the monarchy, the author explained why 
the town’s inhabitants did not immediately pay homage to the emperor af-
ter the Habsburg occupation in 1772. It was because this “platonic protest 
was the last refl ection and echo of the traditional, knightly loyalty to the 
[Polish] king and patriotism.” Th e author then cautiously criticized the de-
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struction of ramparts that were important for the preservation of cultural 
heritage. However, he also noted that the town, in connection with its sub-
urbs, formed a “consistent, picturesque townscape.”47 Th e author went on 
to explain that after a period of stagnation following the Napoleonic storm, 
the  revolution of 1848, and the glorious development under autonomy:

[Th e] terrible and furious tide of the Orient [the Russian invasion] fl ooded 

the town and land once more . . . the same devastating waves of the Asiatic 

barbary and savagery surged over the open and peaceful city, an impact to 

which Lviv and the whole Polish Kingdom have always been exposed. With 

robbery and murder, with fi re and violence, in a manner more terrible and 

sophisticated than ever before, the wild hordes overpowered town and coun-

try. . . . For ten months, Lviv endured the ruthlessly hard and tyrannical des-

potism of the Russians. Following hellish battles and the roar of the most 

modern weapons and agents of war, on June 22nd the tidal wave of the Ori-

ent was rolled back.48

Th is statement links the historical reputation of Lviv with its liberation by 
the Austrian army, while the rollback is not described in more detail. Th e 
drastic and dramatic wording clearly characterizes Russia as barbaric and 
belligerent, and its rollback is the result of Lviv’s historical role. Th erefore, 
the guides deliver not only a sharply formulated rejection of Russian oc-
cupation, and with this a kind of manifesto of its loyalty to the Habsburg 
Empire, but also a manifesto of being Polish.

Emphasizing the Polishness of Lviv after 1918

When the war on Eastern Galicia broke out between the Polish and 
Ukrainian military the end of World War I, the Polish defense of Lviv be-
came an increasingly important part of the mythical narration of a Pol-
ish bulwark. After the victory of the Polish army over the Red Army in 
1920, the Polish bulwark myth was adapted to a new political situation: the 
“Bolshevik threat” and its containment through the Miracle on the Vistula 
were interpreted in the sense that Poland functioned as a bulwark against 
the danger emanating (once again) from the East.49 In this sense, Poland 
had changed from the “defender of the Catholic faith” to the defender of 
“democracy” and “Western European culture/civilization” against the “po-
litical religion” of Bolshevism. From this, the myth of the “Polish bulwark 
against Bolshevism” and the myth of Józef Piłsudski (1867–1935) grew into 
the founding myth of the “Second Polish Republic.”

Th e defense of Lviv became connected with this general Polish myth 
and took on a local form. Despite the local form of the myth, the mythical 
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status of the city attained overarching, Poland-wide importance exceeding 
the local motive of narration.  Obrona Lwowa (the Defense of Lviv) and the 
role of orłęta lwowskie (Lviv’s Eaglets) against Ukrainian national troops 
and then against the Red Army became the legitimizing narrative that jus-
tifi ed the incorporation of Lviv and Eastern Galicia into Polish territory. 
Furthermore, it underpinned Poland’s action against the Ukrainians, es-
pecially with regard to the “pacifi cation” of Eastern Galicia in 1930 that 
euphemistically describes the violent operations against the Ukrainian na-
tional movement by Polish military.

A corresponding narrative appears in the travel guides for Lviv. An 
intermediate step can be seen in a guide fi rst published in 1919 for sol-
diers coming to Lviv that is based on prewar texts by the same author.50 
In the foreword to the guide, he notes that there was not a single “real 
Polish guide”: preceding guides had been printed under Habsburg rule and 
as such could not be regarded as genuinely Polish. Publishing the guide 
during the siege of Lviv, the author wanted the soldiers fi ghting in and for 
Lviv to experience the city’s historical and cultural importance and to thus 
feel themselves charged with the urgency of its defense. He argued that no 
other city had ever been such a “rampart [szaniec] of the Republic” and 
“defender against the eastern hordes,” upon which the “eyes of the whole 
nation are looking.”51

Th e historical introduction to the war period is interesting, as it exten-
sively explains why the Galician Poles were loyal to the Austrians until 1917 
and as, with regard to the defense of Lviv, it refers explicitly to the histor-
ical centuries -long mission and its actual role as a  twierdza (bastion).52 In 
the following chapter on Lviv’s role as  ognisko Polskiej kultury (a center 
of Polish culture), the bulwark motive is depicted in even more detail: “At 
the borderlands of European culture and Asiatic barbarism, it took on the 
noble task of a bulwark of civilization . . . [and] of the defense of the bor-
derlands [and] of Rzeczpospolita (the Republic)” and a “strong leverage of 
national rebirth.”53

A small “indispensable  vade mecum” for tourists as well as Lviv’s citi-
zens and “each social class” was published in 1933 on the occasion of the 
fi fteenth anniversary of “Lviv’s homecoming to the fatherland”54 because 
of the “new, great period of development,”55 that is, the founding of Wielki 
Lwów (Greater Lviv) in 1934. Following the general information on places 
of interest and institutions, the historical introduction of this guide states 
that no other Polish town had played a more glorious role throughout the 
centuries than Lviv,56 from which it earned the name “bulwark of Poland 
and Christianity.” It is characterized as always “faithful to the fatherland”57 
so that it was the “agency of Polish thoughts and culture for all partitioned 
lands” in the autonomous era.58 Th is role led to the “electrifi cation of the 
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whole of Poland,” while the fi ght against the former partitioning powers 
and the commitment of Lviv’s youth to rescue Poland from the invading 
Bolshevik hordes59 were both of special importance in the interwar period.

One particularly interesting source is a guide to the main monument 
of King Jan III Sobieski, published on the occasion of the 250th anniver-
sary of the victory over the Ottoman Empire in 168360 and characterizing 
Sobieski as a symbol of self-sacrifi cial dedication to the fatherland. In the 
foreword, the author says that this should help enforce the Polish spirit and 
thereby facilitate the conquest of a position of power.61 Th is provides only 
the merest hint of the glorifi cation of Sobieski. During his anniversary cel-
ebrations, the myth of the bulwark was virtually omnipresent, although it 
was connected with the cult of the actual dictator, Józef Piłsudski, who was 
mythically glorifi ed as the victor over the Bolsheviks.62 In this guide, the 
historical importance of Lviv was closely linked with Sobieski, whose glory 
shined on the historical role of the city.

While this booklet was intended to deliver didactic material for the 250th 
anniversary of Sobieski, a more comprehensive travel guide to Lviv from 
1936 (fi nanced by the City’s Department of Public Relations and Tourism)63 
explicitly and quite extensively narrates the self-image of the city, extending 
earlier accounts and opening and closing the introductory chapter with the 
Latin Leopolis  semper fi delis, the heraldic motto of the city.64

Th e text paraphrases the city’s rampart functions with regard to the 
threats’ defenses and connects positive references to what Lviv was (and 
should be) for Poland. So the introduction draws a characteristic outline of 
the city: the “old fi re of Polish culture,” “unshakable entrenchment.”65 While 
“in form of a hurricane, wild barbarian incursions by eastern invaders” 
endangered the Polish eastern territories (the so-called kresy), Lviv func-
tioned as the “forward guard” and always proved worthy of the titles “pride 
of the kingdom” and “bulwark of [Western] Christianity” and worthy of 
having received the  Virtuti Militari after World War I following its defen-
sive role. Against the “barbarian parades” on the eastern territories, which 
were like “a never ending chain,” there were watchtowers at the very point 
at which European culture met eastern barbarism. But “particularly rough 
waves of hostile raids” crashed over the “ever faithful” town. Th us, in repu-
diating them, Lviv gave “to the altar of the common goods a bloody toll.”66 

Th e guide recounts the town’s role during World War I. Lviv was as-
cribed the role of witness to the rebirth of Poland because the legions 
departed from it and because of its national self-sacrifi ce in fi ghting the 
Russian administration’s attempts at Russifying the city during the occupa-
tion. It goes on to point out that that the city was tested once again when 
Poland was reborn and when it rose from a bloody vapor, this time re-
sulting in the defense of Lviv against Ukrainian attempts at independence. 
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Lviv’s affi  liation with Poland could be described as having been forged with 
bayonets: Leopolis semper fi delis. Th is invocation of the heraldic motto, 
bestowed on Lviv by Pope Alexander VII (1599–1667) in 1658, ultimately 
refers to the city’s mission as bulwark and is not only used in this guide but 
also in other media narrating the obrona Lwowa: the defense of Lviv against 
the Ukrainians.67 

Th ese exemplary quotations referring to the Polish antemurale myth 
paraphrase the idea that Lviv has always resisted the eastern threat and 
secured itself as well as Poland. Hence, the narration of the Polish bulwark 
myth is not only a concept that legitimizes certain claims but also a claim 
about possessing and defending the city when the affi  liation of Galicia and 
Lviv with the Polish state was contested after 1918 and with regard to dis-
putes in international law. Th e role of travel guides in this context was to 
support the argument that Lviv should belong to the Polish state.

Th e European and Catholic Character of the City

An important and complementary narrative is that of the Europeanness 
of Lviv. Th e narration of the bulwark myth not only functions ex negativo 
by describing that from which one wants to remain distinct and separate 
but also implies a positive declaration of belonging. Th is refers to general 
discourses on Europe because in the nineteenth century, a major discus-
sion focused on the position of the border between Eastern and Western 
Europe, without questioning whether, in fact, such a border existed at all.68

Earlier guides refer extensively to the modern functional buildings, such 
as the slaughterhouses, the gas and electric plants, and the modern elec-
tric tramway that had been in operation since 1894. Th is demonstrated the 
great infl uence of the autonomous local government,69 which, not coinci-
dentally, fi nanced the urban development guides.70

Virtually all travel guides stressed the extensive development and mod-
ernization of the city, which took place under the auspices of the auton-
omous administration, using phrases such as “at fi rst glance modern and 
international.”71 With this, they strongly linked Lviv with the Polish Galician 
and local administration, while the “private constructions became unfortu-
nately proletarian . . . and had nothing in common with arts and crafts, so 
that in the twentieth century it had barely obtained its own artistic style.”72

Th e guides focused on Renaissance and Baroque buildings, as well as 
those in the neo-Romantic or Gothic style, and on the modern secessionist 
architecture from the end of nineteenth century, demonstrating that the 
city was developing and progressing constantly, always moving forward. Of 
course, as Renaissance and Baroque styles are connected with Catholicism 
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(particularly the Catholic  Counterreformation), these descriptions implic-
itly show that Lviv was specifi cally a Catholic Occidental city. In addition to 
the introductions, which focus on the historical role of the city—especially 
against the Muslim Ottomans (Turks) and Tatars—these descriptions and 
related photographs illustrate that Lviv was shaped by an Occidental Cath-
olic culture. However, the guides downplay the aesthetically unremarkable 
“barracks of banality,”73 the great residential quarters built since industri-
alization, which can also be found in other cities (although those in Lviv 
are smaller). At the same time, they highlight that modernism, which came 
from Vienna and Berlin, was combined with the Polish infl uence and that 
Lviv thus achieved its own unique style.74 

Such a statement reminds the reader that the styles mentioned are Eu-
ropean and have nothing in common with the proletarian style. Th ese mo-
dalities link European and Polish infl uences as modern and confi rm the 
Europeanness and modernity of Polish culture, which was of particular 
importance before World War I.75 Implicitly, therefore, all travel guides 
referred to the general discourse of Galician backwardness and the city’s 
“historiographic imperative,”76 namely that Lviv as the Galician capital was 
improving and developing instead of continuing “Galician poverty.”77

A 1931 guide explicitly stressed that Lviv belonged to the sphere of in-
fl uence of European civilization. It refers to the French general Ferdinand 
Foch’s (1851–1929) statement with regard to Europe that Lviv, with an 
intense voice, answered “Poland is here.”78 In reference to the European 
character, the travel guides described how Lviv was modernized and could 
catch up with European standards and how it was fi rm in its Polish char-
acter. Th is connection is crucial: because Lviv is a Polish and a European 
town, its mission as a bulwark is justifi ed by being the defender of Occiden-
tal civilization against oriental barbarism.79

Conclusions

Th ese travel guide descriptions, particularly the historical overviews and 
the specifi c selection of places to visit that are described in more detail, 
convey a certain specifi c narrative construction of Lviv: a very specifi c 
Polish perspective and interpretation. Th ey invoke an image of Lviv as a 
modern city: both Polish and European, both  Occidental and Catholic. 
Travel guides are a specifi c form of literature that structures and shapes 
the notions that readers have of the places and regions they describe. Th e 
examples presented in this chapter demonstrate that the audience for this 
literary genre was the Polish nation, and more specifi cally Poles coming 
mainly from outside, from the other partitions—Galicia and its capital 
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were a certain replacement for the lost state and capital. Only in the de-
cades before World War I was there another audience addressed by this 
literature—Habsburgian servants—so that the Polish and the Habsburgian 
character could generally be noted. During this period, the offi  cially ap-
proved and fi nanced guidebooks did not question Lviv’s affi  liation with the 
Habsburg Empire, but they highlighted the city’s Polish character and its 
importance for Poland and Europe.

Th e travel guides described Lviv as the Polish town that had been most 
consistently and severely confronted by the “hordes” coming from the East 
and that had successfully fulfi lled its “divine bulwark mission” for the whole 
of Poland even if it was destroyed several times. Hence, they transformed 
the antemurale myth into a seemingly objective text form and renarrated 
it in a specifi c way. Th ese travel guides highlighted these premises by, for 
example, describing and illustrating points of interest that represented the 
master narrative of the Polish national identity. Th ey focused on that which 
was interpreted to be part of the national achievement and expected to 
legitimize the Polish dominance in Galicia and claims to it as a posses-
sion—inwardly and outwardly. So, they described Lviv as a fortress that 
was able to defend not only itself and the Polish nation but also (West-
ern) Europe against the “barbarians” whether Turks, Tatars, or the Ortho-
dox and after 1918, the Bolsheviks. Th rough that interpretation of history, 
these bulwark myths contributed to the construction of the Polish kresy as 
a confl ict region.80 Clearly, the threat was indicated by the semantics, as the 
words chosen to refer to the enemies created an emotional demarcation 
and construction of a menace scenario and by implication Lviv as a “bas-
tion,” “shield,” “fortress,” and “bulwark.” Th e harsh portrayal of the other 
side as “barbarians” or “hordes” evoked the image of a fortress so that this 
function was picked up in the presentation of local history and places of 
interest. Th e composition of interpreting descriptions explained that only 
the Poles were able to lead and to prove themselves worthy to rule in the 
Galician province and, after 1918, to possess it. Hence, the narration of the 
Polish bulwark mission fulfi lls these expectations perfectly and thus had a 
great impact on the Polish mental map formed culturally and religiously 
as the frontier against the East. Moreover, by being a “shield,” Lviv’s bul-
wark mission included a promise to secure Poland because the narration of 
functioning as a Polish bulwark implied the ability to cope with the eastern 
threats.

Th e bulwark mission is a securitizing myth formed through analogies: 
originally the barbarians threatened Lviv, now it is the Ruthenians/Ukrai-
nians. Th e securitizing mission of Lviv’s bulwark myth had an important 
impact on Polish mental mapping and self-understanding and hence on 
Polish nationalism. Th e securitizing narration of Lviv’s mission as a bulwark 
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also explains why the city had to cope with threats provoked by the escalat-
ing national confl ict between Poles and Ukrainians and why Poles strongly 
identifi ed with the confl ict and fought for it. To this end, travel guides as a 
genre were used to inform and educate their readers because they picked up 
the generally accepted interpretation of Poland as a bulwark against the East 
and sharpened it through the example of Lviv. Th e local authorities as the 
(co)sponsors made it their business to ensure Polish national identity and, 
after 1918, the Polish state. Finally, it was a broad generalized strategy of 
legitimization. By evoking fears of the “eastern threat,” the securitizing bul-
wark mission in the travel guides helped to legitimize the political claims to 
the incorporation of semper fi delis Polish Lviv and the eastern borderlands. 
Last but not least, they helped discursively to cope with the perceived threat 
by promising that Lviv would always function as a bulwark.

Heidi Hein-Kircher earned her M.A. and her Ph.D. in East European his-
tory, modern history, political sciences, and Yiddish from Heinrich Heine-
University in Düsseldorf. In 2018, she earned her habilitation degree at 
Philipps University in Marburg. Since 2003, she has been on the research 
staff  of the Herder-Institute for Historical Research in East Central Europe 
in Marburg, Germany, and since 2009 as the head of department of “aca-
demic forum.” In her research, she focuses on political and cultural myths 
in East Central Europe and on urban history of the nineteenth and twenti-
eth centuries in East Central Europe, especially on Lviv in the nineteenth 
century.

Notes

 1. A. Medyński, Lwów. Przewodnik dla zwiedzających miasta, 2nd ed. (Lwów: self-

publication, 1937), 3–4.

 2. Th e city was offi  cially called “Lemberg” under Habsburg rule until 1918, which is 

the German form of the Latin Leopolis, while under Polish rule the city was named 

Lwów. In Russian, the spelling is Lvov, and more recently in Ukrainian, Lviv. I use 

the English form here. Th e conceptual work of the collaborative project SFB/TRR 

138 “Dynamics of Security” infl uenced this chapter with regard to “securitizing 

myths.” Th e SFB/TRR 138 fi nanced the translation from German.

 3. H. Hein-Kircher, “Antemurale christianitatis. Grenzsituation als Selbstverständnis,” 

in Grenzen. Gesellschaftliche Konstitutionen und Transfi gurationen, ed. H. Hecker 

(Essen: Klartext, 2006), 129–48. A general overview of the roots and development 

is provided by P. Srodecki, Antemurale Christianitatis. Zur Genese der Bollwerks-

rhetorik im östlichen Europa an der Schwelle vom Mittelalter zur Frühen Neuzeit 

(Husum: Mathiesen Verlag, 2014).

 4. H. Hein-Kircher, “Th e Idea of Lwów as a Bulwark against the East,” in Imaging the 

City, ed. C. Emden, C. Keen, and D.R. Midgley (Frankfurt a.M.: Peter Lang, 2006), 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 9:40 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 SECURITIZING THE POLISH BULWARK 97

321–38; A.V. Wendland, “‘Semper fi delis’: Lwów jako mit narodowy Polaków i 

Ukraińców, 1867–1939,” in Lwów: Miasto-społeczeństwo-kultura, ed. K. Karolczak 

and H.W. Żaliński (Kraków: Akademia Pedagogiczna, 2002), 263–73.

 5. With regard to the massive confl icts between Poles and Ruthenians, see, C. Mick, 

Lemberg, Lwów, L’viv 1914–1947. Violence and Ethnicity in a Contested City (West 

Lafayette: Purdue University Press, 2015); T. Amar, Th e Paradox of Ukrainian Lviv. 

A Borderland City between Stalinists, Nazis, and Nationalists (Ithaca/London: Cor-

nell University Press, 2015).

 6. See, P.O. Loew, “Der genormte Blick aufs Fremde. Reiseführer in und über Ost-

mitteleuropa,” H-Soz-Kult, retrieved 15 May 2015 from http://www.hsozkult.de/

conferencereport/id/tagungsberichte-2473.

 7. Some articles dealing with the myths of Lwów do not focus on their function in 

Polish mental mapping but on “the town of blurred boundaries” (Joseph Roth). See 

D. Hüchtker, “Der Mythos Galizien. Versuch einer Historisierung,” in Die Nationa-

lisierung von Grenzen. Zur Konstruktion nationaler Identität in sprachlich gemisch-

ten Grenzregionen, ed. M.G. Müller and R. Petri (Marburg: Herder-Institut, 2002), 

81–107; K. Jobst, Der Mythos des Miteinander. Galizien in Literatur und Geschichte 

(Hamburg: Deutsche Gesellschaft für Osteuropakunde, 1998); M. Klańska, “Lem-

berg. Die ‘Stadt der verwischten Grenzen,’” Zeitschrift für Germanistik 3 (1993): 

33–47.

 8. E. Conze, “Sicherheit als Kultur. Überlegungen zu einer ‘modernen Politikge-

schichte’ der Bundesrepublik Deutschland,” Vierteljahreshefte für Zeitgeschichte 53 

(2005): 357–80, 362.

 9. C. Daase, “Der Wandel der Sicherheitskultur. Ursachen und Folgen eines erwei-

terten Sicherheitsbegriff s,” in Zivile Sicherheit. Gesellschaftliche Dimensionen ge-

genwärtiger Sicherheitspolitiken, ed. P. Zoche, S. Kaufmann, and R. Haverkamp 

(Bielefeld: Transcript, 2011), 139–60, 139.

10. On critical revision of theories, see T. Balzacq, S. Léonard, and J. Ruzicka, “‘Secu-

ritization’ Revisited: Th eory and Cases,” International Relations 2015, retrieved 16 

July 2016 from http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0047117815596590.

11. Ibid., 3.

12. Conze, “Sicherheit,” 363; idem, “Securitization. Gegenwartsdiagnose oder histori-

scher Analyseansatz?” Geschichte und Gesellschaft 38 (2012): 453–67, 456.

13. H. Hein-Kircher, “Überlegungen zur Ausprägung und Funktion von Raummythen,” 

in Deutschlands östliche Nachbarschaften. Eine Sammlung von historischen Essays 

für Hans Henning Hahn, ed. E. Dmitrów and T. Weger (Frankfurt a. M.: Peter Lang, 

2009), 105–20; idem, “Historische Mythosforschung,” in Digitales Handbuch zur 

Geschichte und Kultur Russlands und Osteuropa. Th emen und Methoden, retrieved 

25 July 2015 from http://epub.ub.uni-muenchen.de/639/1/hein-mythosforschung

.pdf. Th e mutual impact of myths and “security” has not yet been analyzed.

14. P. Kuroczyński, Die Medialisierung der Stadt. Analoge und digitale Stadtführer zur 

Stadt Breslau nach 1945 (Bielefeld: Transcript, 2011), 55–56.

15. B. Struck, “Der genormte Blick auf die Fremde. Reisen, Vorwissen und Erwartung. 

Die Beispiele Italien und Polen im späten 18. Jahrhundert,” in Der genormte Blick 

aufs Fremde. Reiseführer in und über Ostmitteleuropa, ed. R. Jaworski, O.P. Loew, 

and C. Pletzing (Wiesbaden: Harrasowitz, 2011), 11–35, 21.

16. Kuroczyński, Medialisierung, 56; T. Weger, “Das jüdische Krakau und das jüdische 

Prag in deutschsprachigen Reiseführern,” in Nationale Wahrnehmung und ihre Ste-

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 9:40 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



98 HEIDI HEINKIRCHER

reotypsierung. Beiträge zur historischen Stereotypenforschung, ed. H.H. Hahn and E. 

Mannová (Frankfurt a. M.: Peter Lang, 2007), 191–211, 192.

17. Kuroczyński, Medialisierung, 13; H.M. Enzensberger, “Vergebliche Brandung der 

Ferne. Eine Th eorie des Tourismus,” Merkur 12 (1958): 701–20.

18. Kuroczynski, Medialisierung, 13–15.

19. Jaworski et al., Der genormte Blick aufs Fremde.

20. Kuroczyński, Medialisierung, 56.

21. R.M. Mark, Galizien unter österreichischer Herrschaft. Verwaltung—Kirche—Be-

völkerung (Marburg: Herder-Institut, 1994), 100–101, 109.

22. Th e statute especially favored the wealthier (mostly Polish) inhabitants who had the 

status of citizens. See H. Hein-Kircher, “Jewish Participation in the Lemberg Local 

Self-Government: Th e Provisions of the Lemberg Statute of 1870,” Jahrbuch des 

Simon-Dubnow-Insituts/Simon Dubnow Institute Yearbook 10 (2011): 237–54.

23. In terms of tourism, Lviv was of lesser importance than Cracow with its medieval 

buildings and was, according to the German travel guide of 1914, a modern city 

without individual imprint. M. Orłowicz and R. Kordys, Illustrierter Führer durch 

Galizien (Wien/Leipzig: A. Hartleben, 1914), 38.

24. Th e East Slavs living in the Habsburg monarchy (especially the Ukrainians, but also 

smaller ethnic groups like the Hutsuls) were denominated as “Ruthenians” (stem-

ming from Rusyn/Rusin); since the turn of the twentieth century, the denomination 

“Ukrainians” had become more popular because of diverse political streams within 

the Ruthenian national movement. With World War I, the denomination largely 

changed to “Ukrainians.” Th erefore, “Ruthenian” refers to the later “Ukrainians” in 

the period before World War I.

25. J. Śleziński, Neu verbesserter Wegweiser der Koen. Hauptstadt Lemberg oder Ueber-

sicht saemmtlicher Herrn Hauseigenthumer mit Angabe der Hausnnummer, Gassen 

und Pfarreien (Lwów: B. Lorje, 1863).

26. S. Kunaszewicz, Wilda przewodnik po Lwówie (Lwów: K. Wild, 1878), 52, 85.

27. B. Pawlewski, P. Stwiertnia, and A.S. Świątkowski, Przewodnik z Krakowa do Lwówa, 

Podhorzec, Podwołoczysk, Brodów, Słobody Rungurskiej, Czernowiec i po Lwówie 

(Lwów: Towarzystwo Politechnicze, 1886).

28. Ibid., 58, 78, 92.

29. Przewodnik po Lwówie wydany przy wspołudziale Wydziału gospodarczego V. 

Zjazdu Lekarzy I Pryzrodnikow polskich (Lwów: Drukarnia Ludowa, 1888).

30. Ibid., 50.

31. A. Zipper, Führer durch die Allgemeine Landesausstellung sowie durch die Königl. 

Hauptstadt Lemberg (Lwów: Ausstellungs-Direktion, 1894).

32. Th e town council discussed its publication and wished to be informed of its prog-

ress. Gazeta Lwówska, 20 May 1893.

33. A. Zipper, Führer; Ilustrowany Przewodnik po Lwowie i Powszechnej Wystawy Kra-

jowej (Lwów: Towarzystwo Upiększenia i Rozwoju Lwowa, 1894).

34. Ibid., 75.

35. Ibid., 79.

36. W. Rolny, Ilustrowana pamiątka z powszechnej Wystawy krajowej we Lwówie w 

roku 1894 (Lwów: Ausstellungs-Direktion, 1894).

37. Ibid., 35.

38. Ibid., 37, 39.

39. State Archives of Lviv Oblast (DALO), fond 3, opis 1, spr. 2804, 9.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 9:40 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 SECURITIZING THE POLISH BULWARK 99

40. See remarks on the title page in J. Wiczkowski, Lwów. Jego rozwoj I stan kulturalny 

oraz przewodnik po miescie (Lwów: H. Altenberg, 1907). Because of the intended 

audience, the focus was on environmental topics, public health, medical institu-

tions, and achievements as well as on higher education, while the cultural institu-

tions were only briefl y described.

41. Ibid., V.

42. Similarly “Under the Nose of Tatars” (Sous le nez des Tatars) in  Léopol et ses en-

virons. Petit guide pratique illustré avec plan (Léopol: Société du Engagement du 

Tourisme en Galicie, 1910), 51.

43. A. Czołowski, “Pogląd na dzieje Lwowa” [View on the History of Lwów], in Wicz-

kowski, Lwów, 15. A similar tone is found in  Przewodnik po Lwówie oraz najnowszy 

wykaz ulic, placów, ogrodów itp (Lwów: Lwowskie Biuro Adrescyjno-Informacyjne, 

1910).

44. Wiczkowski, Lwów, 23.

45. J. Piotrowski, Lemberg und Umgebung (Żółkiew, Podhorce, Brzeżany und and.). 

Handbuch für Kunstliebhaber und Reisende (Lemberg: H. Altenberg, 1916), 8–9. 

Th e publication in German during the war is quite interesting. Because of the lack 

of references for Lviv, we must resort to Przemyśl as an example. M. Orłowicz, 

Illustrierter Führer durch Przemyśl und Umgebung mit besonderer Berücksich-

tigung der Schlachtfelder und Kriegsgräber 1914–1915 (Przemyśl: Verband der 

Polnischen Vereine, 1917), 3. Th e guide was aimed at tourists currently visiting 

and especially at those who would come after the war. But we can assume that, 

especially with regard to Lviv, there may have been deeper legitimizing reasons 

at work.

46. Piotrowski, Lemberg und Umgebung, 8–9.

47. All quotations are from Piotrowski, Lemberg, 30, 33.

48. Ibid., 36–37.

49. See Paul Srodecki’s contribution on the Polish Catholic Right in this volume.

50. M. Orłowicz, Ilustrowany przewodnik po Lwowie (Lwów/Warszawa: Książnica-

Atlas, 1925; reprint Krosno: Ruthenus, 2005). Th e fi rst edition was edited as part of 

the series Uniwersytet żółnierski and was designated for soldiers coming to Lwów 

(foreword of the second edition, 1925, V); ibid., 58–59. Orłowicz only briefl y men-

tioned the main steps in urban development and the Polonization and rapid devel-

opment since 1870.

51. See Orłowicz, Ilustrowany przewodnik, V, where the foreword of the fi rst edition is 

reprinted.

52. Th e explanation is quite long (ibid., 24–35), almost as long as the description of the 

rest of its history.

53. Ibid., 35, 42.

54. Ilustrowany przewodnik po Lwowie (Lwów: Gubrynowicz, 1937), 3.

55. Ibid.

56. A. Czołowski, “Przeszłość Lwowa,” in ibid., 68–72, 69–70.

57. Ibid., 70.

58. Ibid., 71.

59. Ibid., 72.

60. Ł. Charewiczowa, Przewodnik po najważniejszych zabytkach Małopolski Wschod-

niej związanych z dziejami króla Jana III Sobieskiego (Lwów: Państwowe Wydaw-

nictwo Książek Szkolnych, 1933).

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 9:40 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



100 HEIDI HEINKIRCHER

61. Ibid., 4.

62. Hein-Kircher, Antemurale, 138–44.

63. Medyński, Lwów.

64. Ibid., 5, 13. See C. von Werdt, “Lemberg [Lviv],” in Religiöse Erinnerungsorte in Ost-

mitteleuropa. Konstitution und Konkurrenz im nationen- und epochenübergreifen-

den Zugriff , ed. J. Bahlke, S. Rohdewald, and T. Wü nsch (Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 

2013), 81–90.

65. Medyński, Lwów, 1.

66. Ibid., 2.

67. Ibid., 9–10.

68. Generally B. Wöller, “Europa” als historisches Argument. Nationsbildungsstrate-

gien polnischer und ukrainischer Historiker im habsburgischen Galizien (Bochum: 

Winkler, 2014), 93.

69. See Przewodnik (1888), 52; Ilustrowany Przewodnik po Lwowie, 39.

70. See Jaworski, Przewodnik po Lwówie, 30.

71. Orłowicz, Ilustrowany Przewodnik (1919), 59.

72. Orłowicz, Ilustrowany Przewodnik (1925), 56.

73. Ibid., 59. Th e lack of individuality, which is at fi rst glance like an “American town,” 

and the few points of interest are the results of a “strange lush and strange heroic 

past of the town” (Jaworski, Przewodnik, 1).

74. Orłowicz, 59–61.

75. Th e notion is that the slaughterhouse built in 1901 was modeled on foreign slaugh-

terhouses. Wiczkowski, Lwów, 60, hints at a “sign of progress” and at an interna-

tional European level of knowledge. D. Hüchtker, “Der ‘Schmutz der Juden’ und 

die ‘Unsittlichkeit der Weiber.’ Ein Vergleich der Repräsentationen von Armut in 

Stadt- und Reisebeschreibungen von Galizien und Berlin (Ende des 18./Mitte des 

19. Jahrhunderts),” Zeitschrift für Ostmitteleuropaforschung 51 (2002): 351–69, 354 

shows that in the fi rst half of the nineteenth century, backwardness was a stereo-

typical description, whereas the increasing modernity of the city has since been 

focused on as a Polish achievement.

76. Wöller, “Europa,” 87.

77. S. Szczepanowski, Nędza Galicyjska w cyfrach i program energicznego rozwoju go-

spodarstwa krajowego (Lwów: Gubrynowicz i Schmidt, 1888).

78. S. Wasylewski, Lwów (Poznań: R. Wegner, 1931), 8.

79. Concerning European civilization as an “antinomic distinction,” see, Wöller, “Eu-

ropa,” 162–63.

80. Th e Hessian collaborative research program Confl ict Regions in Eastern Europe, in 

which the author participates, is elaborating a conceptual approach to this multi-

ethnic and imperial shatter zones.

Bibliography

Balzacq, T., S. Léonard, and J. Ruzicka. 2015. “‘Securization’ Revisited: Th eory and 

Cases.” International Relations. Retrieved 16 July 2016 from http://journals.sage-

pub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0047117815596590.

Charewiczowa, L. 1938. Przewodnik po najważniejszych zabytkach Małopolski Wschod-

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 9:40 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 SECURITIZING THE POLISH BULWARK 101

niej związanych z dziejami króla Jana III Sobieskiego. Lwów: Państwowe Wydaw-

nictwo Książek Szkolnych.

Conze, E. 2005. “Sicherheit als Kultur. Überlegungen zu einer ‘modernen Politikgeschichte’ 

der Bundesrepublik Deutschland.” Vierteljahreshefte für Zeitgeschichte 53: 357–80.

 ———. 2012. “Securitization. Gegenwartsdiagnose oder historischer Analyseansatz?” 

Geschichte und Gesellschaft 38: 453–67.

Czołowski, A. 1937. “Przeszłość Lwowa.” In Ilustrowany przewodnik po Lwowie, 68–72. 

Lwów: Gubrynowicz.

Daase, C. 2011. “Der Wandel der Sicherheitskultur. Ursachen und Folgen eines er-

weiterten Sicherheitsbegriff s.” In Zivile Sicherheit. Gesellschaftliche Dimensionen 

gegenwärtiger Sicherheitspolitiken, ed. P. Zoche, S. Kaufmann, and R. Haverkamp, 

139–60. Bielefeld: Transcript.

Enzensberger, H.M. 1958. “Vergebliche Brandung der Ferne. Eine Th eorie des Touris-

mus.” Merkur 12: 701–20.

Hein-Kircher, H. 2005. “Historische Kultforschung.” Digitales Handbuch zur Geschichte 

und Kultur Russlands und Osteuropas. Retrieved 25 July 2015 from http://epub

.ub.uni-muenchen.de/639/1/hein-mythosforschung.pdf.

———. 2006. “Antemurale christianitis. Grenzsituation als Selbstverständnis.” In Gren-

zen. Gesellschaftliche Konstitutionen und Transfi gurationen, ed. H. Hecker, 129–48. 

Essen: Klartext. 

———. 2006. “Th e Idea of Lwów as a Bulwark against the East.” In Imagining the City, 

ed. C. Emden, C. Keen, and D.R. Midgley, 321–38. Oxford/New York: Peter Lang. 

———. 2009. “Überlegungen zur Ausprägung und Funktion von Raummythen.” In 

Deutschlands östliche Nachbarschaften. Eine Sammlung von historischen Essays für 

Hans Henning Hahn, ed. E. Dimitrow and T. Weger, 105–20. Frankfurt a.M.: Peter 

Lang. 

Hüchtker, D. 2002. “Der ‘Schmutz der Juden’ und die ‘Unsittlichkeit der Weiber.’ Ein 

Vergleich der Repräsentationen von Armut in Stadt- und Reisebeschreibungen von 

Galizien und Berlin (Ende des 18./Mitte des 19. Jahrhunderts).” Zeitschrift für Ost-

mitteleuropaforschung 51: 351–69.

Ilustrowany przewodnik po Lwowie. 1937. Lwów: Gubrynowicz.

Jaworski, F. 1911. Przewodnik po Lwowie. Lwów: Połoniecki.

Kunaszewicz, S. 1878. Wilda przewodnik po Lwowie. Lwów: K. Wild.

Kuroczynski, P. 2011. Die Medialisierung der Stadt. Analoge und digitale Stadtführer 

zur Stadt Breslau nach 1945. Bielefeld: Transcript.

Loew, P. O. 2009. “Der genormte Blick aufs Fremde. Reiseführer in und über Ostmittel-

europa.” Retrieved 15 May 2015 from http://www.hsozkult.de/conferencereport/

id/tagungsberichte-2473.

Lwowskie Biuro Adrescyjno-Informacyjne. 1910. Przewodnik po Lwówie oraz najnowszy 

wykaz ulic, placów, ogrodów itp. Lwów: Lwowskie Biuro Adrescyjno-Informacyjne.

Mark, R. 1994. Galizien unter österreichischer Herrschaft. Verwaltung—Kirche—Bev-

ölkerung. Marburg: Herder-Institut.

Medyński, A. 1937. Lwów. Przewodnik dla zwiedzających miasta. 2nd ed. Lwów: self-

publication.

Orłowicz, M. 1917. Illustrierter Führer durch Przemyśl und Umgebung mit besonderer 

Berücksichtigung der Schlachtfelder und Kriegsgräber 1914–1915. Przemyśl: Ver-

band der Polnischen Vereine.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 9:40 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



102 HEIDI HEINKIRCHER

———. 2005. Ilustrowany przewodnik po Lwowie. Lwów/Warszawa: Książnica-Atlas 

1925; reprint Krosno: Ruthenus.

Orłowicz, M. and R. Kordys. 1914. Illustrierter Führer durch Galizien. Wien/Leipzig: 

A. Hartleben.

Pawlewski, B., P. Stwiertnia, and A.S. Świątkowski. 1886. Przewodnik z Krakowa do 

Lwówa, Podhorzec, Podwołoczysk, Brodów, Słobody Rungurskiej, Czernowiec i po 

Lwówie. Lwów: Towarzystwo Politechnicze.

Piotrowski, J. 1916. Lemberg und Umgebung (Żółkiew, Podhorce, Brzeżany und and.). 

Handbuch für Kunstliebhaber und Reisende. Lemberg: H. Altenberg.

Przewodnik po Lwówie wydany przy wspołudziale Wydziału gospodarczego V. Zjazdu 

Lekarzy I Pryzrodnikow polskich. 1888. Lwów: Drukamia Ludowa.

Rolny, W. 1894. Ilustrowana pamiątka z powszechnej Wystawy krajowej we Lwówie w 

roku 1894. Lwów: Ausstellungs-Direktion.

Śleziński, J. 1863. Neu verbesserter Wegweise der Koen. Hauptstadt Lemberg oder Ueber-

sicht saemmtlicher Herrn Hauseigenthuemer mit Angabe der Hausnnummer, Gas-

sen und Pfarreien. Lwów: B. Lorje.

Société du Engagement du Tourisme en Galicie. 1910. Léopol et ses environs. Petit guide 

pratique illustré avec plan. Léopol: Société du Engagement du Tourisme en Galicie.

State Archives of Lwów Oblast (DALO), fond 3 magistrat, opis 1, spr. 2804, 9.

Struck, B. 2011. “Der genormte Blick auf die Fremde. Reisen, Vorwissen und Erwartung. 

Die Beispiele Italien und Polen im späten 18. Jahrhundert.” In Der genormte Blick 

aufs Fremde. Reiseführer in und über Osteuropa, ed. R. Jaworski, P.O. Loew, and C. 

Pletzing, 11–35. Wiesbaden: Harrasowitz. 

Szczepanowski, S. 1888. Nędza Galicyjska w cyfrach i program energicznego rozwoju 

gospodarstwa krajowego. Lwów: Gubrynowicz i Schmidt.

Towarzystwo dla rozwoju i upiększenia miasta Lwowa. 1894. Ilustrowany Przewodnik 

po Lwowie i powszechnej Wystawie Krajowej. Lwów: Towarzystwo dla rozwoju i 

upiększenia miasta.

von Werdt, C. 2013. “Lemberg [Lviv].” In Religiöse Erinnerungsorte in Ostmitteleuropa. 

Konstitution und Konkurrenz im nationen- und epochenübergreifenden Zugriff , ed. 

J. Bahlke, S. Rohdewald, and T. Wü nsch, 81–90. Berlin/Boston: Akademie Verlag. 

Wasylewski, S. 1931. Lwów. Poznań: R. Wegner.

Weger, T. 2002. “Das jüdische Krakau und das jüdische Prag in deutschsprachigen Rei-

seführern.” In Nationale Wahrnehmungen und ihre Stereotypisierung. Beiträge zur 

historischen Stereotypenforschung, ed. H. Hahn and E. Mannová, 263–73. Frankfurt 

a.M.: Peter Hahn. 

Wendland, A.V. 2007. “‘Semper fi delis’: Lwów jako mit narodowy Polaków i Ukraińców, 

1867–1939.” In Miasto-społeczeństwo-kultura Lwów, ed. K. Karolczak and H. Zalin-

ski, 191–211. Kraków: Akademia Pedagogiczna. 

Wiczkowski, J. 1907. Lwów. Jego rozwoj I stan kulturalny oraz przewodnik po miescie. 

Lwów: H. Altenberg.

Wöller, B. 2014. “Europa” als historisches Argument. Nationsbildungsstrategien pol-

nischer und ukrainischer Historiker im habsburgischen Galizien. Bochum: Winkler.

Zipper, A. 1894. Führer durch die Allgemeine Landesausstellung sowie durch die Königl. 

Hauptstadt Lemberg. Lwów: Ausstellungs-Direktion.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 9:40 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 CHAPTER 4

Ghetto as an “Inner Antemurale”?
Debates on Exclusion, Integration, and 

Identity in Galicia in the Nineteenth and 
Early Twentieth Centuries

�
Jürgen Heyde

Th e term “ghetto” was coined at the beginning of the sixteenth century at 
a time when antemurale had become a sort of trademark concept in soci-
eties that understood themselves as being the frontier between diff erent 
cultures. Antemurale describes a religiously and politically conceived de-
marcation through the use of military phrasing; it constructs an opposition 
that describes the “Other” (beyond the antemurale) not just as a political 
or military enemy, but as an existential threat to the community shielded 
by the antemurale. Th is demarcation should not only strengthen social co-
hesion within the “borderland societies” but also appeal to a larger public, 
namely the European Christian community, linking borderland peripheries 
with the Christian core of the Holy See.

A quite similar argumentation also applies to the relation with the Jew-
ish population in Europe: the imagination of a religious and cultural Other 
threatening the Christian society, which was understood as an overarching, 
transterritorial community. However, the term antemurale has not been 
used with respect to the Jews, as there was no defi nite borderline that could 
be used to symbolize the demarcation because the Jews lived among the 
Christians. But similarly to the political concept of antemurale, there had 
been a demand for separation, for a clear and visible demarcation between 
Jews and Christians, since the Middle Ages.

Th e symbol for this demarcation became “ghetto,” its walls representing 
the unequivocal separation of Jews and Christians, as the spatial concept 
of ghetto reverses and reproduces the antemurale. Anne Cornelia Kenne-
weg distinguishes three spaces constituting the antemurale: the inner space 
that had to be defended, the outer space as the realm of the enemy, and the 
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border envisioned as a wall or bulwark.1 Ghetto shifts the connotations 
of the inner and outer space: in ghetto, the hostile realm lies within the 
walls, which defend the own space on the outside. Just like antemurale, 
the term “ghetto” outlived the early modern constellations in which it was 
formed and acquired new political importance in the era of nationalism in 
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.2

In early modern Italy, the word “ghetto” became essentially a synonym 
for “Jewish quarter,” named after the Jewish area of residence in Venice 
built in 1516 and separated from the city by walls and gates. Voyagers and 
travelogues made the term known in other European countries, but it ap-
peared as an exclusively Italian phenomenon until the end of the eighteenth 
century. Th is changed at the turn from the eighteenth to the nineteenth 
century, when the early modern ghettos became gradually dismantled and 
the spatial segregation of the living areas was lifted.

In public discussions, however, the symbolism of ghetto remained im-
portant for a long time and became a metaphor for the segregation and 
exclusion of the Jews by their non-Jewish environment.3 In Central and 
Eastern Europe, where emancipation was withheld until the last decades of 
the nineteenth century, the Jewish debate about ghetto walls forcibly sep-
arating Jews and Christians mixed with the Christian myth of antemurale 
shielding Christianity from the infi dels.

Th is chapter discusses the notion of ghetto as a “reversed” or “inner an-
temurale” in various steps from the Middle Ages to the early twentieth cen-
tury. Th e fi rst part asks about the ideological fundaments of the debate, the 
concepts of spatial segregation between Jews and Christians in anti-Jewish 
polemics since the Middle Ages. Th e second part compares the remodeling 
of Jewish areas of residence in Frankfurt, Cracow (Polish: Kraków), and 
Venice (Italian: Venezia) at the turn from the fi fteenth to the sixteenth cen-
tury. Th e third part explains how a ghetto memory was constructed and the 
role it played in the debates about modern Jewish identity between assim-
ilationist and Zionist authors in nineteenth-century Galicia.4 Both groups 
saw ghetto as a symbol of drastic separation between the Jewish and Chris-
tian populations—the term, therefore, infl uenced society and politics as 
well as the cultural and mental realm. Th us the inner-Jewish debates of the 
nineteenth century refl ected the early modern normative narratives.

Still they diff ered signifi cantly in their assessment of who was to be 
held responsible for this segregation. Exclusion and marginalization by the 
Christian authorities were discussed as well as the signifi cance of Jewish 
existence in the diaspora for the ghetto experience. Another important 
part of these discussions were the consequences that living under the con-
ditions of the ghetto had for the Jewish population.
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Th e fi nal part of the chapter examines anti-Semitic concepts of ghetto 
and their relation to the notion of a Christian bulwark against the Jews. 
Ghetto did not become an important feature in anti-Jewish polemics until 
the 1920s and 1930s. Th ese authors did not explicitly refer to early mod-
ern legislation but appeared well informed about the inner-Jewish debates 
on ghetto and Jewish identity—of course interpreting them in a way that 
fi t the logic of radical exclusion that was characteristic for the antemurale 
narrative.

Separating Jews and Christians—
Ideological Foundations of the Ghetto

Th e early modern ghetto was as much an ideological construct as it was, in 
the words of Benjamin Ravid, the leading historian on early modern ghet-
tos, a “geographical reality.”5 Based on studies on early modern Venice and 
other Italian towns, he defi ned ghetto as a “compulsory, segregated and en-
closed” Jewish quarter.6 For an analysis of the interrelation between ghetto 
and antemurale, it is necessary to look fi rst at the ideological foundations 
that led to the installation of such compulsory, segregated, and enclosed 
quarters. Second, I will briefl y compare three Jewish quarters that were es-
tablished or fundamentally reconstructed by non-Jewish authorities from 
the late fi fteenth to the early sixteenth century: Frankfurt (1463), Cracow 
(1495), and Venice (1516). In the debates of the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries, all three were remembered as ghettos, even though only the 
Venice Jewish quarter had been called by this name in early modern offi  cial 
documents.

Th e demand for the spatial segregation of Jewish and Christian living 
areas was raised for the fi rst time in thirteenth-century church documents, 
that is in the statutes of the  Synod of Wrocław in 1267. Th e bishops de-
clared that in the province of Gniezno, Jews were not allowed to live inter-
mingled with Christians; in whatever town or village Jews were residing, 
their homes had to be separated from the Christians’ dwellings by a wall 
or moat.7 Jewish houses among Christians should be sold or exchanged 
within a year, or else the bishop would punish those who disobeyed, if nec-
essary by excommunication or interdict. Th e spatial segregation was part 
of a wider program of exclusion: the bishops forbade Christians to invite 
Jews to festivities of any kind or even to eat or dance with them at Jewish 
weddings or banquets. Neither should they buy meat or any kind of food 
from Jews. Th e bishops argued that those restrictions were necessary be-
cause Jews regarded Christians as enemies and tried to poison them.8
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With these arguments, the bishops of the Gniezno archbishopric reacted 
to several recent developments: on the one hand, the dukes from Austria 
and  Greater Poland and the kings of Bohemia and Hungary had issued priv-
ileges encouraging Jews to settle in their territories, and on the other hand, 
the urban landscape in the region had been fundamentally transformed 
since the middle of the thirteenth century and by the previous devastations 
of the Mongol invasion.9 During the twenty-fi ve years between the Mon-
golic retreat and the Synod of Wrocław, the most important urban politi-
cal centers in the Polish lands had been transferred to Magdeburg law and 
rebuilt in accordance with the new legal framework. Th e bishops now saw 
the opportunity to expand the constitutions of the Lateran councils con-
cerning the avoidance of social contact between Jews and Christians and 
the demand that Jews wear distinguishing marks on their clothing by a new 
stipulation: the separation of living areas in the newly remodeled cities.

Th e Catholic clergy could not, however, rely on the monarchs to enforce 
these postulates, as their policy was aimed at attracting Jews and off ering 
them convenient conditions for settling in these territories. Moreover, the 
synod stated that Christianity in the Polish lands was endangered by the 
presence of the Jews, as it still constituted “a young plantlet”—regardless of 
the fact that the fi rst Polish ruler had adopted Christianity some 300 years 
before and another had led a European army to defend Christianity from 
the Mongols at Legnica twenty-fi ve years before the synod. Be that as it 
may, this young plantlet had to be protected from the Jews by forcing them 
to live in segregated areas in the cities, separated from the Christians by 
walls or a moat. Th e ferocity of the argumentation shows clear parallels to 
the rhetoric of antemurale, with the diff erence that antemurale promised 
to defend an already (or still) existing separation, whereas the bishops only 
tried to create one.

Th e decrees of the Wrocław synod were unique in a double sense: fi rst, 
no other synod of the time took the anti-Jewish polemics that far and, sec-
ond, they had no practical consequences at all. During the next decades, 
there were no attempts to enforce the decreed measures, and none of the 
following church congregations returned to the matter. Only at the council 
of Basel in the fi rst half of the fi fteenth century was the topic of segregated 
living quarters discussed again.10 Th e clerics again worried about the inter-
action between Jews and Christians. To lessen the possibility of intensive 
contact, the council decreed that Jews should be obliged to live in certain 
quarters, which were separated from the Christians’ dwellings and as far 
away as possible from churches.11

Th is time, however, the question was raised in a diff erent context. Th e 
minutes of the council clearly show the aim to underline the supremacy 
of the Christian faith, but the Jews were no longer described as dangerous 
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enemies to the faith and the faithful. Th e segregation of Jews and Christians 
simply appeared as a necessary feature in a well-ordered Christian society.

Segregation and the Restructuring of Jewish Quarters—
the Invention of the Ghetto

In the fi fteenth century, however, there was political pressure to put the 
resolutions of the council into practice—and it was the Jews of Frankfurt 
who were assigned a segregated and walled-up quarter, Judengasse (the 
Lane of the Jews), instead of their old homes around St.  Bartholomew’s 
Church.12 Th e old Jewish quarter had been situated in the town center. In 
1442 and 1458, Emperor Frederick III (1415–1493) had twice demanded 
that the magistrate expels the Jews from the city. Two years after the second 
intervention, the magistrate began negotiations with the Jewish commu-
nity about relocating the Jewish quarter to a new place in the so-called new 
town, which had been integrated into the city walls in the fourteenth cen-
tury. When the Frankfurt magistrate debated the establishment of a new 
segregated quarter there, they provisionally named it Neu-Ägypten (New 
Egypt)—signaling that the transfer constituted a sort of expulsion from the 
city.13 Th e name did not stick; on the contrary, the term Frankfurter Juden-
gasse (Frankfurt’s Lane of the Jews) underlined the continuing ties to the 
city.

About three decades later, the Jewish quarter of Cracow was also re-
moved from the town center and relocated to nearby Kazimierz on the 
other bank of the Vistula River, after the old quarter had burned down 
in 1494. A contemporary chronicler described the fi re and noted that af-
terward the burghers lobbied for the relocation as if the Jews were to be 
blamed for the catastrophe. Offi  cially, however, there was an enquiry as to 
whether the Ottoman delegation was responsible.14 In this case, the king 
acted as an intermediary and off ered the Jewish community properties he 
held in Kazimierz; they had been reserved for the university, which was 
now located in Cracow—where the fi rst Jewish quarter had been. Th e relo-
cation to Kazimierz was the second in four decades. Th e Jewish community 
had sold the area of the oldest Jewish quarter to the university and acquired 
new grounds a little farther north only a few years before, in 1469. Th e 
grounds in Kazimierz off ered by the king were not entirely new to the Jews; 
in 1488, a  circulus Judaeorium (Jewish market square) was mentioned in 
the town records in connection with this place.

Miasto żydowskie (the Jewish town), as it was later called, touched the 
town walls of Kazimierz in the north and east. In the beginning, however, 
it was open to the Christian neighborhood without a clear demarcation 
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between Jewish and Christian Kazimierz. Th e Jewish community acted as 
owner of the plots inhabited by Jews and negotiated an enlargement of the 
Jewish town with the magistrate three times (1553, 1583, 1608).15 Christians 
continued to live in the new Jewish quarter; however, in 1564, the Jewish 
community received a royal privilege granting the right of fi rst refusal if a 
Christian sold his property in the Jewish town—mystifi ed later by modern 
historiography as  privilegium de non tolerandis Christianis (privilege of not 
tolerating Christians).16 A wall between the Jewish and the Christian parts 
of Kazimierz was mentioned for the fi rst time in the agreement of 1553, 
but only after the third enlargement was the Jewish quarter separated from 
the Christian area partially by a wall, partially by a fence. Still much later, 
after the Austrian occupation of 1796, the new government tried to trans-
form the Jewish town into a segregated, compulsory, and exclusive quarter 
where all the Jews in the Cracow area must reside—even though they did 
not call it ghetto but  Revier (district).17

In 1516, the senate of Venice decided to build a compulsory, segregated, 
and exclusive living quarter for the Jews. Th e situation was diff erent from 
Frankfurt and Cracow, as there had been no previous Jewish quarter in 
the city. Until 1503, Venetian Jews were allowed to reside only in Mestre, 
on the Terraferma, and not in the city itself. Because of security concerns 
relating to the war against the league of Cambrai, Jews had been granted 
permission to stay in Venice proper during the military crisis. As the war 
was coming to an end, the Venetian authorities were confronted with vo-
ciferous demands for an expulsion of the Jews, but they also considered the 
benefi ts of a continued Jewish presence in the city.

Th e senate of Venice decided to build an area of residence for the Jews 
in an area that had formerly been used as a foundry and therefore had been 
called “ghetto.”18 Th is term quickly became generally accepted because it 
allowed for diff erent interpretations. Th e senate was able to pretend that 
it had not created a Jewish quarter in the town, but the edict of 1516 an-
nounced that the senate had taken measures to restore the previous situa-
tion, when Jews were forbidden to live in the city. Th e Venetian authorities 
indeed created a permanent area of residence for the Jews, whose right to 
stay in the town had always been rigidly limited. So, instead of returning to 
the status quo ante, the Jews gained a living quarter not exactly in, but very 
close to, the city.19

Th e document of 1516 thus emphasized at the beginning the aim to 
reestablish the old order that Jews were not allowed to dwell in the city, 
which had been circumvented by  perfi dia hebraica as well as by necessity 
and the extraordinary conditions of the time. In order to end such disorder 
and inconvenience, “the senate had decreed that the Jews should reside in 
the court of houses in the ghetto behind the church of San Girolamo.”20 
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Th e rhetoric of restoring a state of separation between Christians and Jews, 
which had been undermined by “Jewish perfi dy,” clearly alludes to the an-
temurale narrative. Just like the statute of the Wrocław synod, it evokes the 
notion of security—to be ensured by the ghetto/separation in general—and 
thus creates a mythical space of confi nement, separating Christians and 
Jews, order and danger.

Venice and Frankfurt are examples for an “inner antemurale,” a visible 
separation and demonstrative exclusion of the Jews who, despite this, en-
sured their continuous presence as a manifestation of the Other. In Cracow, 
by contrast, the relocation of the Jewish quarter was eff ected without any 
reference to anti-Jewish rhetoric, despite the intensive use of antemurale 
rhetoric in Polish public discourse in the fi fteenth century.

In both Frankfurt and Venice, there was political pressure to expel the 
Jews, not to install permanent residential areas. In Frankfurt, the author-
ities accepted the established name of Judengasse, whereas in Venice, the 
senate tried not to acknowledge the existence of a Jewish quarter. One of 
the most important reasons the term “ghetto” became so popular in early 
modern Italy was that it was open to interpretation from both sides, mak-
ing it possible to fuse exclusionary rhetoric with inclusionary practice. Th is 
ambiguity also becomes evident in the location of many early modern ghet-
tos. While the Jewish area of residence in Venice was placed outside the 
city center (but decidedly nearer than it had been before 1503), the ghettos 
in Florence (Italian: Firenze) and Siena that were set up in the sixteenth 
century were located in the very center of these cities, with gates open-
ing directly to the market square.21 Th us, while the establishment of Jewish 
quarters in early modern Italian towns was very often accompanied by the 
rhetoric of exclusion,22 David Ruderman has underlined that the institution 
of the ghetto provided Jews with “a legal and natural residence within the 
economy of Christian space.”23

Th is ambiguity faded during the period of the French Revolution and 
Napoleon’s (1769–1821) conquest of Italy. Th e revolutionary troops saw 
the walls of the ghetto as symbols of segregation and inequality—not only 
separating Jews and Christians but also demarcating social boundaries in 
general. Th erefore, whenever the French army conquered a city, these walls 
were torn down in an offi  cial ceremony and often the street leading to the 
ghetto was renamed Via libera.24

Ghetto and Jewish Identity in Nineteenth-Century Galicia

During the fi rst decades of the nineteenth century, mentions of ghetto ap-
peared sporadically in public debates. Th ey were sometimes used as a met-

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 9:40 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



110 JÜRGEN HEYDE

aphor for political oppression, as in the years before the 1848 revolution, 
when Ludwig Börne (1786–1837) rhetorically asked whether Germany 
had become “the ghetto of Europe.”25 At other times, ghetto was seen as an 
equivalent for Jewish quarter, for instance in 1859, when Abraham Gum-
plowicz (1803–1876) wrote about the fi rst “Germans”—meaning liberal 
Jews in Western-style clothing—in the streets of the Cracow ghetto.26 Th e 
term became popular in the Jewish assimilationist press in Galicia in the 
early 1880s mainly for two reasons. Th e liberal Jewish press could no longer 
ignore the rise of anti-Semitism in Central Europe. Th e Jewish press reacted 
with irritation to the pogroms in the Russian Empire, at fi rst blaming them 
for “Asian despotism,” but could not dismiss the Warsaw incidents around 
Christmas 1881 in the same way.27 Th e rise of anti-Semitism in Hungary, 
especially the accusation of ritual murder in Tisza-Eszlar, but also the de-
bates on mixed marriages in the Hungarian upper house in 1884, evoked an 
even stronger reaction.28 But liberal Jews and their assimilationist agenda 
found themselves in the crosshairs not only of anti-Semites but also of con-
servative Jewish circles. Following Maskilic traditions, the assimilationists 
usually dismissed Rabbinic and  Hasidic Judaism as a spent force, a relic of 
the past, so the liberal Jewish press was enraged in 1882 when the conser-
vatives ensured the ongoing recognition of the cheder schools as part of 
the Jewish curriculum.29 Th e assimilationist camp imagined itself fi ghting 
on two frontiers—against anti-Semitism and against traditional or Hasidic 
Judaism; both were in a way associated with ghetto.

In 1884, the Viennese journalist Isidor Singer (1857–1927) explained 
the liberal agenda; he pointed out that the Jewish people had been im-
prisoned in dark, locked ghettos much like cattle for almost 2,000 years, 
but a few years of freedom brought forth men like Baruch de Spinoza 
(1632–1677), Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy (1809–1847), Ferdinand Las-
salle (1825–1864), and others. However, the ghetto was not just a part of 
history overcome by emancipation.30 Singer mentioned that his remarks 
represented the liberal Jewish point of view, while there were other fellow 
Jews who were still “unable to understand the spirit of the time and opt[ed] 
to stick to all the Talmudic rules, returning to live in the dark gloomy ghet-
tos instead of acknowledging themselves as free citizens of the nineteenth 
century.”31

Th e rift dividing the Jewish population was accentuated even more in 
an 1883 brochure published in Lviv by Zygmunt Fryling (1854–1931), in 
which he dealt with the dangers of continuing traditional forms of Jewish 
education as symbolized by the cheder system.32 Th e cheder was, in his 
words, a symbol of the power that the rabbis and “miracle workers”—that 
is the Hasidic rebbes—held over the Jewish masses:
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Th ese rabbis rant so fanatically against emancipation because in the old 

times, when the Jews had been regarded as pariahs and could live in assigned 

corners only, they were the real kings of the Jews, and nowadays they try to 

restore the old times in order to reign again in the ghetto.33

Leaving the ghetto behind, Fryling and Singer stated, was not about 
leaving the Mosaic faith and converting to Christianity. For Fryling, the 
most important feature was to leave all external signs of the ghetto behind: 
clothes, behavior, customs including the payot (side curls), and—most of 
all—language, the dreaded jargon, as Yiddish was called by modern Jews 
at the time.

A decade later, early Zionist authors adopted the notion of ghetto as 
a sort of prison forced upon the Jews in former times. Th ey also stressed 
the isolation of the ghetto existence but came to a diff erent conclusion. 
It was not the road to assimilation that opened up when the walls of the 
ghetto were torn down, but the possibility for the Jewish people to assert 
themselves as a nation among others. In one of the fi rst editorials of the 
newly founded periodical Przyszłość (Future), the author proclaimed that 
the so-called Jewish question was in principle based on the fact that there 
had been a “foreign element with its strongly formed individualism” among 
the Christian peoples. When the ghetto walls crumbled, the Jews found 
themselves in a blatant antagonism to their surroundings that had been 
masked by the isolation of the ghetto. In the moment of emancipation, the 
Jews’ diff erence—in customs, character, and way of thinking, in their totally 
diff erent view of the world—became obvious.34

In the following year, Salomon Schiller (1862–1925) compared the ghetto 
to a prison:

Th ey locked us up in ghettos, but it was just the fact that they kept us away 

from themselves with this prison autonomy, which strongly supported the 

development of independent national and sociocultural characteristics. No 

less important for our national psyche was the contempt we had for the Ari-

ans because that way our consciousness of superiority grew stronger and we 

were fi lled with the thought that we are the chosen nation.35

He compared the Jewish psyche during the centuries of the ghetto to the 
mind of a prisoner, whose worldview becomes confi ned to the prison walls 
to the point that he starts to hallucinate. Th e Jews turned to their national 
heritage, to the voices of the old kings and prophets, awaiting the return of 
the messiah. Th erefore, he concluded, those who accuse Jews of having no 
fatherland were wrong. Th e ghetto—and the fact that the Jews survived as 
a people—was testimony to their “national existence.”36
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Christians imposed the ghetto on the Jews, forcing upon them an exis-
tence in isolation and confi nement. However, the ghetto enabled the Jews 
in the diaspora not to become dispersed among the nations but to stick 
together as a nation. Th e duality of oppression and preservation was the 
leading motif in one of the fi rst published sermons of Ozjasz Th on (1870–
1936), when he was in Berlin, before he became rabbi at Cracow’s temple 
synagogue. 37 In his sermon, Th on diff erentiates between the history of the 
Jews in the ghetto as seen from the outside and from the inside. From the 
outside, the ghetto represented “a picture of hopelessness, full of hatred 
and persecution, never a quiet moment for the Jews.”38 Th e ghetto was the 
epitome of Jewish suff ering in the diaspora. However, one could see an en-
tirely diff erent picture from the inside, for within the walls of the ghetto:

Th ere lives and works the spirit of the Lord. In the prayer houses hot and 

heartfelt prayers are directed to the Lord that he may rescue his people. . . . 

Th e Jews in the ghetto are singing all the time, and their basic melody is the 

love of God and his great, chosen nation, Israel.39

In a dialectic sense, ghetto became the fi nal part of the Jewish diaspora, 
the bleakest and darkest point in that period, but exactly that was what 
heralded the coming of a new era—the return to the land of the fathers and 
the resurrection of the Jewish nation. Th us ghetto represented, in a way, an 
entirely Jewish place.

Some of the more secular-minded writers did not share the optimism 
of Th on and Schiller. An editorial in the Lviv weekly, Wschód (East), from 
1901 linked ghetto to the proverbial Galician poverty40 and asked why the 
Galician Jews seemed unable to adapt to the modern world. It was pointed 
out that in Galicia:

Th e bleak mass of Jewish paupers still lives under medieval conditions. Ev-

erything around them is subject to change, but their way of thinking and of 

making a living still remains archaic. Why is it that Galician Jews have lost 

their proverbial sense of adaptation and persisted in the narrow confi nes of 

the ghetto, in a time when even the eastern Galician peasant adapted to the 

new conditions and circumstances?41

At the beginning of the twentieth century, Zionism became a major 
force in Galicia, driving the assimilationists to the defensive. Th e Zionists’ 
main goal, the formation of a Jewish nationality, was directly opposed to 
the goal of assimilation. After years of deep crisis, when the old assimila-
tionist works in Galicia had ceased to be published, a new weekly under 
the title Jedność (Unity) was formed in Lviv in 1907. Th e editors and au-
thors frequently referred to ghetto, but they attached a new meaning to 
the term. Ghetto still embodied isolation but was no longer linked to the 
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past. Instead, it represented a danger for the future, a danger caused by the 
common machinations of Zionists and anti-Semites who were working to 
isolate the Jews from their Christian surroundings, destroying the legacy of 
enlightenment and emancipation.

In 1907, in an editorial in one of the fi rst issues of Unity, the author stated 
that the Jews in Poland had never experienced anything like the chain of 
persecutions and cruelties the Western European Jews had had to endure. 
For this reason, he concludes, the centuries -old ties linking the Jewish pop-
ulation to the Polish nation could not be severed by “ad hoc sophisms.” For 
eight centuries, the Jewish people had based their very existence on the fate 
they shared with the Polish nation, with its history and destiny. Th e article, 
which contains not even a passing note of the pogroms of Warsaw in 1881 or 
in Galicia in 1898, was motivated by an electoral pact between Zionists and 
Ruthenians during the Galician campaign of 1907—which for the author 
was a clear sign of treason. Two years later, another editorial proclaimed 
that the very demand of national autonomy for the Jews was tantamount 
to a “return to the ghetto.”42 Such a return—from the path of assimilation—
whether proposed by Jewish separatists or Polish anti-Semites, could easily 
be seen as folly by the enlightened parts of Polish society.

Th e assimilationist press in Galicia at the beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury fundamentally redefi ned the ghetto narrative. Th eir authors no longer 
focused on ghetto as a historical obstacle to the inclusion of Jews in Pol-
ish society. Instead, they envisioned the present society as shared by Poles 
and Jews but threatened by Zionists and anti-Semites, who were trying to 
divide the Jewish-Polish symbiosis and move the Polish Jews into a ghetto 
like the ones that Western European Jews had had to endure for centuries.43

Th e Zionist press paid the assimilationists back in their own coin. For 
them, ghetto became a derogatory expression for Jews who were trying 
to ingratiate themselves with anti-Semites or any non-Jewish nationalists, 
like Rudolf Gall (1873–1939), a Jewish member of the Austrian parliament 
who voted in favor of honoring the deceased Vienna mayor (and promi-
nent anti-Semite) Karl Lueger (1844–1910) in 1910. His action, the author 
of an article in East deplored, gave testimony to the “crestfallen oppressed 
psyche of a Jewish ghetto ‘Moszko’ kissing the whip of his persecutor.”44 
At the beginning of the twentieth century, ghetto became more and more 
detached from historical contexts. Even the link between the connotations 
oppression/exclusion and isolation/segregation became unclear, while the 
term “ghetto” itself turned into a sort of negatively loaded emoticon that 
could be applied to almost random contexts.

Th e inner-Jewish debates on ghetto mirror many characteristics of the 
antemurale myth, most prominently the notion of violent exclusion. Jewish 
authors, however, had no interest in upholding the political myth behind 
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it, and thus ghetto slowly eroded into a vaguely negative metaphor before 
vanishing almost completely from inner-Jewish public discussion in the 
years before WWI.

Anti-Semitism and the Term “Ghetto”

Th e term “ghetto” appeared comparatively late in anti-Semitic publica-
tions, sporadically just before WWI, though not on a wider scale until the 
1920s and 1930s. In Poland, “ghetto” was used in the context of the rela-
tion between Polish “hosts” and Jewish “guests” when nationalist writers 
sought to affi  rm their position through anti-Semitism after the main goal of 
the national movement—the resurrection of Polish statehood—had been 
achieved. Th e 1920s and 1930s were a time when the antemurale motif be-
came popular once again and was directed against mostly communism and 
the Soviet Union. In Polish nationalist discourse, the antemurale motif was 
used to promote an antagonistic vision of society, a division between Poles 
and “minorities” through agitation against the latter.45

In the case of the Jews, nationalist writers proclaimed that their ideal 
was to solve the Jewish question through mass emigration of the Jews, but 
they conceded that such a solution seemed unlikely and impractical be-
cause of the great number of Jews living in Poland.46 National students’ 
organizations as early as the early 1920s lobbied for restrictions against 
Jewish students in the form of a  numerus nullus, that is, total exclusion 
from higher studies, or at least a  numerus clausus.47 In 1924, Zbigniew Sty-
pułkowski (1904–1979) elaborated on this demand in the student organ 
the Młodzież Wszechpolska (All-Polish Youth).48 He postulated an all-en-
compassing social segregation between Jews and Poles, which meant the 
elimination of Jews from all fi elds of Polish state, economic, cultural, eth-
ical, and societal life. He argued that the Jews could achieve a degree of 
autonomy never realized before, because they would be granted full free-
dom to set up their ghetto the way they liked. Of course, he added, there 
had to be several conditions: the Jews were to be totally excluded from the 
Polish legal and public system and had to organize themselves solely within 
the confi nes of Polish statehood. Any contact with world Jewry had to be 
forbidden in order to avoid any dangers to the Polish state borders.49 Later, 
anti-Semitic writers tried to portray the concept of ghettoization as the re-
newal of an old Jewish tradition, for the Jews had concentrated themselves 
in Jewish quarters since the Middle Ages and that was, in fact, the origin 
of the ghetto.50

In Germany, concepts of ghettoization did not play an important role 
even after 1933. Only Peter Heinz Seraphim’s (1902–1979) 1937 book 
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Das Judentum im osteuropäischen Raum (Th e Jews in the East European 
Realm) discussed ghetto in relation to Eastern European—meaning mostly 
Polish—Jews at length. He picked up the Zionist notion of ghetto as a Jew-
ish space and put his own spin on it. He claimed that the medieval ghetto 
was anything but the  bête noir of living space constraints, as had often 
been said—and “not without purpose.” He points to the fact that in me-
dieval towns, artisans of one profession were living in the same street, 
and he stresses the religious motives for the Jews to favor living in a com-
pact setting because the Talmud forbade them any social interaction with 
non-Jews.51

More important for him, however, was the ghetto’s function as the ori-
gin of Jewish expansion. In his opinion, the ghetto was the cause of excess 
population and social misery, which forced the Jews into the non-Jewish 
branches of the economic and cultural life of the host countries. Th e ghetto 
constituted the core of Jewish commercial life and controlled the whole 
state-wide economic system. Jewish traders, from peddlers and ragmen to 
middlemen, wholesale merchants, and export merchants lived together in 
the ghetto. From the ghetto, the Jewish artisan found his way into the fac-
tories; in the ghetto the future religious and political leaders were educated; 
here, the Jewish character in its specifi c Eastern European form evolved 
in order to infl uence its surroundings, the nations where the Jews were 
living.52

Seraphim envisions a fundamental antagonism between the Jewish and 
non-Jewish populations, but for him the ghetto was not a way to achieve 
segregation in the sense of the antemurale motif. Instead, the ghetto was 
part of a Jewish conspiracy to undermine and destroy the non-Jewish soci-
ety. Talking about the early modern ghettos, he does not directly deny any 
Christian pressure in their evolution but does not elaborate on it—to him, 
the ghetto was an entirely Jewish institution.53 In this context, he trans-
forms the Jews from victims to perpetrators whose every action is aimed at 
harming the non-Jewish societies in which they—being guests—should be 
assigned a lower status from the very beginning, making their guest privi-
leges revocable at any time.

He wrote his book under the infl uence of the National Socialist policy 
that was geared toward isolating and marginalizing the Jews in order to 
force them into emigration. When the book was published in 1937, the 
establishment of ghettos was not part of National Socialist politics yet. 
Seraphim took on the inner-Jewish debates and implicitly argued against 
the notion of assimilation, which frequently led him to adopt Zionist ar-
guments. In his discussion of Eastern European Jews, he applied German 
standards, in which assimilation was the rule. He missed the core of the 
Jewish question in Eastern Europe because he was playing to the expecta-
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tions of his German public. Th us, while overtly analyzing Eastern European 
relations, he catered to the anti-Jewish  National Socialist policy.

Both Polish and German anti-Semitic writers tried to apply the antemu-
rale ratio to the Jews, portraying them as demonic forces threatening the 
very core of the Polish or German (or even Arian) societies. Th eir diff erent 
approaches to ghetto—even though they appeared to be talking about the 
same Jewish populations—shows that they were in fact talking about very 
diff erent contexts.

Conclusion

Ghetto and antemurale show signifi cant similarities in the way they were 
conceptualized and in the way they were remembered. Both created an 
image of the Other as a dangerous enemy that had to be kept at a distance 
to avoid the destruction of the Christian order. I have analyzed the rhetoric 
of exclusion and demonization used to justify the need for spatial separa-
tion between Christians and Jews in the Middle Ages and shown that the 
implementation of these demands in the form of segregated Jewish areas 
of residence could take on many forms in early modern Europe. In early 
modern practice, more often than not, ghetto implemented the rhetoric of 
exclusion only superfi cially; in many ways, it turned out to be a means of 
integrating Jews into the Christian social order and a way of circumventing 
more drastic measures of exclusion, such as expulsions.

In modern times, however, when ghettos as compulsory areas of resi-
dence had been dismantled, the narrative of exclusion continued to shape 
the memory of the ghetto. It is striking that this memory was strongest 
not in those countries where the Jewish quarters had once offi  cially been 
called ghettos but in those countries where the memory of antemurale was 
kept alive and governments denied Jewish emancipation until the late nine-
teenth century.

In Jewish memory in Galicia, ghetto as an inverse antemurale—where 
the Jews, although living amid Christians, were separated from them 
through  prisonlike walls—refl ected the antemurale narrative and told the 
same story from the victims’ point of view. For Eastern European Jews, 
living in a diaspora dispersed among Christians, ghetto appeared to be the 
other side of the coin of the Christian exclusionism apparent in the antemu-
rale motif. Sensing the impossibility of integration, Zionist writers adopted 
the underlying idea of a bulwark guarding the culture and conceptualized 
ghetto as a genuine Jewish space that helped to keep Jewish culture alive 
in the times of dispersion. Later yet, anti-Semitic authors mixed what they 
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heard about the Jewish ghetto memory with primal concepts of antemurale 
and conceptualized ghetto anew as a means of practical exclusion.
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 CHAPTER 5

Holy Ground and a Bulwark 
against “the Other”

Th e (Re)Construction of an Orthodox Crimea 
in the Nineteenth-Century Russian Empire

�
Kerstin S. Jobst

Since March 2014, when Russia annexed the Crimea for the second time 
after 1783,1 the impression has arisen that most people in Western Europe 
discovered a new and until then unknown territory. Maybe older people 
still remembered the peninsula as a place where politics were made—at the 
 Yalta Conference for instance, convened in the  Livadia Palace near Yalta in 
February 1945, where the heads of the United States, the United Kingdom, 
and the Soviet Union discussed Europe’s postwar reorganization. For en-
thusiasts of Russian literature, for example, the peninsula on the northern 
shores of the Black Sea is connected to the names of Alexander Pushkin 
(1799–1837), Leo Tolstoy (1828–1910), and Anton Chekhov (1860–1904). 
But for Russians, this area—an exotic (and not only because of its Mediter-
ranean climate), rather un-Russian peninsula at fi rst glance—means much 
more. For Russians, the peninsula was and is holy ground and a bulwark 
against the alleged enemies of Orthodoxy and Russianness; that is the cen-
tral thesis of this chapter.

People who are more or less acquainted with the peculiarities of Russia’s 
emotional bond with the peninsula have tried to explain it with Russia’s 
eternal will to subsume the lands of the  Golden Horde; with its imperial 
legacy, which began with Ivan Grozny (1530–1584) in the sixteenth cen-
tury2; or—more simply—with the notion that the Crimea is for Russia what 
Mallorca is for the Germans: a beloved tourist destination.3 Actually it is 
more complicated. I argue that after Russia’s fi rst annexation in 1783, the 
Crimea underwent a profound transformation in the Russian collective 
consciousness and in historical memory. In this process, the formerly un-
known or at best dangerous territory, home to the long-standing enemy 
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of the Russian soil and Russian Orthodox faith—the Muslim Crimean Ta-
tars—changed into a beloved, familiar, and undoubtedly Russian land, only 
warmer and more exotic than the northern Russian heartland.4 

Since the age of nationalism, the place has been highly mythically 
charged, which helped to transform it into a “real Russian place,” where the 
ethnic, cultural, or religious “Other” was held at a mental and/or actual dis-
tance. As a result of this development, the Crimea became (fi rst for the ed-
ucated elites only, but after decades for their humbler compatriots as well) 
a real, inalienable Russian place, more central than peripheral. Th is process 
of  osvoenie (appropriation) was constructed via a set of schemes or habits of 
thinking worked into the Russian imperial and post-Soviet discourse.

Th is chapter will not explain this in detail, but as I argued elsewhere, 
the Crimea became especially dear to the subjects of the tsar—whether 
they were “white” or “red”—for many reasons.5 Th e peninsula had strategic 
importance in the context of the “Greek Project” (see below) and the Rus-
sian policy against the Ottoman Empire,6 but this colonial acquisition also 
served as a laboratory for good colonial rule in the decades after its annex-
ation, by which Russia wanted to prove its capacity for the civilizing mis-
sion so often connected to bulwark narrations. Moreover, the Crimea was 
a locus connected with ancient Greece, the classical Tauris, the Scythians, 
and Mithridates (to name only a few examples), and as such it was precious 
to the educated upper classes in Europe, whether they were Russians or 
non-Russians.7 

Since the last quarter of the nineteenth century, the peninsula developed 
into an important pleasure periphery for the Russian Empire and especially 
for the  USSR, where millions of Soviet citizens spent their holidays.8 Apart 
from the abovementioned importance of the peninsula in literature and the 
arts,9 it is deeply embedded in Russian historical and collective memory 
as an important battleground of the nation due to the Crimean War and 
World War II. Finally, the Crimea is regarded as the cradle of Christendom 
and Russian Orthodoxy. In this chapter I will show the importance of this 
narration of the Crimea in the Russian discourse in connection with bul-
wark mythology.

Th e strong emotional bond of the Russians to the Crimea is in fact based 
on many elements: the idea of the Crimea as a holy ground, a bastion of 
Orthodoxy, and of Russianness is part of a very close and enmeshed tex-
ture.10 I will argue that Crimea’s development into a kind of holy ground 
since the second half of the nineteenth century was accompanied by a con-
certed action of concrete political measures by both high clerics and poli-
ticians. Since Mara Kozelsky has recently shown the net of political actions 
in detail11 and in order to embed the current situation into its historical 
background, I will concentrate here on the most important elements in the 
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Russian discourse, which helped to “Christianize” the Crimea and trans-
formed it into holy ground. Th e inscription of the peninsula as the “Russian 
Mount Athos”12 went hand in hand with a series of narrative elements—the 
mission of the apostle Andrew to the Scythians, St. Constantine’s (826–
869; Cyril) and St. Methodius’s (815–885) mission to the Khazars, and St. 
Vladimir’s (956–1015) baptism in Chersones—constantly told in diff erent 
contexts and adapted to diff erent circumstances.

I explore the decisive role the Crimea plays simultaneously as a holy 
ground and (due to the Muslim Tatar element and the Russian-Ottoman 
history) as a Christian Orthodox bulwark in these Russian debates. Th is 
religiously charged image of the Crimea is often connected to the idea that 
the peninsula had been a Slavic area of settlement for centuries, where 
community members fought against nonkin. As I will argue, depending on 
the ideological setting, this holy ground was defi ned both in religious and 
sometimes even in secular or national terms—or both at the same time 
(especially since the 1850s). After a brief look at the relevance of the topic, 
I will outline and analyze the key elements of the Crimea as a holy ground 
narrative with its basic topos of a sacralized nation that opposes internal 
and external enemies.

Th e Crimea as Holy Ground—Modern References

Th e conception of the Crimea as holy ground is very timely: in December 
2014, in his speech to the Federal Assembly, president Vladimir Putin jus-
tifi ed Russia’s annexation of Ukraine’s autonomous Crimean Peninsula as a 
matter of justice and redemption. Th e Crimea, Putin insisted, was as dear 
to Russians “as the Temple Mount in Jerusalem” is to Jews and Muslims. Its 
incorporation into Russia in March 2014,

was an event of special signifi cance for the country and the people, because 

Crimea is where our people live, and the peninsula is of strategic importance 

for Russia as the spiritual source of the development of a multifaceted but 

solid Russian nation and a centralized Russian state. It was in Crimea, in the 

ancient city of Chersones—or Korsun, as ancient Russian chroniclers called 

it—that the Grand Prince Vladimir was baptized before bringing Christianity 

to the Rus.13

A majority of the Russian population supports this view because it never 
accepted the fact that the Crimea was part of independent Ukraine. Af-
ter the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991, many politicians, artists, 
and intellectuals expressed their uneasiness: the former mayor of Moscow, 
Iurii Luzhkov, for instance, argued in 1999 that the Crimea was an integral 
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part of Russia, a “Russian Palestine,” which unfortunately was under foreign 
(i.e., Ukrainian) rule.14 And Alexander Solzhenitsyn (1918–2008), the No-
bel Prize winner for literature in 1970, confessed in 1998 that he felt deeply 
for his compatriots, the Crimean Russians, who were more or less cut off  
from their rodina (motherland), that is from Russia, not from independent 
Ukraine. “Th e Crimea,” he stated, “is a part of Russia, regardless of her his-
tory and her diff erent nations. Once the Crimea was Italian and Tatar, but 
in the last 200 years, the Crimea was Russian.”15 Th e Crimea became  nash 
(ours) in others’ view as well—the centuries before the Russian annexation 
in 1783 with all its facets, historical layers, and its imprints by diff erent cul-
tures, religions, and ethnicities disappeared in favor of a monolithic Rus-
sian perspective.

Russian Crimea? Some Basic Assumptions about the Crimea 
as Russian and Orthodox in a Historical Perspective

In the course of time, most Russians “forgot” that the Crimea was fi rst and 
foremost a colonial acquisition; for them, it was (and still is) the most beau-
tiful, the most heroic, and a defi nitely very Russian part of the fatherland. 
During this process of mental appropriation, political, Orthodox, aca-
demic, and artistic agents had repeatedly attempted to make the peninsula 
“more Russian” and “more Orthodox” through a set of concrete political 
measures and discursive strategies.16 Th ese included, for instance, attempts 
to increase the Orthodox population and to decrease the numbers of Mus-
lims, and this was an enormously successful strategy. While in the middle 
of the eighteenth century, Crimea’s total population had a Muslim majority 
of approximately 400,000–500,000 inhabitants, due to wars, invasions, and 
migrations their number decreased after the annexation to 300,000.17

Immediately after the annexation, an estimated 8,000 Muslims left the 
peninsula, and after the Treaty of Jassy between Russia and the Ottoman 
Empire in 1791, which secured Russian sovereignty over the Crimea and 
buried Muslim hopes for a reestablishment of the Sultan’s political suprem-
acy, even more Tatars—between 20,000 and 30,000—left the peninsula. In 
the following decades, their exodus never completely dried out, eventually 
peaking after the Crimean War. Th is and the constant infl ux of settlers—
predominantly of Slavic and Orthodox origin—literally made the place less 
Muslim.18

In addition to these practical policies, the stylization of the Crimea as an 
old Slavic/Russian area of settlement and center of Orthodox Christianity 
took place—elements that often overlapped. Even Soviet historiography af-
ter World War II, which did not emphasize the religious element, supported 
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the thesis of a massive Slavic colonization of the Crimea at least since the 
Middle Ages.19 Th e aim was to underline the link between Russian lands 
and the Crimea even in ancient times. Such views of the nineteenth cen-
tury had their tradition: as early as the mid-eighteenth century, the Russian 
polymath Mikhail Lomonosov (1711–1765) showed himself convinced of 
the fact that the Sarmatians, who had settled in the Crimea since the fourth 
century BCE, had actually been Slavs, an idea that he revised only a couple 
of years later, when he constructed a kinship between the Slavic tribes of 
the Rus with the Scythians, who for him were of Finnish descent!20 Such 
interpretations were not undisputed among educated Russians. For the fa-
mous Russian historian Vasilii Kliuchevskii (1841–1911), for example, the 
“presence of Slavs . . . in the midst of these ancient peoples” in the later Rus-
sian south had been only marginal in the Middle Ages.21 But despite such 
voices, the idea of a Slavic Crimea ever since ancient times had its audible 
and prominent supporters.

It is undisputed that the Crimea was a site of early Christianity.22 Due 
to its peripheral location in the Eastern Roman Empire, it became an im-
portant place of exile for clerics who had fallen out of favor.23 Since the 
eighteenth century, this early contact with Eastern (not Slavic!) Christianity 
made the Crimea especially valuable for the Russians because the Tsarist 
Empire could thus look back on a long tradition of governing a realm of 
early human civilization. A historically proven connection between East 
Slavic lands and the peninsula is more recent; it dates back to the tenth cen-
tury, when Slavic-Norman people from Kyivan Rus appeared on the shores 
of the Black Sea and on the peninsula. Th ey became another important 
agent in this area, at times trading peacefully with the Byzantine Empire, 
the Greek colonies, and the Khazars, “one of the most signifi cant players in 
the international politics and economy of the Black Sea zone”24 from the 
seventh until the tenth century. But sometimes, the people from the north 
just came to raid. 

Although the Crimea and Kyivan Rus had been in a steady process of 
transfer and communication since then, one cannot speak of a Slavic dom-
inance or majority on the Crimea before the decades after Russian an-
nexation. Since the fi fteenth century, when the Muslim Crimean Khanate 
arose, the Crimea had not even been a predominantly Christian Orthodox 
territory. Th is was particularly true for the years immediately prior to the 
annexation of 1783, when at the behest of Catherine II the descendants of 
the ancient Pontus Greeks and other Orthodox inhabitants—the so-called 
albantsy—left the peninsula. After the Russian-Ottoman Treaty of Küçük 
Kaynarca in 1774, the Crimean Khanate became nominally independent 
but was actually a Russian vassal. With the approval of the Khan, Saint 
Petersburg had begun again with the settlement of Orthodox colonists of 
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Slavic and Greek origin. According to Alan Fisher, the latter, the albantsy, 
were no ordinary settlers but pro-Russian military, predominately Greeks,25 
who left the Khanate again only a few years later. 

When Catherine II (1729–1796) fi nally became the ruler of the Crimea, 
there were barely any Christians, but predominantly Muslims, in the 
Crimea—it was not Russian soil and therefore there was no reason to label 
it as a holy ground. Prince Grigorii Potemkin (1739–1791), the conqueror of 
the peninsula, was aware of this fact. A few months before the annexation, 
he did not even try to legitimize his plans in terms of a Slavic or Ortho-
dox population on the peninsula, but frankly stressed that the Muslim-
ruled Crimea had been annexed for solely strategic and security reasons 
because its geographical situation was a danger to Russia.26 Crimea’s strate-
gic position was relevant because of Russia’s plans for the dissolution of the 
Ottoman Empire, the so-called Greek Project, something that could not be 
implemented for many reasons.27 

Finally, another explanation for Russia’s capture of the Khanate was to 
terminate the “Tatar threat.” Th e Khanate (in alliance with the Ottoman 
Empire) had been a peril for Russia’s open southern borders for centuries. 
However, it was no longer a real threat to the Russian Empire in the eigh-
teenth century; it was (like the Ottoman Empire) already in a state of de-
cline. In any case, prior to 1783, the acquisition of ancient Slavic Orthodox 
territory was not a key argument for the annexation, but an anti-Islamic 
rhetoric was used instead.

Th e issue is to be found in only a few individual sources written in the 
years before 1783. In a 1774 report for internal use only, for instance, one 
Russian emissary mentioned Crimea’s signifi cance for Russian Orthodoxy. 
But the combination of this thesis with a notion of Slavic settlement that 
has a centuries-old continuity sounds rather unemotional: not far from 
the “small Greek village Axis Jar [Akhtiiar, later Sevastopol] is located near 
Cherson[es], the oldest of all Crimean cities. It was founded as early as the 
time of the Persian monarchy and is famous for the baptism of the Russian 
Great Prince Vladimir.”28

Th e motif of the Crimea as the cradle of Russian Christianity or as an 
anti-Islamic bulwark, which is typical for the later debates, is refl ected a bit 
more verbosely in the correspondence between Potemkin and Catherine 
II in 1783. While prior to the annexation, strategic military argumentation 
weighed most heavily, this time the prince drew his empress’s attention to 
the religious importance of the new acquisition: he was very satisfi ed that 
the Taurian Chersones had fi nally become a part of Russia because it was 
“the origin of our Christianity and thus also of our humanity.” But even 
here the notion of Vladimir’s baptism was combined with other important 
elements in Russia’s justifi cation: the tsarina had defeated the former ty-
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rants of Russia, the Crimean Tatars. Emphasizing the strategic legitimation 
again, he praised the new borders, which brought peace for the empire, 
shocked the Ottoman Porte, and aroused the envy of Europe.29 It is obvious 
that the correspondence between Catherine II and Prince Potemkin com-
bined a great number of topoi concerning the Crimea that later dominated 
the Russian debates on the peninsula—among them the Orthodox Crimea. 
Th e idea of the Crimea as a place of Russian Christianity became important 
much later—in the second half of the nineteenth century, especially after 
the Crimean War, when anti-Islamic and anti-Western discourse elements 
were frequently combined.

Th ree Elements of the Narrative of “Crimea as a Holy Ground”

As mentioned above, the “discovery” of the Crimea as a religiously charged 
lieu de mémoire and as the cradle of Christendom and Russian Orthodoxy 
became relevant for practical politics after the 1850s.30 Th is “Orthodox 
Christian reclamation project”31 developed into a linear master narrative. 
It helped to legitimize Russian rule over the peninsula.32 Th e years after 
the Crimean War marked a caesura not only because of the introduction 
of the Great Reforms but also because of the negotiations about what Rus-
sianness meant and who belonged to the nation. As in other parts of Eu-
rope, a sacralization of the nation can be observed. Th us in this discourse, 
the Crimean War developed into a holy war that had been lost against the 
enemies of Russianness—against Islam, against non-Orthodox Christian 
powers, against the West, and against Europe.33 And was the battle for Holy 
Russia and the holy nation not fought in the Crimea, where the empire had 
tried to protect the values and the faith of the Slavic community? It is obvi-
ous that the locus and the sacralized nation merged into a semantic unity, 
but how did it work?

First and foremost, the establishment of the Crimea as a holy ground can 
be traced back to the three already mentioned narratives, containing all the 
elements that are necessary for this status: fi rst, to grant spiritual impor-
tance and dignity; second, to construct the earliest possible link between 
the Crimea/Russia with Christianity and the Holy Land; third, to claim an 
early Slavic settlement in the Crimea; and fourth, to transform the penin-
sula into a theater of a very important event in Russian/East Slavic history. 
Th e ancient city of Chersones/Korsun,34 an important site of archaeological 
excavations since the nineteenth century and a suburb of Sevastopol today, 
became the center of these stories because it was an important political and 
religious outpost of the Byzantine Empire and its bulwark against nomadic 
tribes from the Eurasian steppes. 
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None of the narratives was invented in the nineteenth century but had 
emerged much earlier; however, only then did they become constitutive 
elements of the discourse. Two of the accounts have a somewhat histor-
ical core, but one—as far as we know—belongs to the realm of legends. 
Taken together, they helped to construct a link between the Crimea and 
the later Russian heartlands and contributed to the imagined coherence of 
Slavic Orthodoxy. Since the 1850s, these old stories were depicted again 
and again, they were repeated, changed, and modifi ed.

A Visitor from the Holy Land in the Crimea: Apostle Andrew

Th e earliest event is the alleged mission of the apostle Andrew (in Russian: 
Andrei Pervozvannyi, the First-Called) to the Scythians in 33 CE.35 Between 
600 BCE and 250 CE, the Scythians, an Iranian tribe, had dominated the 
northern shores of the Black Sea and their hinterland and had symbiotic 
but not always peaceful relations with Greek cities like Chersones. Th at 
Andrew is supposed to have preached in Scythia was fi rst mentioned by Eu-
sebius of Caesarea (265–340) in his Church history. A later apocryphal work 
called “Legend of the Journey of St. Andrew to Russia” found its way into the 
Povest vremennykh let (Primary Chronicle), the most important source for 
the reconstruction of the history of the Rus after the fi fteenth century. 

For the renowned Slavist Adolf Stender-Petersen (1893–1963), the story 
of apostle Andrew’s tour of Russia is “more curious and anecdotal than 
poetic or profound”36 but had a long-lasting eff ect nevertheless. According 
to the story, the apostle Andrew traveled to the northern shore of the Black 
Sea and into the lands of the later Kyivan Rus to deliver the word of God.37 
It was told that he came to the area of later Kyiv—the so-called mother of 
Russian (i.e., East Slavic) cities—where he prophesied the building of the 
city and erected a cross. On his way from the Holy Land to the north, he 
also visited—if we follow the account—the Crimea. Th is event, to which 
so much importance will be ascribed later, is described quite simply in the 
Primary Chronicle: “After Andrew had been teaching in Sinope, he came to 
Korsun [Russian for Chersones], and he saw that from Korsun the mouth 
of the River Dnieper is in the near distance.”38

Despite its brevity, this sentence was enough to demonstrate the old 
connection between the history of the Crimea and Russia, and it was used 
to legitimize Russian rule. At the time of its adaption in the Russian Ortho-
dox context, during the reign of Tsar Ivan III Vasilevich (1440–1505), its 
function was to construct a direct link between the East Slavic territories 
and the Holy Land by omitting the Byzantine parts of the history of Chris-
tianizing the Rus.39
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Th e Apostles to the Slavs: 
Constantine (Cyril) and Methodius in the Crimea

Th e second event is of even greater signifi cance: in 860, the so-called 
Apostles to the Slavs, Constantine (Cyril) and Methodius conducted their 
mission to the Khazars,40 the creators of a powerful polity that domi-
nated the vast area extending from the Volga-Don steppes to the Eastern 
Crimea and the northern Caucasus from the seventh to the tenth century. 
Although the Khazar elites could ultimately not be converted by the two 
missionaries (and adopted a form of the Jewish faith, instead), in retro-
spect the apostles’ presence on the peninsula helped to construct an early 
connection between the Crimea and the Orthodox Slavic Church. Both 
apostles are venerated by the Slavs (including the Russians) for many rea-
sons; for example, they are credited with devising the fi rst alphabet for 
Old Church Slavonic, and they introduced a liturgy that in turn served as 
a basis for the subsequent spreading of Christianity among the Eastern 
Slavs.41 

In Cyril’s hagiography, some events are of special importance for the 
inscription of the Crimea as a holy and Slavic ground. It is related that in 
861, while still in Chersones, the brothers found the relics of St. Clement 
(50–97) of Rome, the third Pope, who was banished from Rome during the 
reign of Emperor Domitian (51–96) in 94 CE. Clement found his martyr-
dom there by being thrown from a boat into the sea with an anchor around 
his neck. Once a year, so it is told, the sea revealed a shrine containing his 
relics. In the Zhytie Konstantina Filosofa (Life of Constantine the Philoso-
pher), we read the following:

And I heard that the relics of St. Clement still lie in the sea, and I prayed, 

saying, “I believe in God and I hope for St. Clement that I fi nd his relics and 

remove them from the sea.” And I persuaded the archbishop and the clergy 

and the pious people to go on a ship, and they sailed to a place where the sea 

was calm. Having arrived there, they started searching while singing prayers. 

And a strong scent spread, like from a kind of incense. And then the relics 

appeared there, and they took them with great honor and glory. And all the 

priests and the citizens brought them into town.42

Th e brothers took the bones with them when they left the Crimea in 862 
and carried them to Rome a few years later. 

In the course of the nineteenth century, the “Life of Constantine the 
Philosopher” became an important source for the Russian Orthodox high 
clergy for many reasons. It was frequently used to prove that at least some 
parts of the Crimea were inhabited by a Slavic population at the time of 
Cyril and Methodius by telling us the following:
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And the Philosopher [Cyril] found here a Bible and a Psalter, written in Rus-

sian [i.e., ruskie bukvy/old Slavonic] characters, and he found a man speaking 

this language. And he spoke with him and understood the meaning of the 

language, relating the diff erences between vowels and consonants with his 

own language. And praying to God, soon he began to read and speak. Many 

were amazed and glorifi ed God.43

Nineteenth-century authors were enthusiastic about the fact that the 
apostle Cyril should have found “a scripture that was written in Slavic . . ., 
here in Korsun, a city in which diverse tribes with their diff erent languages 
met.” It was evidence for them that a Slavic language “had been invented 
as the common language of the various nations” in the city.44 Th is story 
enjoyed popularity in the Russian Orthodox debates because it seemed 
suitable to demonstrate once more the presence of Slavic inhabitants on 
the Crimea in the early Middle Ages and to separate a sacred Crimea (i.e., 
Christian Slavic) from an unholy peninsula (i.e., non-Christian and non-
Slavic). Th is was also helpful insofar as the annexation of the Crimea in 
1783 could be interpreted as a legitimate regaining of an originally Slavic 
territory—an area that had fallen into false, Muslim hands for centuries. 
However, new research on this subject concludes that  ruskie bukvy was just 
an error and that it was originally surskie (Syrian), or it was just an error in 
copying.45 In any case, the “Life of Constantine the Philosopher” provides 
no evidence for a greater number of Slavs in the Crimea as early as the 
ninth century.

In  Tsarist Russia, the apostle Andrew, Pope Clement, St. Cyril, St. Metho-
dius, and others became eloquent witnesses of a Christian Orthodox and/
or Slavic Crimea, despite meager historical and archaeological evidence.46 

Th e Baptism of the Rus and the Role of the Crimea

Most important for the inscription of the Crimea as holy ground and an 
Orthodox bulwark is the third event, the alleged baptism of the hitherto 
pagan Grand Prince of the Rus, Vladimir/Volodymyr (c. 958–1015), men-
tioned above. Th is baptism is supposed to have taken place in Chersones in 
988 and was followed by the famous mass baptism of Kyiv, which marked 
the Christianization of the Rus. Th e circumstances have been a contro-
versial subject of discussion.47 Th e presence of Vladimir with his troops in 
Byzantine Chersones is confi rmed by several sources of diff erent origins, 
not only in the “Primary Chronicle,” but also in some Arab sources.48 

However, several versions exist with regard to the background of Vlad-
imir’s baptism and whether this event really took place in Chersones. Ac-
cording to one version, the Byzantine emperors Basil II (958–1025) and 
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Constantine VIII (960–1028) asked Vladimir for military aid against in-
surgents. As a reward, they promised him the hand of their sister, Princess 
Anna (963–1012), in marriage, and Vladimir’s baptism was a precondition 
for that.49 Th e “Primary Chronicle” says that Vladimir was a heathen when 
he arrived in the Crimea and refused to become a Christian right before his 
marriage to Anna. God’s punishment followed promptly and Vladimir went 
blind! When his future wife, Anna Porphyrogenita (963–1008/1022), con-
vinced him that only through baptism could he restore his eyesight, Vlad-
imir said, “If this proves true, then of a surety is the God of the Christians 
great,” and gave order that he should be baptized. Th e bishop of Kherson, 
together with the princess’s priests, after announcing the tidings, baptized 
Vladimir, and as the bishop laid his hand upon him, he straightway received 
his sight. Upon experiencing this miraculous cure, Vladimir glorifi ed God, 
saying, “I have now perceived the one true God.” When his followers beheld 
this miracle, many of them were also baptized.50

In our context, it is not important whether Vladimir truly became a be-
liever or not. Th e adoption of Christianity had tactical and political advan-
tages in his time in any case because this step helped Vladimir to stabilize 
his rule both internally and externally. Irrespective of any other possible 
and more accurate reconstructions of how the Grand Prince was baptized, 
it is beyond dispute that the narrative of Vladimir’s baptism in Chersones 
was fundamental to the construction of a very old, very important, and 
highly symbolic connection between the northern Slavic territories and the 
Crimea that helped in the age of nationalism to establish the peninsula as 
holy ground for the Russian nation.

Concluding Remarks

Th e Crimean War marked a turning point in the Russian discourse on 
the Crimea regarding the use of a holy ground motif and also in terms of 
practical politics. Th e attempts to make the peninsula more Slavic/more 
Russian became much more concrete: the Crimean Tatars were encour-
aged to leave for the Ottoman Empire, and they did so in great numbers. 
Th eir exodus helped to make the Crimea less Muslim and, because of the 
immigration of Slavic Orthodox, more Christian, and therefore holy. Be-
fore this caesura, often described as the age of nationalism, most members 
of the Russian elites had often praised more than just one historical layer 
of Crimea’s history and had glorifi ed religious and ethnic diversity alike. 
One example is Nikolai I. Nadezhdin’s (1804–1852) euphoric description 
of Crimea’s historical and cultural variety. A contemporary of Pushkin, he 
praised the
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memories of so many centuries and nations, so many events and ideas—from 

the underground tombs of nameless Scythians in the grave hills of Kerch to 

the underground shelters of the early Christians in the rocks of Inkerman . . . 

to the place where the blood of martyr Clement poured down to earth . . . 

the Temple of Diana of Tauris, where so many poets drew inspirations, to the 

church ruins in which Vladimir received the blessing for us!51

But a parallel development, to create the Russian Athos in the Crimea, 
can already be observed in this period in the eff orts of the archbishops of 
Cherson and Tauris, Gavriil (Rozanov, 1827–1848) and Innokentii (Borisov, 
1848–1857).52 In the fi rst years, their attempts to implement an Orthodox 
infrastructure with new churches and monasteries on the peninsula were 
not yet successful. Th e Russian administration under its famous governor 
Mikhail S. Vorontsov (1782–1856) was quite aware of the fact that the 
peninsula was still a predominantly Muslim ground before the Tatar mass 
migration after 1856. Th erefore, the government limited the Orthodox cler-
gy’s zeal.53 Even when later governors changed their attitudes concerning 
the creation of a Russian Athos in the Crimea and supported the Orthodox 
Church more openly, the promise that Catherine II had given, namely no 
proselytization of Crimea’s non-Christian residents, was not broken until 
the end of the empire. Orthodox mission endeavors were limited to Old 
Believers, Catholics (such as Polish-born landowners), or Protestants (e.g., 
German colonists).54

In the aftermath of the Crimean War, which was fi xed as a kind of re-
ligious war within the collective Russian memory, one can observe a fun-
damental change in the way the Crimea was appropriated into a collective 
Russian memory: it was no longer the multicolored “Garden of the Empire” 
Catherine II and her contemporaries praised55 but was transferred into an 
Orthodox bulwark and a discursively constructed stronghold of the lawful/
true Christian denomination (i.e.,  Pravoslavie). Together with the popula-
tion exchanges between Russia and the Ottoman Empire, which reached 
their climax in the 1860s,56 the Crimea was in fact transformed into a pre-
dominantly Orthodox area. And narrative elements such as the alleged 
mission of the apostle Andrew to the Scythians, Constantine’s (Cyril) and 
Methodius’s mission to the Khazars, and Vladimir’s baptism in Chersones 
helped to foster this view.

It has often been discussed that the reign of Alexander III (1881–1896) 
brought a new quality of Russifi cation and new attitudes toward the reli-
gious and ethnic Other. Th e unity not only between Orthodoxy and the 
empire but also between Orthodoxy and Eastern Slavs was particularly 
marked in 1888, during the central celebration in Kyiv of the 900th anni-
versary of the Christianization of the Rus.57 In the Crimea, however, this 
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process had started even earlier, under the reign of Alexander II. A telling 
example is the (re)construction of a cathedral in Byzantine style in Cher-
sones, which started in 1861. It was named after Vladimir and was erected 
on the spot where the Grand Prince was allegedly baptized. When it was 
fi nished fi fteen years later, it was one of the largest religious buildings in the 
Tsarist Empire.58

It is important to note that the Crimea has a signifi cant, religiously 
charged meaning not only for Russians but also for Ukrainians and 
Crimean Tatars. For the Crimean Tatars, who were deported in 1944 under 
horrifi c circumstances and who have been returning from their Central 
Asian exile in large numbers since the 1990s, the peninsula is vatan (home) 
and the place where the collective trauma of deportation under Joseph Sta-
lin (1878–1953)—the so-called sürgun—took place. Since the nineteenth 
century, it has been a fact for patriotic Ukrainians that Kyivan Rus was 
not a Russian but a Ukrainian state and that Grand Prince Vladimir was 
Ukrainian, not Russian. With this attitude, they subscribe to the verdict of 
their national historian Mykhailo Hrushevskyi (1866–1934), who claimed 
that Rus and therefore also the Crimea were connected to Ukrainian his-
tory.59 In an internet poll in 2007, Ukrainians chose Chersones to become 
the fi fth major “miracle” of their country.60 

Both in Ukraine (2008) and in the Russian Federation (2010), the “Day of 
the Baptism of the Rus” was introduced as an offi  cial holiday (although not 
a day off ). Th e real story of Crimea’s Christianization was not as linear as 
it appeared in nationalistically charged narratives, depicted so often and in 
so many variations. Nevertheless, every Russian today will subscribe to the 
following statement about the importance of the Crimea as a holy ground 
and a bastion against the unholy (foremost the Ukrainians and the Muslim 
Tatars). It was published in 1910 and could well have been written in 2014: 
“Th e history of Christianity in the Crimea is not only very closely related to 
the history of this place, but to the history of the whole of Russia, and thus 
for each of us it achieved a special meaning.”61
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 CHAPTER 6

Bastions of Faith in 
the Oceans of Ambiguities

Monasteries in the East European Borderlands 
(Late Nineteenth–Beginning of 

the Twentieth Century)

�
Liliya Berezhnaya

Ten Commandments for Russia: (1) You have one natural Russian tsar. You 

shall have no other tsars before the autocratic and Orthodox Tsar. (2) You 

shall not make yourself a leader from the Jews, Poles, and other foreigners 

in any of the state offi  ces. You shall not obey or serve them. (3) You shall also 

treasure the Russian name; you shall not misuse or denigrate it in vain and 

you shall spread the glory of it all over the world. (4) Remember the Russian 

nation to keep it illustrious, to provide it with all necessities, and only af-

terward concern yourself with foreigners. (5) Honor all the foundations on 

which the Great Russian state is based that your days may be long upon the 

land. (6) You shall stop murdering the faithful subjects of the Tsar. (7) You 

shall prohibit the Orthodox to commit adultery, e.g., to marry Jews. (8) You 

shall prohibit the bureaucratic government to steal from the Russian treasury 

with the help of foreign loans and ineffi  cient expenses for useless undertak-

ings. (9) You shall not bear false witness against those Russian people who 

say the truth about foreigners, untalented rulers, thieves, and all your secret 

and overt enemies. (10) You shall not covet foreign constitutions; you shall 

not covet Judeo-Masonic teachings, nor the parliamentary waffl  e, nor any-

thing evil that your neighbors have.1

Th is list of commandments appeared in the daily newssheet Pochaevskiie 
izvestiia (Pochaiv News) in 1908. Th e Pochaiv Branch of the  Union of the 
Russian People, better known as the  Black Hundreds, released these words 
that glorifi ed monarchy and blamed democracy. Th e ultra–right-wing mon-
archist organization found one of its residences in the famous Holy Dormi-
tion Lavra of Pochaiv in Volhynia in  Western Ukraine. Th e link between the 
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Russian Orthodox Church, its monastery, and the radical right movement 
becomes even more obvious when we consider the leadership of the Union 
at that time. Local Orthodox priests ran most of the 115 units of the Union. 
Th e chair of the Pochaiv Branch, the abbot of the Lavra Vitalii (Maksi-
menko, 1873–1960), and the archbishop of Volhynia and Zhitomir Antonii 
(Khrapovitskii, 1863–1936) provided spiritual and ideological guidance.2

Such evidence has contributed to the situation in historical scholarship 
whereby some “Russian liberals, Soviet scholars, and most Western schol-
ars have stereotyped the Church as a whole, and monasteries in particular, 
as bastions of monarchism and even extreme right-wing parties.”3 Many 
historians have long assumed that Russian nationalist ideology found ar-
dent support among the Russian Orthodox clergy, particularly after the 
Revolution of 1905. Th ese generalizations are rather oversimplifi ed and are 
rightly objected to in recent scholarship.4 Th e picture of the political men-
tality of Orthodox ecclesiastical elites in the twilight of the Romanovs was 
rather diverse.5 

Clergy did not speak with a single voice while responding to the chal-
lenges of revolutionary unrest and far-reaching social changes. Also, Rus-
sian imperial Church policy was neither unifi ed nor always consistent. 
Indeed, in the second half of the nineteenth century (particularly under the 
leadership of the chief procurator of the Holy Synod Konstantin Pobedon-
ostsev, 1827–1907), imperial strategy was to safeguard the Church from 
the infl uences of modernity.6 Even then, in multireligious and multiethnic 
borderland regions, the policy of a “confessional state”7 was ambiguous, 
“revealing the tension between the state’s attempts to instrumentalize non-
Orthodox religions and its apprehensions about the viability of Orthodoxy.”8

However, in regard to some borderland monastic communities (Pochaiv 
Lavra is a notorious example), historical assumptions about the high level 
of right-wing radicalization are defi nitely true. Several questions emerge in 
this context. Was Pochaiv Lavra a unique case from the western Russian 
borders, or did other monastic communities in the region enjoy similar 
reputations as the “bastions of faith”? Was there any competition among 
them? If a single case, what made Pochaiv monks so sensitive to national-
ist ideologies? Were there any particular historical factors that determined 
the image of the Pochaiv Lavra as a bastion of Orthodoxy and the Russian 
imperial idea? Who were the major actors and the audience of such nar-
ratives? Finally, are we dealing in such cases with the results of imperial 
confessional politics or with a kind of process from below that arose as 
a reaction to the attempts of diff erent actors to nationalize or privatize a 
multiconfessional borderland?

Th e answers to these questions lie in the history of monasticism in the 
border regions between the Habsburg, Russian, and Ottoman Empires. In 
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all these countries, modern times marked the formation of “nationalism 
aimed at building imperial nations at the heart of empires.”9 Th ese pro-
cesses were accompanied by the formation of contested nationalisms in 
border areas that promoted the rise of separatist tendencies and eventu-
ally destroyed peaceful coexistence.10 In the age of nationalism, the “shat-
terzones of empires”11 occasionally turned into the battlefi elds of various 
national and nationalized imperial ideologies. Churches and religious 
communities played a crucial role in these contradictions. Monasteries, 
in particular, were regarded as almost natural bulwarks: they were both 
popular sanctuaries and historically known military fortresses along the 
former Christian-Muslin border.12 In the age of nationalism, diff erent ac-
tors tried to privatize historical memory about monasteries’ spiritual and 
military glory. It resulted in the amplifi cation of the role of monasteries in 
borderland multiconfessional societies as the outposts of “true faith” and 
“national bastions.”

Th e attempts were not new; they dated back to eighteenth-century con-
fessional regulation, social discipline, and the ideology of enlightened ra-
tionalism. In the late nineteenth century, these processes intensifi ed due 
to the political and cultural dynamics of modernization. In the case of the 
Russian Orthodox Church, one more factor turned out to be crucial. De-
spite various secularization attempts, so-called contemplative monasticism 
enjoyed rising popularity among the lower strata of society.13 Monasteries 
all over the Russian Empire, including those on the borderlands, gained in 
attractiveness as pilgrimage and veneration sites. Th e idea of a monastery 
as a religious and political bulwark gained new popularity.

Th e importance of borderland monasteries in promoting the idea of a 
national bastion also had to do with the modifi cations of the antemurale 
myth in modern times. Generally, the idea of a bastion includes several 
basic components, namely, “the claim of a perennial menace by an ‘other’ 
as enemy on a territorial or cultural basis . . . ; the claim to defend not 
only oneself, but also the others . . . ; the claim of being chosen to defend 
a higher or greater entity, which one is a part of.”14 Recent historiography 
also diff erentiates between confessional-religious and civilizational-polit-
ical connotations of the antemurale topos.15 One should, however, spec-
ify that the idea of a confessional border within the antemurale topos was 
often perceived as a part of the anti-Ottoman (otherwise interpreted as 
Saracens, Tatars, pagans, or schismatics) rhetoric as well as of a cultural 
(civilizational) border. Th e notion of a cultural frontline manifested itself in 
the idea of defending Europe against the invasion of Asia and barbarism.16

With the rise of modernity, the importance of the anti-Ottoman front 
receded, whereas the cultural border was brought into the foreground. 
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Małgorzata Morawiec sees the connection of the decline of the anti-
Ottoman rhetoric in eighteenth-century European history writing with 
the simultaneous transformation of the antemurale topos as a political 
myth.17 For her, the modern antemurale myth bears an omnipotent de-
fense function against all sorts of danger. In this form, it would be much 
easier to instrumentalize in modern ideologies for various political pur-
poses, in contrast to a purely rhetorical premodern topos of a Christian 
bastion.

Other historians have paid attention to the “secularization of the an-
temurale myth” in the period of Enlightenment, particularly in Eastern Eu-
rope.18 Some of them specify that the late eighteenth century brought into 
being a dividing line between the religious and political-civilizational com-
ponents in antemurale ideology. Th is line was however quite permeable, 
meaning that “the Christian brand was not totally erased; rather its histor-
ical character was more often emphasized.”19 Recently, Andreas Lawaty has 
argued for the parallel development of the secular and confessional rheto-
ric of antemurale in modern Eastern Europe: “Both forms existed parallel 
to each other, and could come into use depending on which form would 
better fi t in.”20 In the ideology of romantic nationalism, religious overtones 
acquired new popularity, culminating in the idea of messianism (e.g., Po-
land as the Christ of Nations).21

It seems that in East European border regions this coexistence some-
times went further, yielding by the end of the long nineteenth century the 
formation of the sacralized language and imaginary of nationalism.22 One 
way or another, religion remained one of the crucial components of the 
nationalized borderland mythology.23 It is not, therefore, strange that some 
borderland monasteries promoted the ideology of a sacralized nation/em-
pire and nationalized religion24 with one of its important elements—the 
idea of the antemurale.

In what follows, I intend to show by what means these ideas were pop-
ularized and what reception they received in their respective audiences. 
For that I have chosen three monasteries: two Orthodox—the abovemen-
tioned Pochaiv Holy Dormition Lavra in Volhynia and the Holy Dormition 
Monastery in Crimea (close to Bakhchisarai), as well as the Greek Catholic 
Nativity Monastery in Zhovkva, near Lviv, at that time in Habsburg Galicia. 
Two of them (Pochaiv and Bakhchisarai) enjoyed a popular fame as Rus-
sian Orthodox miraculous sanctuaries, the third one, the Zhovkva Nativity, 
became an outpost of Greek Catholic mission in the region. All three were 
popular pilgrimage destinations. Nevertheless, of all three of them only the 
Pochaiv Lavra remained a miraculous site and an ultraconservative outpost 
on the western Russian borderlands in cultural memory.
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Pochaiv Lavra as a Holy Site

One of the prominent Russian Church historians, Andrei Khoinatskii 
(1837–1888), wrote at the end of the nineteenth century:

Pochaiv Dormition Lavra, placed on the border between the Russian Ortho-

dox world and Galicia, serves in this western Russian region as a stronghold 

and bulwark of Orthodoxy on the western outskirts of Russia, and presents 

a kind of bridge that brings Greek Orthodoxy forward into Catholic lands. 

Th e high Pochaiv bell tower signals with its golden cross toward both sides, 

East and West, Orthodox and Uniate Galicia Rus, in the hope of imminent 

unifi cation.25

Pochaiv’s geographical position determined the prominent role of the 
monastery in the history of Eastern Christianity. According to legend, the 
Pochaiv Monastery was founded in 1240 when the monks of the Kyivan 
Cave’s monastery fl ed from the Mongols and settled in the Pochaiv hills. It 
is in this very time that the story about the shepherd Ivan Bosyi’s vision of 
the  Mother of God is set. Th e Mother of God stepped on the Pochaiv hill, 
and the trace that was left of her foot was fi lled with holy water.26

Th e fi rst written evidence of the Pochaiv Monastery stems from the year 
1527, whereas its offi  cial founding is connected with the 1597 donation 
of the Pochaiv landowner, the noblewoman Anna Hojska [Hanna Hoiska]. 
She donated to the monastery not only land but also a miraculous  Th eot-
okos (Mother of God) icon (Byzantine type “Eleusa”) that she had received 
as a present from the Bulgarian metropolitan Neophit.27

Th e Abbot Iov (Zalizo, 1550–1651) played an important role in the his-
tory of Pochaiv’s monastery and its miraculous icon. He introduced the 
Studite monastic rule to the monastery and was also successful in gaining 
the support of other rich Orthodox donors in the region. An important 
event in the history of Pochaiv is marked by the erection of the Trinity 
church (1649), where the Th eotokos icon was placed for veneration. Th e 
formation of the cult of the Pochaiv Monastery and of its icon dates back 
to the mid-seventeenth century. Th e epic of the miraculous appearance of 
the Pochaiv Th eotokos during the siege of the monastery by the Turks and 
Tatars was repeated in various popular songs and copperplates.28 Th e story 
of the heavenly powers’ victory over the pagan aggressors strengthened on 
a symbolic level the bastion role of the Pochaiv Monastery in the Christian 
history of salvation.29

Th e veneration of St. Iov of Pochaiv developed parallel to the formation 
of the Pochaiv Th eotokos cult. Th e fi rst  vita of the saint was composed by 
Iov’s pupil Dosifei shortly after Iov’s canonization in 1659. Importantly, the 
iconography of Iov from the very beginning was coupled with the depiction 
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of the Pochaiv Th eotokos, highlighting the prominent position of the mon-
astery as a holy place.

Th e Basilian period of the Pochaiv Monastery began in the early eigh-
teenth century. At that time, the monastery came over to the Greek Cath-
olic (Uniate) Church, and in 1739, the Basilian order settled down there.30 
Th is period witnessed a fl ourishing of the Pochaiv printing house. In this 
time, they received abundant fi nancial support from Prince Mikołaj Po-
tocki (1712–1782), who, according to legend, converted from Roman 
Catholicism to Greek Catholicism under the infl uence of the miraculous 
appearance of the Pochaiv Th eotokos.31 After his conversion, the Prince 
sponsored the construction of the monumental Dormition Cathedral that 
would further shape Pochaiv’s outward image. He also initiated the canon-
ization of St. Iov by the Pope and the coronation of the Pochaiv Th eotokos 
icon according to the Catholic rite.32 However, only his second request had 
been fulfi lled in 1773. Th is coronation of the Pochaiv Th eotokos icon was 
a notable event in a series of icon coronations in the eighteenth-century 
Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. A particular competition for Pochaiv 
in this respect turned out to be the coronation in 1727 of the miraculous 
Th eotokos icon in the nearby Dominican Podkamień monastery.33

Th e coronation of the icon and the construction of the Dormition Cathe-
dral completed the transformation of the Pochaiv Monastery into a sanc-
tuary venerated in both the Orthodox and the Catholic worlds. Generally, 
until the 1830s, that is, until the end of the Basilian period, confl icts around 
the monastery’s confessional belonging and its miraculous icon were the 
exception rather than a rule. Notably, this stability remained intact despite 
all the great geopolitical transformations in the region at the turn of the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.

Only after the Polish uprising of 1831, in which some of the Pochaiv’s 
Basilians presumably took active part,34 did it come to political and inter-
confessional confrontations around Pochaiv. After the uprising, the Rus-
sian emperor Nicholas I (1796–1855) ordered the Pochaiv Monastery to 
be handed back to the Orthodox Church. Two years later, after a proposal 
made in the Holy Synod, it was decided to grant the monastery the honor-
able title of a  Lavra.35

Th e list of the monastery’s donors at that time includes not only the 
richest noble families of the Russian Empire but also the names of the tsars 
Nicholas I and Alexander II (1818–1881). Th e handing over of the Pochaiv 
Monastery to the jurisdiction of the Russian Orthodox Church contrib-
uted to the formation of Russia’s mission myth of protecting the Orthodox 
Church against all forms of Catholic proselytism. Th is idea was made con-
crete on the level of symbols, rituals, and liturgies. In the 1830s, the pe-
riod of division between the Russian Orthodox and Greek Catholic cultural 
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memories about the Pochaiv Lavra began. Th e nationalization of religion 
and the sacralization of nation/empire brought new political overtones to 
the Pochaiv’s image as a bastion of faith.36

Th e Antemurale Image of the Pochaiv Lavra 
at the Turn of the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries

Th e turn of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries witnessed the forma-
tion of two types of memories around the Pochaiv Monastery as a bor-
derland bastion: political (Russian imperial and Ukrainian national) and 
religious. Th ese narratives in their confl icting and sometimes complemen-
tary forms were promoted by clerics and politicians but also by artists, 
poets, and historians.

Th e media disseminating the images of Pochaiv as a Russian imperial, an 
Orthodox, or a Ukrainian national bastion were literary texts, visual artistic 
forms (church buildings, icons, copperplates), and various performances 
(religious and political processions).

As far as the Russian imperial image is concerned, it found expression in 
a revised architectonic form at the beginning of the twentieth century. Th e 
archbishop of Volhynia, Antonii (Khrapovitskii), ordered the construction 
of a new Trinity church in the traditional old Russian style. Th is was to 
present a visual contrast to the Baroque Dormition Cathedral, which for 
the archbishop was “too Catholic” to serve liturgical purposes. Th e Trinity 
church was to follow the model of the medieval Trinity Cathedral from the 
Trinity monastery in Sergiev Posad near Moscow. Like the latter, the Dor-
mition Cathedral and the Trinity church were meant to symbolize the two 
epochs in the history of the Pochaiv Monastery.

One of the creators of the Russian imperial image of Pochaiv as a border-
land bulwark was the monarchical center itself. On the performative level, 
it found refl ection on 13 October 1883 during the solemn celebrations of 
the fi ftieth anniversary of the Pochaiv Lavra’s being handed over to the Or-
thodox Church.37 Numerous state and Russian Orthodox Church dignitar-
ies took part in these festivities. Th e Volhynian eparchial press quoted on 
this occasion the telegram sent to the Pochaiv Monastery in the name of 
Emperor Nicholas I:

Th e Emperor joins his prayers to the celebrations in the ancient Pochaiv 

Monastery in the memory of its return to the native Orthodox Church. He 

bequeaths to the Pochaiv Miraculous icon of the Mother of God in his and 

the Empress’s names a precious lamp, which will be delivered shortly after-

ward. Let its light symbolize the praying unity of the Monarch with his peo-

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 9:40 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 BASTIONS OF FAITH IN THE OCEANS OF AMBIGUITIES 153

ple in front of this ancient sanctuary. Let this monastery remain the bastion 

of Orthodoxy and russkoi narodnosti [Russianness] in the Old Russian land.38

From this time on, the Pochaiv Lavra gained the image of a stronghold 
fi ghting for the liberation and recapture of the Ukrainian territories from 
Polish rule. Shortly afterward the abovementioned branch of the Union of 
the Russian People was founded on Pochaiv territory.39

Th e peculiar role of the Pochaiv Lavra in preserving Orthodoxy and Rus-
sianness was also expressed in the Russian Orthodox Church press. Th e 
offi  cial organ of the Volhynian eparchy, Volynskiie eparchialnyie vedomosti 
(Volhynian Eparchial Newspaper, released by the Pochaiv printing press), 
regularly published articles on the history of the Pochaiv Lavra and its mi-
raculous icon.40 Notably, some publications were directly reprinted from 
Moskovskiie vedomosti (Moscow Newspaper): Th e anonymous author of 
“One of Russia’s Borderland Strongholds” (1897) drew parallels between 
the Pochaiv Lavra as a borderland bastion and other Russian holy sites:

Moscow, as it is well known, is surrounded along its borders with numerous 

monasteries. . . . Moscow in this case presents only the microcosm of Rus-

sia. Looking further along our borders, we see the same line of Orthodox 

strongholds encircling Russia, from the Solovki monastery to the Chersone-

sos and New Athos monasteries. And we have often seen how, when the state 

and even national forces were weakened, Holy Russia was safeguarded by its 

sanctuaries. Even if they lay down in ruins, they remained spiritually uncon-

tested. . . . So too, like an unshakable bulwark on the far-reaching outskirts of 

Russian lands, rises the Lavra of Pochaiv.41

A couple of years earlier the same periodical had elaborated upon Pochaiv’s 
special pan-Slavic bastion mission: “It might be Divine Providence that on 
the borders to Prussia that now persecutes Slavic elements, there is a sanc-
tuary in front of which the fraternal union of various Slavic tribes will be 
joined together.”42 However the most active propagators of the antemurale 
image of the Pochaiv Lavra were the monks themselves. Particularly infor-
mative were the newspapers Pochaiv News and Pochaevskii listok (Pochaiv 
Leafl et), released on the initiative of the monastery’s abbots. Th e intended 
audience of both newspapers (Pochaiv News as an offi  cial voice of the Po-
chaiv’s branch of the Union of the Russian People) was the Orthodox lo-
cal rural population. Th e major topics concerned the monastery’s religious 
and political activities and the promotion of ultraright ideas. Th is included 
the revival of the antemurale rhetoric with its major components—the im-
age of the enemy, the idea of a chosen people, and the concept of belonging 
to a bigger community.
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Th e image of the enemy propagated in both newspapers was threefold. 
Th e harshest criticism fell upon the Jews. Th e next group were the Polish 
Catholics. Finally, various political forces in the Russian Empire that en-
deavored to challenge the institution of the Russian monarchy fell into the 
category of rebels and state enemies.

Th e Jews were presented as the “most dangerous and most harmful peo-
ple for the existence and prosperity of every state, since they undermine 
all the state’s foundations like woodworm.”43 Similar statements were to 
be found in practically every issue of the Pochaiv News. One of the pub-
lications reported claims that the local Jews sent an objection to the State 
 Duma against the apparent anti-Jewish propaganda during the liturgies in 
the Pochaiv Lavra. Th e preachers had presumably incited the peasants to 
expel the Jews from the nearby village. Th e newspaper did not deny these 
accusations, but it blamed the Jews for the confl ict’s escalation. According 
to the article,

Indeed, the hostile attitude to the Jews among the local peasantry is caused 

solely by economic reasons. . . . Th e Jews are cheating the peasants and 

prevent the conduct of trade. . . . Th e Jews have swarmed like worms when 

someone pours kerosene on them. People, do try it once again, they will dis-

appear then entirely.44

Indeed, the appeals to expel the Jews from the region appeared regularly 
in the right-wing publications of the Pochaiv Lavra. Despite this openly 
hostile and sometimes brutal rhetoric,45 such demands were mostly caused 
by attempts to contest Jews’ economic position in the area. Th e kind of 
anti-Semitism propagated in the Pochaiv Lavra at that time was “a reaction 
toward the modern phenomena of industrialization and urbanization, and 
violent methods.”46 Only in a few cases did the Pochaiv News report about 
the negative role of Jews in Christian history47; in most cases, the Jews were 
depicted as demonic, perfi dious, and cunning entrepreneurs and specu-
lators and parasites on peasants’ hard lives. Th ey were, according to the 
Pochaiv’s rightists, all guilty for the suff erings and widely spread vices of 
the Orthodox peasants—drinking and theft.

Scholars of modern Russian Jewish history normally diff erentiate be-
tween anti-Judaism (theological aversion toward the Jewish religion) and 
anti-Semitism (aversion toward the Jews as ethnic or national group). Ac-
cording to Manfred Hildermeier, the latter should be applied to Russian 
politics and public opinion from the late nineteenth century on. It was an 
ideological trend connected with the formation of modern mass society 
and new political structures.48 Some scholars pointed out that it was the 
resurgence of anti-Semitism in Western Europe in the late nineteenth cen-
tury that found its echo in the Russian capital. Seen from this perspective, 
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anti-Semitism in the Russian Empire was primarily of an anticipatory char-
acter.49 Th is opinion was objected to by Benjamin Nathans, who affi  rmed 
that various forms of discrimination against Jews beginning in the 1880s 
just “prefi gured developments after World War I in right-wing states in 
Central and Eastern Europe.”50

Th e Pochaiv’s rightists were in the fi rst ranks to promote anti-Semitic 
propaganda and criticize Jews’ economic position.51 Even for the imperial 
center, such appeals seemed to be too radical and might provoke intereth-
nic turmoil and pogroms. As a result, one of the most ardent members of 
the Pochaiv’s Union of the Russian People and the editor of the Pochaiv 
News, hieromonk Iliodor (Trufanov, 1880–1952), was fi red in 1907 from his 
position and sent to Central Russia as an ordinary parish priest.52 But even 
afterward the anti-Semitic propaganda in Pochaiv remained very rigid.

In contrast, the Poles were identifi ed exclusively as Catholics who used 
all possible means to destroy the Orthodox Church and the Russian state. 
Th e main line of accusation was constructed along the argument that the 
Polish Catholic clergy conducted proselytism among the Ukrainian peas-
ants on both sides of the border.53 Th e history of Catholic-Orthodox in-
terconfessional confl icts was often used to provide historical parallels and 
a background to the Polish clergy’s ungodly behavior.54 Besides, the Poles 
were blamed for conspiracy to demolish Russian imperial structures. A 
satirical “Polish Catechism” published in the Pochaiv News (1908) alle-
gorically explained to readers how such a coup d’état would eventually be 
realized by peaceful means.55

Th e third group of enemies against which the monks of the Pochaiv 
Lavra warned its fl ock were the politicians in favor of reform or even the 
demolition of the Russian monarchy. A classical opponent in the eyes of 
the conservative clerics were the leftists who voted for the introduction of 
constitutional forms of rule. Other hostile political forces were those who 
opted for more political and religious freedoms. In 1909 the State Duma, in 
accordance with the Imperial Decree on Religious Tolerance, issued a bill 
that any adult could change religious adherence without any loss of rights.56 
As a reaction, the Pochaiv News printed appeals to anathemize the Duma 
and to convene the Council of the Russian Orthodox Church to take over 
parliamentary power: “One should not hesitate! Th e State Duma has sold 
our faith!”57

Similar appeals to dismiss the activity of the parliament were generally 
provoked by the threats to Church interests that came from some of the 
Duma’s delegates, such as religious tolerance and control over schools. In 
the situation of the multiethnic and multiconfessional western borderlands, 
where the Pochaiv Lavra was situated, such aff ronts were unambiguously 
treated as a betrayal of Church and people. Notably, in their fever of blam-
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ing the reformists for their godless and shortsighted politics, the Pochaiv 
monks often referred to the dangers of secularism in Catholic countries. 
For instance, they described in detail the atrocities of the French Revolu-
tion and the suff erings it brought to the Catholic clergy.58

Regarding all these dangers, the mission of the Pochaiv Lavra was, ac-
cording to its press, spiritual guidance, as well as economic and moral 
support for local peasants on both sides of the border. Remarkably, in the 
hierarchy of the Church and state enemies (the Jews, the Polish Catho-
lics, and the political reformists) there was no place for the Galician Greek 
Catholics. Th ese were seen as poor and misguided Russian souls that suf-
fered in the Polish jails. In this tone, the Pochaiv News reported about the 
Galician pilgrims to the Lavra in 1908.59 Th ey were clearly identifi ed as 
Russians abroad. Notably, “Russian” in this context was not a description of 
the Russian nation in ethnic exclusivist terms but rather a collective notion 
that defi ned a civic nation. Th is form of nation included the Great Russians, 
Little Russians, and White Russians loyal to the emperor and the Orthodox 
Church. As stated by Argyrios K. Pisiotis, many Russian Orthodox cler-
gymen were concerned with “the erosion of Orthodox confessional unity 
in late imperial Russia. . . . Th ey wished to use the energy of the rightist 
movement to defend the Church’s privileges, while tempering the rightists’ 
pagan nationalism.”60

Th e Pochaiv rightists’ loyalty to the Russian monarch could also be seen 
as a fi ght for confessional unity to strengthen the Church’s positions. Th e 
abovementioned archbishop of Volhynia and Zhitomir Antonii (Khrapo-
vitskii) was an ardent supporter of the patriarchate idea. He agitated for the 
reestablishment of this institution in the Russian Orthodox Church in order 
to strengthen the Church’s position against the state’s infl uences. According 
to archbishop Antonii, the ideal state form in the Russian Empire should be 
a government of two principles—that of the tsar and that of the Patriarch.61

Th e promotion of imperial and Orthodox confessional unity lead to fur-
ther ideological maneuvers in Pochaiv circles. As stated by Klymentii K. 
Fedevych and Klymentii I. Fedevych, the Ukrainian (otherwise called “Lit-
tle Russian”) monarchists in the late Russian Empire (including the Pochaiv 
clergy) were active participants in the Ukrainian national discourse con-
tributing to the rise of Ukrainian national consciousness.62

It is not therefore strange that Pochaiv Lavra was presented in its press 
as a stronghold of the Cossack Ukraine that had fought (and was still fi ght-
ing) for union with the Russian monarchy against the Poles and the Jews.63 
Equally, the modern symbol of the modern Ukrainian independence move-
ment, Taras Shevchenko (1814–1861), was praised there as “the most pop-
ular Little Russian poet.”64 Th e right-wing clergy in this way paid tribute to 
Shevchenko’s anti-Polish and anti-Jewish statements.65
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Th e bastion mission of the Pochaiv Lavra had more than just political as-
pects. Several publications claimed that Pochaiv Lavra belonged to a bigger 
Orthodox community. Namely, the monks made appeals to improve spir-
itual life in the western provinces in accordance with the Orthodox tradi-
tions of  Central Russia. For example, in his “Epistle” from 1911, archbishop 
Antonii criticized fasting practices before the Holy Communion. He urged 
the parishioners to resist the unworthy infl uences of the “local Uniates, im-
posed by the Catholics, but also of the Calvinists and the Lutherans” and 
follow the strict traditions “of the Center.”66

Th e imperial powers and the monks were not the only ones to popular-
ize the bastion image of the Pochaiv Lavra. At the end of the nineteenth 
century, several historians discovered Pochaiv Lavra as a subject of their 
studies. One such monumental work belongs to the Archimandrite Amvro-
sii (Lototskii), whose Skazanie istoricheskoie o Pochaevskoi Lavre (Histor-
ical Narration about the Lavra of Pochaiv, 1886) was based on a thorough 
investigation of the monastery’s archive.67 Later, Andrei Khoinatskii pub-
lished his Pochaevskaia Uspenskaja Lavra. Istoricheskoie opisaniie (Th e 
Dormition Lavra of Pochaiv. A Historical Description, 1897), with its em-
phasis on the image of a “hostile Poland.” Th e successes of the Basilian print-
ing house were silenced; the eighteenth-century architectonic forms were 
labeled Western infl uences. Generally, the Greek Catholic period was pre-
sented in the monograph as “the lost time.”68

Th e popularity of the Pochaiv Lavra’s bastion image can be understood 
only in the context of competing cultures of memory on the lands of the 
former Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth in the times of nationalism. It 
was a continuation of the popular rhetoric of antemurale that had existed 
in these territories since the late Middle Ages. As early as the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries, the borderland Ruthenian (Ukrainian and Belaru-
sian) lands, particularly the Cossack movement, were often presented as a 
specifi c Orthodox antemurale within the Polish Catholic antemurale.69 In 
the nineteenth century, this concept was in competition with the emerging 
bulwark ideology of Polish nationalism. For the latter there was no place for 
either “Cossack’s antemurale” or the Orthodox bastions of faith.70

Th e press in Habsburg Galicia at the turn of the nineteenth and twenti-
eth centuries depicted Pochaiv critically as a stronghold of Russian chau-
vinism, autocracy, and tyranny. One of the cartoons of the Lviv newspaper 
Zerkalo (Th e Mirror) presented Galician pilgrims (labeled as Russophiles71) 
on their way to the Pochaiv Lavra to pick up salaries. Th e picture is domi-
nated by the fi gure of the Russian tsar, who threatens enemies with whips 
(Figure 6.1).72

Furthermore, the Greek Catholic Church in Galicia considered the in-
fl uence of the Pochaiv Lavra as dangerous. In 1884, the Greek Catholic 
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consistory in Lviv issued an edict to prohibit pilgrimages to Pochaiv. Some 
local priests in Galicia even asserted that pilgrims committed a sin because 
Pochaiv had become a place of hell and schism.73

At the beginning of the twentieth century, the Russian bastion image 
of the Pochaiv Lavra faced challenges not only from the Polish national 
antemurale mythology and Greek Catholic opponents but also from 
Ukrainian nationalism. During World War I, the Revolution, the Civil War, 
and the Polish-Ukrainian War, the Lavra was heavily devastated, fi rst by 
Austrian-Hungarian and then by Russian troops. By the end of the Civil 
War, the monastery ended up on the territory of the Polish state. It was at 
that time that the newly established Ukrainian Autocephalous Orthodox 
Church (UAOC), often presented as a “true Ukrainian Church,” delivered 
its own, nationalized image of the Pochaiv Lavra. 

A notorious example of such a nationalization of discourse is the mono-
graph of the Metropolitan of the UAOC, Ilarion (Ivan Ohienko, 1882–
1972), Sviata Pochaivska Lavra (Th e Holy Lavra of Pochaiv). Th e author 
managed to collect archival documents about the Lavra during the turmoil 
of the 1917 Revolution and the civil war. Th e fi nal version of the monograph 
was published in 1961, in exile. Th e major idea of the book was to present 
the history of the Pochaiv Lavra as a Ukrainian national sanctuary. Neither 
the Russian Orthodox, nor the Greek Catholics, nor even the Polish Cath-
olics had a claim to Pochaiv Lavra’s historical past. Neither the Dormition 

Figure 6.1. Cartoon, “Galician Pilgrims Travelling Abroad,” Zerkalo 15, no. 27 
(May 1882): 4. Photo by Liliya Berezhnaya.
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Cathedral nor the Trinity church represented, according to Ilarion (Ivan 
Ohienko), the Ukrainian national style.74 Th e works of Ukrainian poets and 
artists, like the lavra’s sketches by the abovementioned Taras Shevchenko, 
were for Ilarion the testimonies of the Lavra’s Ukrainianness ( ukrainstvo). 
Th e bastion image of the Pochaiv Lavra is described in the monograph in 
terms of “the center of Christianisation,” “the anti-Uniate fortress,” “the 
bastion of Ukrainianness,” and “the all-Volhynian national center.”75

Th e idea of the Pochaiv Lavra as the Ukrainian national bastion obvi-
ously found resonance among the local population. Th e slogans popular-
izing this image were held up during the mass anti-Soviet demonstration 
near the Pochaiv Lavra in August 1933. In addition, the interwar Polish 
government promoted the image of the Pochaiv Lavra as a popular sanctu-
ary. In 1929, the Polish president Ignacy Mościcki (1867–1946) visited the 
Lavra to venerate its miraculous icon.76

Amid the “nationalization of discourse” around the Lavra of Pochaiv, 
constant changes of borders and jurisdictions at the end of the nineteenth 
century to the beginning of the twentieth century, Pochaiv’s sanctuaries 
continued to be places of veneration and pilgrimage in popular percep-
tion. It is diffi  cult to estimate the yearly number of Greek Catholic pilgrims 
from the Galician territories on the eve of the World War I. Pochaiv News 
reported that there were 20,000 Galician Greek Catholics taking part in 
the festivities in 1908.77 Other sources said there were 3,000–5,000 pil-
grims.78 Apparently, these movements across the border were promoted or 
sometimes hindered by diff erent political forces. Pilgrims to Pochaiv were 
widely used in this borderland region to realize political aims.79 Neverthe-
less, common religious practices indeed bridged the gaps between tradi-
tions, political entities, and Church jurisdictions. 

Obviously, the recollections of a common past, when the Pochaiv Mon-
astery was not the subject of a divided political memory, persisted for 
centuries. Even the Russophiles of Galicia, while actively promoting the 
“Russian imperial image” of Lavra, had to admit this fact. One of their 
prominent leaders, Fr. Ivan Naumovych (1826–1891),80 affi  rmed in 1887 
with sorrow, “Just think about it! Here in Pochaiv the Basilian traces are still 
alive. I would rather have died before witnessing this. Th e elder people with 
enthusiasm recall the Basilians.”81

Th ese recollections were less nostalgic for the lost Basilian jurisdiction 
and more for the unpoliticized veneration of a holy site. For many Greek 
Catholic peasants as well as for their Orthodox counterparts, interconfes-
sional contradictions did not mean much. Th ey preserved their “Ruthenian 
faith,” in which the Pochaiv sanctuaries occupied a prominent place. Th us, 
in the age of nationalism, the Pochaiv Lavra fulfi lled the functions of both a 
bastion and a bridge in the ocean of borderland ambiguities.
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Zhovkva Nativity Basilian Monastery—
a Ukrainian Bastion in Habsburg Galicia

Th e image of the Lavra of Pochaiv as the stronghold of ultraright Russian 
conservatism could fl ourish only while the monastery continued to be a 
popular place of religious piety and a political site of memory. Both com-
ponents contributed to the unique place the Pochaiv Lavra occupied in the 
East European antemurale ideology in the age of nationalism. Th e Russian 
imperial image of Pochaiv won out in a symbolic rivalry with other modern 
national ideologies. No single nearby monastery could challenge the image 
of Pochaiv as a miraculous pilgrim site.

An alternative challenge also came from the Zhovkva Nativity Basilian 
Monastery, which, in the interwar period, promoted the antemurale idea in 
its Ukrainian Greek Catholic version. Th e fi rst mention from the beginning 
of the seventeenth century relates to the Nativity Church founded by the 
Polish-Lithuanian Hetman Stanisław Żołkiewski (1547–1620). It was built 
in the center of the Renaissance city of Zhovkva, which was surrounded 
by thick walls to protect against Tatar raids. Th e Church was made into a 
monastery on the initiative of the bishop of Lviv Iosyf Shumlianskyi (1643–
1708),82 and it suff ered a major fi re in 1691. Rebuilt with the support of 
the Polish king Jan III Sobieski (1629–1696), the monastery was given the 
relics of St. John the New of Suceava, one of the most venerated Orthodox 
saints, who preached on the territories of modern Moldova and Romania. 
At that time, the monks of the Uniate Basilian monastic order settled on 
the territory of the monastery.

Th e Nativity Church was richly decorated at the end of the seventeenth 
century due to the eff orts of the Zhovkva artistic circle run by iconogra-
pher Ivan Rutkovych.83 Rutkovych himself made paintings of the Nativity 
Church’s iconostasis. In 1783, the monastery had to return St. John’s rel-
ics. As compensation it received relics of St. Parthenius, venerated both by 
Catholic and Orthodox churches.

Th e Nativity monastery acquired stature through the eighteenth cen-
tury due to the rich donation of the magnate Michał Kazimierz “Rybeńko” 
Radziwiłł (1702–1762). Th is bequest elevated the monastery to the level of 
archimandrite and allowed construction of new buildings. One of these was 
a huge bell tower built in 1721–1750.84 Th e monastery’s most important 
period is, however, connected with the end of the nineteenth to the mid-
twentieth centuries, when it was the primary site of the Basilians’ publishing 
activity.

Its development is connected with the changing positions of the Greek 
Catholic Church toward political national movements in Eastern Galicia. 
Since the 1860s, the Church hierarchy was torn between Russophile and 
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Ukrainophile sympathies and priestly vocations. Th e Russophiles mini-
mized the diff erences between Little Russians and Great Russians in the 
Russian Empire and saw all East Slavs as part of a single Russian nation-
ality. Th e Ukrainophiles maintained that they were the same nationality 
as the Ukrainians or Little Russians in the Russian Empire.85 Th e most 
considerable response to these tensions was the Dobromyl reform of the 
Basilian order (1882–1904). Th e reform emphasized Christian mission 
and imposed vows of faithfulness to Rome. It also endeavored to renew 
the missionary work among the Ruthenians in Eastern Galicia by promot-
ing popular piety, catechization at school, and Church scholarship.86 As 
stated by John-Paul Himka, “What the order did was to borrow and im-
prove upon the methods of the national movement in order to initiate a 
religious revival among the spiritually endangered Ruthenian peasantry.”87 
One of the initiatives took up the popularization of Christian teaching in 
the clerical press.88 

Th e Zhovkva Nativity Monastery became the center of such activity on 
the initiative of its hegumen Kyprian Kozlovskyi. In the years to follow, 
the Zhovkva press printed several valuable contributions to Greek Cath-
olic scholarship, including the series Analecta Ordinis S. Basilii Magni.89 
In spring 1887, upon the initiative of Archimadrite Andrei Sheptytskyi 
(1865–1944), the future Metropolitan of the Greek Catholic Church,90 the 
Zhovkva press launched a new monthly journal Misionar (Missionary). 
Very soon, Missionary reached a print run of 15,000 copies and became 
one of the most popular Galician journals.91

Like the Pochaiv News and the Pochaiv Leafl et, the Zhovkva’s Missionary 
was a new medium addressing a peasant audience. Extremely cheap and 
written in simple language, it was primarily aimed at the popularization of 
Christian teaching. Another aim was the defense of the peasantry against 
various radical political infl uences.92 Like the Pochaiv periodicals, the Mis-
sionary clearly defi ned its opponents: materialists, populists, pro-Orthodox 
periodicals, and political radicals. All of them, except for pro-Orthodox pe-
riodicals, were condemned for their connections with the Jews, Poles, and 
Germans. Radicals in particular were blamed for hidden sympathies with 
the Jews and Polish socialists:

You already know that socialism was born from a Jew Marx and a Jew Lassalle, 

and that it came to us in particular due to the activities of a godless man Dra-

homanov, who at the beginning was supported by some failed students, like 

Franko and Pavlyk. . . . Th is means that the radicals are holding hands with the 

Polish socialists from Western Galicia, and also with the German socialists, and 

then in turn with the Jewish socialist generals. Look, my dear brothers, how the 

devil has gathered together a Jew and the socialist Pavlyk and the radical Ruthe-

nian and has them all lying like Gypsies.93
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For the authors of the Missionary, political radicalism was dangerous for 
the Galician peasantry because it allegedly propagated anticlericalism and 
established connections to the local Poles and Jews. Anti-Semitic senti-
ments on the pages of the Missionary were expressed in a less outraged 
form than in the case of Pochaiv. Th e Basilians, in contrast to the Pochaiv 
monks, were more interested in the popularization of anti-Judaic religious 
prejudices than of national and economic ones. Even so, Missionary also 
supported the boycott of Jewish stores and taverns.94

For the Basilians, the popular Galician political movements were dan-
gerous for one more reason. Th e local Russophiles (otherwise called the 
Moskvophiles) were often criticized for bringing peasants closer to Russia 
and the Orthodox Church:

Not just once has the Missionary warned all the Catholic Ruthenians against 

the false Moskvophile agitation and the Moskvophile periodicals. Why did 

Missionary do so? Was it all about politics? Not at all! And why then? While 

the Moskvophiles have not only betrayed their folk for Russian rubles, but, 

more importantly, they started a huge agitation campaign for Orthodoxy, for 

schism, for separating our Catholic Ruthenians from the Catholic Church.95

By fi ghting the Russophiles, the Missionary also challenged the Pochaiv ul-
traright periodicals that supported the Galician pro-Russian movement. 
It could not, however, compete with the Pochaiv publications either in 
popularity or in the radicalism of its statements. Nevertheless, Mission-
ary ultimately strengthened the positions of the Russophiles’ major oppo-
nents—the Ukrainophiles. Th e Ukrainophiles urged that the development 
of the Greek Catholic Church be free both from Polish and Russian in-
fl uences. Th e Missionary’s position generally coincided with the policy of 
the Greek Catholic Church to become a patron of the Ukrainophile ori-
entation.96 In this way, the Missionary was thought to be a literary bas-
tion against the infl uences from abroad, both political and religious. At the 
same time, it highlighted so-called national values and the idea of “our fa-
therland Ukraine.” Particularly intense appeals came during World War I. 
Notably, the journal did not popularize chauvinistic ideas at that time, in-
stead strongly emphasizing the suff erings of  rank-and-fi le soldiers and the 
poor fate of Galician peasants. According to the Missionary, only the pres-
ervation of Christianity, the national character, and love for the Ukrainian 
fatherland could save the land from devastation:

In this war we have seen them all. Th e armies of diff erent nations came 

through our land. . . . Th ese were the Hungarians, the pure Russians, the 

armies from our Ukrainian lands, the Cherkessians, the Tatars, the Czechs, 

the Croatians, the German army, and, fi nally, the Turks. All are diff erent in 

their fortune. . . . Each nation has its heart, its fortune. Does our nation also 
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have it? Yes, it has! . . . Oh, our Ukrainian mothers, if you want great children, 

be yourselves saints and great in your hearts; if you wish our nation all the 

best, teach your children to live according to the Christian tradition.97

Th e same issue of the Missionary sent an encouraging appeal to the readers:

We have brought immense numbers of sacrifi ces in this horrible war. We 

have gladly and courageously brought to the altar of the Fatherland our blood 

and our property. Did we get something in return? Our Fatherland will rise 

in its glory and its fame shall spread all over the world. . . . Th e fl int stone of 

peace, the defense for those who suff er, the bastion of justice, the home of a 

true work, and the sanctuary of high intellectual thought and a selfl ess spirit 

will be our Fatherland.98

Th e idea of the Galician Greek Catholic Church as a Ukrainian bastion and 
a cradle of the “awakened Ukrainian nation” found refl ection not only on 
the pages of the Basilian Missionary but also in the painting of Zhovkva 
Nativity Monastery in the interwar period. Th e successes of the Zhovkva 
press allowed the monastery during the 1930s to engage Iulian Butsmaniuk 
(1885–1967) to paint the interior of the Church of the Sacred Heart of Jesus. 
Th is was a part of the restoration project drawn up by Edgar Kováts (1849–
1912), a professor holding the Chair of Architecture and Architectural 
Forms at the Polytechnic School of Lviv to modernize and rebuild the sev-
enteenth-century Nativity Church. Th e new Church of the Sacred Heart of 
Jesus had to preserve the major elements of the old Byzantine-style church 
and to introduce a new side altar dedicated to St. Parthenius, several wall 
paintings, a four-row iconostasis, and a pulpit.99 After Kováts’ death, the 
interior paintings were assigned to a young student of the Cracow Fine Arts 
Academy, Iulian Butsmaniuk. 

Again, as it was in the case of the Missionary, the paintings were approved 
and systematically supported by the Metropolitan Andrei Sheptytskyi. Th e 
murals were painted in two stages. Th e fi rst one was painted in 1911–1913, 
when the monastery’s Marian chapel was decorated. Th e second period 
began in 1932 after Butsmaniuk had returned home from the World War I 
internee camps and immigration. By 1939, the major interior paintings in 
the Church of the Sacred Heart of Jesus were almost fi nished.100

Th e polychromes of the chapel address Marian iconography. In con-
trast, the iconography of the Church of the Sacred Heart of Jesus murals 
includes prophetic and evangelical-apocryphal motifs as well as various 
hagiographical and historical themes. Butsmaniuk’s image of the  Lord 
Almighty demonstrates facial similarities with the Metropolitan Andrei 
Sheptytskyi.101 It was the artist’s intention to fi ll the murals with images of 
contemporaries and historical fi gures to promote the idea of the continu-
ity and sacrality of Ukrainian history. Among the saints of the Ukrainian 
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Church, Butsmaniuk also depicted St. Iov of Pochaiv, who was one of the 
ardent opponents of the union with Rome.102 Th e Pochaiv sanctuaries (de-
spite interconfessional contradictions) apparently occupied a signifi cant 
place in the pantheon of Ukrainian saints.

Th e artist also painted historical scenes from the recent past that de-
picted the leaders of the short-lived West Ukrainian National Republic 
(1918–1919), the fi ghters of the Sich Rifl emen (1917–1919) of the Ukrainian 
People’s Republic (Butsmaniuk was one of them), and a poor kneeling 
woman with a dead child—a victim of Holodomor, the Soviet Ukrainian 
famine of 1932–1933.

A huge left-hand mural is devoted to the Union of Brest (1596) that 
marked the beginning of the Greek Catholic Church in Ukrainian lands. 
Butsmaniuk painted three groups of some fi fty fi gures. Th e fi rst one is the 
Uniate clergy, including St. Iosafat Kuntsevych (c. 1580–1623), one of the 
most venerated martyrs in the Greek and Roman Catholic churches.103 

Figure 6.2.  Iulian Butsmaniuk, mural in the Church of the Sacred Heart of 
Jesus in Zhovkva, featuring Bohdan Khmelnytskyi, Іvan Vishenskyi, Іvan Maz-
epa, Halshka Hulevichyvna, 1932–1939. Wikimedia Commons, public domain.
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Th e second group is the Orthodox clergy and nobility that opposed the 
union. Finally, the third group are the Cossack hetmans, including Bohdan 
Khmelnytskyi (1595–1657) and Ivan Mazepa (1639–1709), who were in-
tended to symbolize the Ukrainian fi ght for independence (Figure 6.2). It 
seems that for Butsmaniuk (as well as for his patron Andrei Sheptytskyi), 
Ukrainian unity (despite interconfessional contradictions) was the pre-
dominant idea.104 Th e vision that Galician Lviv and Soviet Kyiv were once 
to be in the same state under the aegis of the Greek Catholic Church was 
symbolically implemented in this mural. It presents all the historical fi gures 
in front of the sanctuaries of both cities and the Metropolitan Sheptytskyi 
between them blessing the Union of Ukraine (Figure 6.3).

On the whole, the murals in the Church of the Sacred Heart of Jesus 
were meant to exemplify the idea of the Ukrainian bastion in a sacralized 
form. For the artist and his patrons, this symbolic fortress did not capitu-
late despite all the defeats of the Ukrainian idea during World War I and 
its aftermath. Surrounded by foreign powers, the Greek Catholic Church 
was thought to deliver a particular mission to the believers—the idea of 
a sacralized and united Ukrainian state. Th e culmination of Butsmaniuk’s 
version of “nationalized Christianity” in a visual form is the image of the 
Mother of God with Christ wearing a shirt with Ukrainian national em-
broidery on one of the church’s walls.

Figure 6.3. Iulian Butsmaniuk, mural in the Church of the Sacred Heart of Je-
sus in Zhovkva, featuring the Brest Union and the heroes of the Cossack Times, 
1932–1939. Wikimedia Commons, public domain.
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Th e Orthodox Bakhchisarai Dormition Monastery—
a Bastion of Orthodox Christianity in Muslim Surroundings

Moving further southward across the Russian-Austro-Hungarian imperial 
border, one comes across another of “God’s fortresses,” the Crimean Or-
thodox Holy Dormition Monastery in Bakhchisarai. Built into the cliff s, 
this monastery is situated near Bakhchisarai, the Tatar khan’s residence, 
and Chufut-Kale, the Crimean Karaites’ historical fortress and religious 
center with numerous sacred Jewish gravestones.

Th e fi rst legends about a miraculous appearance of the Mother of God 
and the construction of the church in this place presumably date back to the 
fi fteenth century.105 One relates the story of a poor shepherd who once saw 
a Th eotokos icon with a candle in front of it in the rock cliff s. Although the 
icon was brought by the local nobleman to his home, it repeatedly returned 
back to the cliff s. Finally, the local villagers decided to build a Dormition 
church on this place to remember the date of the icon’s fi rst appearance.106

Th e earliest surviving Muscovite records about the Greek Orthodox 
monastery date back to the late sixteenth–seventeenth centuries.107 Once 
the center of Greek Orthodoxy, the Dormition monastery attracted be-
lievers as a particularly holy place. Especially on 15 August, the monas-
tery holy day, pilgrims streamed to the Bakhchisarai caves.108 Moreover, 
as pointed out by Mara Kozelsky, because the Dormition monastery “was 
located in the khan’s capital, . . . it often constituted a contentious contact 
zone between Tatar and Orthodox populations.”109 Later on, it also became 
the diocesan seat. From then on, the Metropolitan Ignatius (Gosadino, 
1712–1786) called the Christian population in 1778 to move to the Russian 
territories, to the north coast of the Sea of Azov. As a result of this reset-
tlement, the miraculous Th eotokos icon from the Bakhchisarai monastery 
was transferred to the Dormition Church of Mariupil.110

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, the Dormition monastery 
was practically ruined. Although often visited by travelers, antiquarians, 
and Russian monarchs,111 its general condition was very poor. Th e revival 
of the monastery is connected with the name of the archbishop of Kher-
son and Taurida Innokentii (Borisov, 1800–1857).112 After consecration, 
the archbishop made a pilgrimage tour around the peninsula to visit the 
old Christian sanctuaries. Th is pilgrimage bore a symbolic meaning. Arch-
bishop Innokentii was the initiator of the creation of the “Russian Athos” 
in Crimea. Th e idea of restoring the old Christian sanctuaries on the pen-
insula was connected to the Anthonite movement in the Russian Empire to 
promote the union between religion and politics during the reign of Nich-
olas I (1825–1855). It was generally aimed at replacing Mt. Athos, at that 
time hardly accessible for Russian pilgrims due to the complex political 
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environment and constant Ottoman-Russian confl icts, with the local Rus-
sian Orthodox sanctuaries. 

Crimea was to occupy a peculiar place in this plan. Archbishop Inno-
kentii claimed that the restored Crimean monasteries were meant not only 
to borrow their eremitic practices and order from Mt. Athos but also to 
replace it on the local ground. “Innokentii believed that all Slavs and Or-
thodox Christians were united by their shared faith, yet like many Russian 
nationalists, believed that Russia should take the lead.”113 Th ese ideas found 
refl ection in Innokentii’s “Notice on the Restoration of the Ancient Holy 
Sites in the Crimean Rocks” addressed to the Holy Synod in 1849. Inno-
kentii affi  rmed that this program:

will sustain the honor of the Christian faith and the Russian government it-

self in the eyes of the gentiles; the holy sites that deserve the attention of ev-

ery enlightened person will be preserved from fi nal devastation; the centers 

of a quiet and salutary infl uence of the Christian faith upon the Tatar local 

population—who knows?—could gradually prepare the consolidation of the 

Crimean Muslims with Christianity; the travelers themselves could enjoy the 

holy shelters restored and not dead and silent so that their bodies and spirits 

could repose there.114

Generally, the archbishop’s plans found positive resonance in St. Peters-
burg. An objection allegedly came from Prince Mikhail Vorontsov (1782–
1856), who believed that strengthening the Orthodox Church’s position in 
Crimea might endanger confessional stability and incite Tatar unrest.115 
However, his voice was not listened to this time. On 15 April 1850, the Holy 
Synod fi nally affi  rmed Innokentii’s plan for Crimea. Five holy sites were to 
be restored in the near future: the Dormition Monastery near Bakhchisa-
rai, the skete of St. Anastasia, the spring of Savlak-Su, the Inkerman Mon-
astery, and the ruins at Chersonesos.116 Th e future chief procurator of the 
Holy Synod, Alexandr Tolstoi (1801–1873), wrote the same year about the 
political importance of this decision in a letter to archbishop Innokentii:

I am completely sure that your endeavor will have positive consequences 

in the near future. In times when the magnifi cent and ancient building of 

Christianity was heavily attacked from outside and turned to be unstable 

inside, the Divine Providence has shown Christianity to our wide and infi nite 

Russia. Who knows what else will happen in the East, and for how long the 

ancient Mt. Athos will retain? Th e new one here is necessary, and it is im-

portant that it be built on the southern Russian rocks; from here on it will 

shine for our Eastern and Western coreligionists.117

It is unclear whether archbishop Innokentii’s intentions to construct the 
Russian Athos had such far-reaching political perspectives. Most probably, 
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he was interested in the promotion of the Orthodox mission in the Crimean 
multiconfessional environment and in the endorsement of archaeological 
scholarship.118 However, as the letter of Count Tolstoi demonstrates, po-
litical implications of the project fostered the revival the old antemurale 
rhetoric in Russian public opinion. Th e Crimean sanctuaries were regarded 
as bastions of Christianity to promote links to the Orthodox population in 
the Black Sea region.

Th e Dormition monastery was to play a leading role in this project, as 
was declared in the edict of the Holy Synod. In addition, the offi  cial cere-
monies on the peninsula were to testify to the particular bastion role of the 
monastery. Shortly before the monastery reopened its doors, archbishop 
Innokentii went on another pilgrimage that ended at the Dormition mon-
astery. Th ere he met the Greek Metropolitan Agaphangel to celebrate the 
 Divine Liturgy. Th e monks of the Kyivan Caves Dormition Lavra donated 
a Dormition icon to the new monastery.119 Th is was intended to amplify 
the link between Kyivan and Crimean Christians but also to demonstrate 
continuity with the Kyivan Rus past.

Th e Russian Athos project in general and the restoration of the Dormi-
tion monastery in particular contributed to the Russian Crimea discourse. 
As demonstrated in Kerstin Jobst’s contribution in this volume, since the 
second half of the nineteenth century, the topos of “Crimea as the cra-
dle of Rus Christianity” dominated these debates, while the period of the 
Crimean Khanate fell into the category of a selective forgetting.120 Accord-
ing to Mara Kozelsky, “opening a Christian monument in a city celebrated 
for its Islamic heritage marked an assertive step forward in a competition 
between confessional landscapes.”121 By the end of the nineteenth century, 
Russian imperial and Orthodox readings of Crimean history and landscape 
had fi nally won this symbolic competition. Th e image of Crimea ingrained 
on the Russian mind was associated with the fashionable holiday resort, 
Orthodox ancient sanctuaries, and a peaceful and mystical atmosphere.122 
Th e multiethnic and multiconfessional Crimean past was occasionally pre-
sented as a romanticized oriental culture that could not jeopardize the pre-
dominantly Russian Orthodox image of Crimea.

Th e Crimean War (1853–1856), lost by the Russian Empire, contributed 
signifi cantly to the formation of this narrative. Because other European 
states fought in this war on the side of the Ottoman Empire, Russian public 
opinion styled the Russian Empire as the only true Christian power.123 Th is 
bulwark ideology was successfully transferred to some Christian sites in 
Crimea, with the Dormition monastery as a leading force. Th e monastery 
organized communication between the prelates and parish priests during 
the war; it also served as a waypoint for many refugees.124 A hospital for 
wounded Russian soldiers was organized on its territory. After the war, the 
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Dormition monastery arranged a Russian war cemetery on its territory. In 
1875, the St. George Church was erected there for the commemoration of 
the war victims.125

Th e patriotic war rhetoric contributed greatly to the formation of the 
Russian Orthodox image of Crimea with almost inevitable references to the 
antemurale topos. Anti-Islamic sentiments and the feeling of a special mis-
sion in a fi ght for the true faith dominated Russian Crimean discourse also 
after the war’s end. Crimea became an important site not only of military 
but also of religious memory.126 Th e Bakhchisarai Dormition Monastery 
became a visual symbol of the Russian Orthodox antemurale idea that was 
propagated in the offi  cial Church press. Th e local Tavricheskie eparkhial-
nyie vedomosti (Tavria Eparchial News) published several articles empha-
sizing the Dormition monastery’s role in fi ghting Islam.127 One of the texts 
praised the monastery (otherwise called “Panagiia” [All-Holy Protectress 
Mother of God]): “Its major merit was to support the spirit and energy of 
the Christians in the fi ght with the Muslims. It has united the Christians 
and defended the Holy faith against the wild onslaught of Islam.”128

Th e main actors in popularizing the bastion image of the Bakhchisarai 
Dormition Monastery (skete) were not the Church circles but the Russian 
secular print media. Th e St. Petersburg journal Niva (Field) wrote in 1870:

Th e Bakhchissarai Dormition skete occupies one of the most prominent 

places among Crimea´s many wonders. It represents the deep holiness and 

uniqueness of this spectacular corner. As a sacred, holy place, the Dormition 

monastery is a memorial to Christianity in Crimea—erected in terrible years 

of persecution in the very center of Muslim settlement, it defended Ortho-

dox aff airs through the nearly fi ve centuries of struggle with Islam.129

In addition, the imperial family’s visit to the Dormition monastery in 1860 
contributed to the image of a holy site on the Orthodox-Muslim border.130

However, in contrast to the case in Pochaiv, the Bakhchisarai monks 
were little engaged in the construction of this narrative. Th e monks did not 
issue any publications, they did not take part in the promotion of off en-
sive nationalistic ideology and Russian rule, and they were not particularly 
engaged in the conversion activities. Th e diff erence between the Pochaiv 
Lavra and the Bakhchisarai Dormition Monastery was probably deter-
mined by their diff erent types of monastic life. Th e Pochaiv Lavra practiced 
the so-called cenobitic type of monasticism, which stressed community 
life, whereas the Bakhchisarai Dormition Monastery followed a blend of 
eremitic and cenobitic forms.131 Th is semieremitic way of life in a monas-
tery allowed monks some more retreat.

Another diff erence between the antemurale image of the Pochaiv Lavra 
and the Bakhchisarai monastery relates to the nature of imperial borders. 
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Th e Pochaiv Lavra founded on the western outskirts of the Russian Empire 
was seen as the outpost of Eastern Christianity and Russian rule in Catholic 
and Greek Catholic surroundings. Th e Orthodox-Catholic-Greek Catholic 
interconfessional and Polish-Russian national oppositions replaced the old 
Christian-Muslim antagonisms. Th e Bakhchisarai Dormition Monastery’s 
bulwark image instead fi tted into the centuries-old scheme of the Chris-
tian-Muslim struggle, which acquired new overtones during the  Crimean 
War. Th e rhetorical apparatus was ready and was well elaborated by that 
time. For that reason, Bakhchisarai Dormition monks could probably let 
themselves retreat from the Crimean political discourse and devote them-
selves to prayers. 

In addition, archbishop Innokentii’s plan to promote Orthodox Christi-
anity among the Tatars opted only for a slow and subtle shift in the confes-
sional balance. Violent means and off ensive propaganda were to be avoided 
where possible. Th is position fi tted into the Tsarist religious policy toward 
the Crimean Tatars well, particularly before the Crimean War. Afterward, 
the Russian government offi  cially encouraged the Tatar departure.132 Still, 
despite growing suspicion toward the Crimean Tatars in the second half of 
the nineteenth century, the Crimean Muslim question did not acquire the 
level of explosiveness of that of the Ukrainian Greek Catholics, Old Believ-
ers, Polish Roman Catholics, or even the Jews. Th e perceived danger on the 
western borderlands was much higher than on the southern outskirts.133 
Th is also infl uenced the modifi cations of the antemurale mythology.

Conclusion

Th e East European, Eastern rite monasteries were active promoters of na-
tional and/or imperial ideologies in the age of nationalism. Th e transfor-
mation of monasteries as holy sites in confessionally and ethnically mixed 
regions into the “bastions of true faith and nation” was mostly connected 
with the rise of monastic life and monasticism as a mass phenomenon in 
the second half of the nineteenth century. Th e infl uence of political ideol-
ogies on monastic life often resulted in the transformation of the mission 
idea: many monasteries combined conversion tactics with the promotion 
of various political ideologies. Many also used modern print media for 
these purposes. Particularly evident transformation can be traced in the 
history of two monasteries: the Orthodox Pochaiv Holy Dormition Lavra 
in Volhynia and the Greek Catholic Nativity monastery in Zhovkva, East-
ern Galicia. Th e former enjoyed the glory of both an interconfessionally 
venerated miraculous site and a Russian Orthodox imperial bastion. Th e 
latter, due to its publication activities and its mural decorations, acquired 
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the image of the Ukrainian national bastion in the Polish Catholic and Rus-
sian Orthodox surroundings.

Th e third type of the monastic bastion imagination includes the Ortho-
dox Bakhchsarai Holy Dormition Monastery in Crimea. Th e monks of this 
popularly venerated holy site were not particularly involved in political and 
ideological struggles. Even so, the monastery’s geographical position on 
the Christian-Muslim border contributed to the formation of its bastion 
image. It was connected with two focal points of Russian cultural mem-
ory and imagination: sacralized anti-Islamic rhetoric and references to the 
Kyivan Rus past. Th e Bakhchisarai Dormition Monastery shared the latter 
reference with the Zhovkva Nativity. But in the Crimean case, the idea of 
the Russian Athos was supported by Russian public opinion: it juxtaposed 
Prince Vladimir’s baptism with the contemporary presence of Islam on the 
peninsula. Here, as well as in the Western Russian and Eastern Habsburg 
borderlands, historical memory was often projected onto the ambiguity of 
multiconfessional societies.
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CHAPTER 7

“Th e Turkish Wall”
Turkey as an Anti-Communist and 

Anti-Russian Bulwark in the Twentieth Century

�
Zaur Gasimov

Both the politics and the culture of the Crimean Tatars, Turkestanis, and 
Azerbaijanis during the past three centuries inside and outside of the 
 Crimean Peninsula, the Caucasus, and Central Asia developed literally in 
the borderlands of the Slavic and Turkic, Christian, and Muslim worlds as 
well as on Europe’s margins. Th e Crimean Tatar, Turkestani, and Azerbai-
jani intellectuals, being as a rule well aware of the Russian and Ottoman 
cultures and languages, have articulated the interests of their ethnic, re-
ligious, and national cause particularly since the Russian conquest at the 
end of the eighteenth century and throughout the nineteenth century. Th is 
chapter examines the contribution of the exiled Turkic1 politicians and in-
tellectuals Cafer Seydahmet (1889–1960), Muharrem Ergin (1923–1995), 
and Ahmet Caferoğlu (1899–1975), who were born under tsardom or in 
Soviet Russia, and their infl uence on Turkish intellectuals such as Mehmet 
(Saff et) Arın Engin (1900–1979) and others. It thus also examines the con-
tribution they made to anti-communist thought during their exile in Tur-
key. Th e discourses shaped by these intellectuals gave birth to the idea of 
Turkey as the “last Turkish tower” and of a “Turkish wall.”

Th e aim of the contribution is an attempt to describe the bulwark-re-
lated discourses among Muslim intellectuals. Th e chapter analyzes the 
anti-communist writings and speeches of the emigrant intellectuals that 
were published during their lifetimes and posthumously. Th eir arduous 
anti-Soviet rhetoric and critique of communism made Istanbul a unique 
Turkic and Turkis h anti-communist bulwark, a certain  antemurale anti-
communistatis. An additional objective of the chapter is to describe the 
discourse patterns of the Crimean Tatars’, Azerbaijanis’, and Turkestanis’ 
articulation of their national cause whereby they proclaimed Turkey to be a 
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sort of Turkic bulwark against the Soviets and Russia. Th e contribution fo-
cuses on the specifi c terms of the Turkic and Turkish notions that in many 
ways correspond with the European-Christian terminology of bulwark and 
antemurale. It is important to note that neither Turkish nor Turkic intellec-
tuals made use of the notion antemurale, the latter appears in the Turkish 
historiography of Ottoman history and in a few Turkish academic writings 
devoted to the European perception of the Ottomans.2

Turkish–Russian Entanglements: 
From Cooperation to Confrontation

Just after the proclamation of the  Turkish Republic in 1923, after several 
centuries of devastating wars and deeply rooted geopolitical distortions, 
Soviet Russia and Turkey were able to achieve a rather high level of bilateral 
political and economic relations. Bolshevik Russia backed Mustafa Kemal 
Atatürk (1881–1938) in his war of independence against British, French, 
Greek and Italian occupation forces, trying to prevent European infl uence 
on the Balkans and in the Near East by its direct military assistance to An-
kara. During the 1920s and 1930s, Moscow was eager to support the mod-
ernization of Kemalist Turkey. Ankara initially forged the strong liaison 
with Moscow; however, the Turkish government prosecuted the members 
of the Turkish communist party and condemned communism. A number 
of Turkish intellectuals were fascinated by the rapid industrialization of 
the Soviet Union, at the same time rejecting the communist ideological 
bias. Th e prominent Turkish writer, public intellectual, and cofounder of an 
important Ankara-based theoretical journal Kadro (Cadre), Yakup Kadri 
Karaosmanoğlu3 (1889–1974), wrote in 1932:

Th e friendship between us and the Russian revolutionaries on the eve of the 

war for independence was not a coincidence. In spite of all deep theoretical 

contradictions between Russian internationalists and Turkish nationalists, 

the cooperation between the revolutionaries of both sides should not be con-

sidered from its very beginning as a political and military necessity.4

According to Yakup Kadri, both countries found common ground in the 
confrontation with “European imperialism”5 and for some other reasons. 
Yakup Kadri’s vision of the Soviet Union was typical for many post-Ottoman 
intellectuals, who were fascinated by the rapid modernization process in 
Soviet Russia but knew little about Soviet reality.

At the same time, Russia embodied a rather ambivalent phenomenon 
within the Turkish self-narrative of the 1920–1930s. For instance, a school 
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textbook on world history claimed in its chapter “A Glance at Europe,” “One 
could witness a mobilization of Russians around Moscow in the fourteenth 
century. Having divided the Altınordu Türk Devleti (Turkish State of the 
Golden Horde), Russians started to penetrate into the regions of the Cas-
pian and Azov Sea and the Baltics.”6 Th e following Russian-Ottoman wars 
were depicted as a continuity of the Russian-Turkish antagonism, which 
allegedly took root in the defeat of the Golden Horde.

In the years of World War II, however, Turkey joined the Allies in the 
fi nal stage of the war. Th is fact as well as Joseph Stalin’s (1878–1953) re-
thinking of postwar geopolitics damaged Soviet-Turkish relations shortly 
after the end of World War II. At the end of the 1940s, Moscow launched 
territorial claims concerning Turkey’s eastern provinces bordering on So-
viet Armenia and Soviet Georgia.7 At least since then, Ankara has searched 
for its national security in the framework of the Western powers’ security 
mosaic and fi nally joined the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), 
becoming an integral part of the anti-Soviet bloc. Th e aggravation of the 
Soviet-Turkish relationship gave the numerous exiled Turkic intellectuals 
a new chance to promote their anti-communist and anti-Soviet ideas in 
Turkey. Many Azerbaijani, Tatar, and Turkestani political emigrants moved 
from Europe to Istanbul and Ankara in the late 1940s and early 1950s.

Ethnicity and Religion in the Turkic World

While it was in Europe that the political and cultural concepts of nation-
alism emerged, it was the Ottoman Empire and tsardom that became 
important recipients. Th e metropolis of both empires obtained the ideas 
of “nation” imported throughout the nineteenth century and underwent 
a massive nationalist mobilization, particularly in the last quarter of the 
nineteenth century.8 Both empires were multiethnic and multiconfessional. 
A large Turkic population lived both in Ottoman Anatolia and in the re-
gions of the Caucasus of Central Asia as well as on the Crimean Peninsula 
and along the Volga under tsarist rule. Th is population’s identity was pri-
marily of a religious nature in the fi rst half of the nineteenth century; by 
considering themselves Muslims, the Turkic societies defi ned themselves 
as part of a worldwide Muslim community ummah (Turkish  ümmet). In the 
second half of the nineteenth century, the expansion of pan-Slavic thought 
and the rise of Russian nationalism under tsardom caused the emergence 
of a distinct ethnic identity among the Turkic population on the southwest-
ern and southern borderlands of the Russian Empire.9

Th e Russian Turkic societies, which made up the largest part of the Rus-
sian Muslims, started intellectual debates on race, language, and ethnicity. 
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Th e intellectuals in Bakhchisarai, Baku, and Kazan discovered their affi  ni-
ties with the Turkic culture outside the tsardom, primarily in the bordering 
Ottoman Empire as well as in Persia. Th e journal Tercüman (Translator) on 
the Crimea, founded in 1882, as well as a number of newspapers in Baku, 
Tbilisi, Kazan, and Ufa that were established at the turn of the century were 
exemplary for these discourses. Th ese journals became an important me-
dium for the articulation of ethnic identity, group interests, and concerns 
in the multiethnic imperial context of the late Romanov dynasty. Th e Tur-
kic intellectuals of the late nineteenth century, such as the Crimean Tatar 
Ismail Gasprinskii (1851–1914), the Azerbaijani journalist Ali Bey Hüsey-
inzade (1864–1941), and others became the founders of Turkic nationalism 
in the Russian Empire. At the same time, they embodied the importation of 
ethnic nationalism into the Ottoman Empire.

A number of Crimea- and Kazan-born intellectuals, such as Yusuf 
Akçura(oğlu) (1876–1935) and the abovementioned Ali Bey Hüseyinzade, 
moved to Ottoman Istanbul and launched publicist and journalistic activi-
ties by promoting the idea of pan-Turkic solidarity. Th eir intellectual writ-
ings crucially infl uenced the emergence of Turkish nationalism in the late 
Ottoman Empire. In the press circulating between Istanbul, the Crimea, 
and Baku at the turn of the century and in the fi rst decade of the twentieth 
century, the Russian Turkic intellectuals began to magnify the Ottoman 
capital to the status of center of Turkic culture and civilization. For both the 
Sunni and the Shiite intellectuals from the Russian Caucasus and Central 
Asia, Istanbul became an embodiment of their ethnic, cultural, and reli-
gious affi  nities and a space ruled by their compatriots.

Istanbul in the Interwar Period

Istanbul and Turkey had a particular signifi cance for the Russian Turkic 
communities for a number of reasons. First, Istanbul was the capital of a 
caliphate10 and of the Ottoman Empire, and later Turkey was perceived 
as a “Muslim-governed country.” Second, the Turkic communities in the 
Ottoman Empire enjoyed a more privileged position than was the case in 
the Russian Empire. Th ird, thousands of Crimean Tatars and Caucasians 
migrated to Ottoman Anatolia from the Russian Empire, particularly to 
Istanbul. Th erefore, Istanbul, along with other Turkish cities, embodied an 
important diasporic space for the Russian Turkic societies. Fourth, some of 
Turkey’s most prominent intellectuals, such as writer and essayist Halide Edip 
Adıvar (1884–1964) and Ziya Gökalp (1876–1924), articulated sympathies 
toward the Turkic communities in Russia by writing extensively about the 
imagined space of Turan.11 Fifth, Istanbul became a place of exile for many 
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former politicians and anti-communist intellectuals of Tatar, Azerbaijani, 
and other dissidents throughout the twentieth century. Being based at the 
Bosporus, the emigrants turned the metropole into an important anti-
Soviet center by promoting intellectual critiques of communism and Soviet 
politics and by stylizing Turkey as a unique Turkic bulwark against Russia.

Th e basis of Turkey’s postwar anti-communism and of the idea of a 
Turkish bulwark against the Soviets and Russia was doubtlessly founded in 
the interwar period, in spite of the fact that Ankara was eager to maintain 
good neighborly relations with Moscow. A good example of the interwar 
debates is the emigrant journal Odlu Yurt (Land of Fire).12 Founded in Jan-
uary 1929 by the Azerbaijani political exile Mahammad Emin Rasulzade 
(1884–1955), Land of Fire became an important medium for the articula-
tion of anti-Russian and anti-communist views.

Land of Fire was a monthly journal in Turkish, based in the center of 
Istanbul’s historic city. Its aim was, among other things, “to inform the Tur-
kic communities about each other and especially to inform readers about 
reforms in the sole independent republic of the Turkic world—Turkey.”13 
Rasulzade’s defi nition of Turkey as “the sole independent republic of the 
Turkic world” was printed on the cover of every issue of the journal. Ra-
sulzade involved Ahmet Caferoğlu, a young Ph.D. student from the De-
partment of Oriental Studies at Wrocław University (1925–1929) and later 
exiled academician from the Department of Linguistics at the University 
of Istanbul, in the editorial work. Th e Crimean Tatar emigrant Cafer Seyd-
ahmet contributed to Land of Fire as well.

Th e editorial of Land of Fire of September 1929 was dedicated to the an-
niversary of Atatürk’s successful fi ght against the allied occupation forces 
from 26 to 30 August 1922. Having titled the article “Th e August Vic-
tory,” the author, obviously the editor-in-chief Rasulzade himself, referred 
to Atatürk’s praise of the Turkish victory over the foreign occupation by 
claiming, “And indeed the Great Turkish Revolution was born in the en-
slaved Orient. . . . Th is sun [the Revolution] infl uenced by its warmth and 
light not only Turkey and Anatolia but also the whole Turkish and Islamic 
Orient.”14 Rasulzade wrote on the signifi cance of Turkish independence for 
the entire Middle East and particularly for the Turkic communities. Th e 
same article was reprinted as the editorial one year later.15

In 1930, a new journal was founded by Istanbul-based emigrants of Tur-
kic background. It was called Bildiriş (Message), was printed weekly, and 
had primarily a political agenda. Land of Fire promoted the new weekly 
from the late summer of 1930 onward. Th e editors claimed in the text an-
nouncing Message that the weekly was going to inform the audience in Tur-
key, “the only independent state of the Turkish world and the only republic 
in the Orient.”16 Message itself claimed to represent all of the Turkic com-
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munities. However, its editors consisted mostly of Azerbaijani emigrants, 
and the headquarters of the weekly shared the same address as Land of Fire. 
Message was eager to cover a broader geography. Its rhetoric concerning 
Turkey and its place and pivotal role in the imagined anti-communist alli-
ance were quite similar to those of Land of Fire.

Th e editors of Message elucidated the current politics in the Arab world 
as well as in India and Afghanistan. While Land of Fire focused on the Tur-
kic territories of the Soviet Union, Message dealt with the Great Middle 
East and even beyond. Turkey was described not only as the only Turkic 
state enjoying political independence but also as a pioneer of the republi-
can form of government and self-organization. Th e emigrants from Russia’s 
Turkic communities who contributed to the journal attempted to elaborate 
on the pivotal role of Turkey, in the context not only of the ethnic-linguis-
tic proximity but also of the former Ottoman legacy. Both journals were 
closed down in 1931. Many of the regular contributors to these journals 
had to leave Turkey for Europe. Ankara still was vitally interested in a close 
cooperation with Moscow and avoided any eventual aggravation of the bi-
lateral relations.

In 1932, however, the Azerbaijani and Central Asian emigrants in Is-
tanbul and former contributors to Land of Fire and Message obtained a 
new chance to articulate their anti-Soviet critique. Ahmet Caferoğlu, the 
abovementioned Azerbaijani dissident linguist of the University of Istan-
bul, founded the monthly Messenger on the Land of Azerbaijan. Contrary 
to its forerunners, Messenger on the Land of Azerbaijan was a Turkological 
journal and initially published articles on language policy and the develop-
ment of linguistics in the Soviet Union as well as contributions on diff erent 
topics of Oriental and Turkish studies. Th e articulation of the anti-Soviet 
critique was much less aggressive, and the editor was primarily interested 
in topics related to linguistics. Caferoğlu’s anti-Russian speech delivered in 
the context of the International Turkological Congress held in Turkey in 
the summer of 1934 provoked the downgrading of his academic position 
at the University of Istanbul. He was heavily criticized in the Soviet Union 
but also in the Turkish media and condemned by Atatürk’s intellectual 
entourage.17

“Türk amacı,” 1942–1943

In 1938, on the eve of World War II, Caferoğlu was able to reposition him-
self at the University of Istanbul and obtained a chair in the Department 
of the History of the Turkish Language.18 World War II gave the emigrants 
new perspectives to speak out on their geopolitical aspirations. In the sum-
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mer of 1942, Caferoğlu founded the journal Türk amacı (Turkish Target). 
Th e prominent Turkish historian and politician Fuat Köprülü (1888–1966) 
was among the authors of the fi rst issue published in July. Other contribu-
tors were the Crimean Tatar emigrant Abdullah Zihni Soysal (1905–1983), 
who was educated in Poland, and the public intellectual of Central Asian 
background Muharrem Feyzi Togay. In the editorial of the fi rst issue, 
Caferoğlu argued that the continuity of the millî Türk fi kir heyatı (national 
Turkish thought) and of bundan doğan Türk kültür birliği (Turkish cultural 
unity as its result) had always existed. Th e editor-in-chief did not distin-
guish between the categories of Turkic and Turkish societies: for him, the 
only diff erence between Turkey and the “Turkish lands beyond” was the 
geography: “[One] of the essential and great duties of the ‘Turkish target’ is 
to make the compatriots living in the diff erent places aware of each other.”19

For “compatriots,” he used the term  ırktaş, which indicates belonging to 
the same race. By promoting this kind of categorization, a transfer of the 
racial discourse from Italy and Germany to Turkey is more than evident. 
In his thematic article on the medieval Central Asian poet Alisher Navoi 
(1441–1501), Caferoğlu described him as a protagonist of Turkish cultural 
unity.20 By doing so, the linguist shaped an imagined intellectual continuity 
between the Turkic poetry in the Central Asian region, far away from the 
eastern borders of the Ottoman Empire and contemporary Turkey. Finally, 
Caferoğlu and his journal also targeted the propaganda of Turkish cultural 
unity. He applied the same notion of Turkish cultural unity. Th ese parallels 
were meant to evoke the impression among Turkish readers that the Turkic 
communities outside of Turkey had an essential importance for Turkish 
culture and to generate more commitment in Turkish society regarding the 
loss of the Turkic communities under the Soviet rule.

Cafer Seydahmet’s Postwar Writings

Cafer Seydahmet was an important Crimean Tatar politician and Turkish 
public intellectual. Born on the Crimean Peninsula in 1889, he attended 
primary and secondary schools in Yalta and in Istanbul. Afterward he stud-
ied law at Sorbonne University and then at the University of St. Petersburg. 
In 1917 and 1918, he was directly involved in politics and in the national 
movement in Crimea. Seydahmet became the Crimean minister of foreign 
aff airs, but he had to leave the peninsula after the independence experi-
ment was crushed because of the Bolshevik invasion. He spent years in ex-
ile in Switzerland and particularly in Turkey. Based in Istanbul, Seydahmet 
published extensively on the Crimean Tatar cause and was one of the ardu-
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ous critics of the Soviet regime. Among the large Crimean Tatar emigrant 
milieu in Turkey and in Europe, Seydahmet was unanimously considered 
the political leader of the lost Crimean Republic. In this part of the chap-
ter, I focus on several speeches on communism and beyond delivered by 
Seydahmet in the 1930s and 1940s in diff erent Turkish cities. Th ey were 
published in 1948 and posthumously in 1965.

Th roughout the spring and summer months of 1948, Cafer Seydahmet 
delivered numerous speeches in Istanbul, Ankara as well as in the indus-
trial cities close to Istanbul, Zonguldak, and Karabük. Th ese speeches were 
published in a separate booklet in the same year under the title Rus Tari-
hinin inkilâba, Bolşevizme ve Cihan inkilâbına sürüklenmesi (Th e Way of 
Russian History toward Revolution, Bolshevism, and World Revolution). 
Seydahmet intended to show the genesis of Russian imperialism and Soviet 
politics, and his speeches functioned to warn of the Soviet danger. He men-
tioned in the preface that he was especially invited to present his speeches 
to the audience at the Millî Türk Talebe Birliği (National Turkish Student 
Union) in Istanbul and at the Türk Kültür Derneği (Turkish Cultural As-
sociation) in Ankara. Both organizations were nationalistic and state run. 
Doubtlessly, the serious aggravation of Turkish-Soviet relations was the 
reason that Seydahmet got involved as a deliverer of clearly anti-Soviet 
talks. He portrayed the milestones of Russian history since the reign of Ivan 
the Terrible (1530–1584) and shed light on the development of Russian 
Communism and tsarist as well as Soviet nationalities’ policy.

In this context, Seydahmet depicted the idea of the permanent revo-
lution, initially backed by Vladimir Lenin (1870–1924) and Leo Trotsky 
(1879–1940). According to him, “Comintern and the present-day Comin-
form”21 launched the worldwide revolution project. Seydahmet argued that 
Great Britain and Turkey were the only countries that acted as a bulwark 
against the plans of Moscow to initiate the global revolution. Seydahmet’s 
argumentation has plenty of contradictions:

By its war for independence, Turkey explained to the East how to become 

free by consolidating the people. Turkey delivered to the East a positive 

model by its cultural and political development, by promoting peace in its 

own country, by its national unity and its rejection of the class struggle. Our 

positive impact on the East embarrassed Red imperialism much more than 

did the issue of the Bosporus strait.22

Seydahmet, along with other emigrant intellectuals, was one of the 
founders of the idea of Turkey as a protector and enlightener of Asia. Ob-
viously, this approach of criticizing the Soviets was borrowed from Soviet 
rhetoric itself, which propagated the idea that the  October Revolution had 
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a similar role among the peoples of the East.23 Five years after Seydahmet’s 
death in 1960, the Istanbul-based Crimean Tatar intellectual İbrahim Otar 
(1913–1986)24 edited Seydahmet’s political speeches and published them 
in Istanbul. In his introductory chapter, Otar wrote, “He [Seydahmet] was 
very happy [to witness] the power and strength of Turkey, the only free and 
independent mother country of Turks all over the world, [he] considered 
Turkey an orientation pole of the entire Turkishness and the fundament of 
independence.”25 Th e terminology used by Otar is quite interesting. Refer-
ring to Seydahmet, he described Turkey as bütün dünya Türklerinin yegâne 
hür ve müstakil olanı Anatoprak (the only independent mother country of 
Turks all over the world) by using anatoprak (mother country). Turkey was 
described literally as the mother country of all Turks worldwide.

Th e book was published in Turkish in Turkey and was aimed primarily 
at the Turkish audience. In Turkish, a diff erentiation between Turkish and 
Turkic is unusual and has been used only sporadically, in some linguistic 
and other academic writings. Th erefore, Otar used the notion of Turks re-
ferring to Russia’s Turkic communities. Another phrase, “Kaaba of the en-
tire Turkishness,” is also signifi cant. Turkey was described as an orientation 
pole, something similar to the most important Muslim pilgrimage place 
(Kaaba) for the entire Turkish community scattered across the globe and 
for Turkishness. Otar pointed out that “Seydahmet accepted Turks from 
all over the world, both free and unfree, as a nation.”26 By declaring the 
Crimean Tatars, Azerbaijanis, and the other Turkic communities of Soviet 
Central Asia to be “Turks scattered across the globe,” Otar intended to forge 
a stronger emotional liaison between the national and cultural concerns of 
the Turkic groups in the Soviet Union and the Turks of Turkey, the key re-
cipients of the book’s message. By addressing the Turkish audience (called 
“free Turks”), Otar therefore hoped to increase the affi  nity and sympathies 
toward the “captive, unfree Turks.”

Th is way of argumentation corresponded with the public speeches and 
writings of Cafer Seydahmet. It is worthwhile to analyze the talk delivered 
to the Millî Türk Talebe Birliği organization in Istanbul in 1954. Th is talk 
was titled “Th e Ideal and the Turkishness” and contained comprehensive 
information about the Turkic discourses in the late tsardom as well as the 
Turanist writings of the Diyarbakır-born Turkish intellectual Ziya Gökalp 
(1876–1924). Seydahmet argued as an arduous adherent of Mustafa Kemal 
Atatürk and summed up his talk by quoting a quite famous slogan of Atatürk, 
“How happy I am to say that I am a Turk.” Th e last part of the speech en-
tails the main message of Seydahmet: “Dear brothers, let us honor all he-
roes who died for the freedom of this sacred land, an eternal fundament of 
 Türklük (Turkishness), and all those who served the cultural development 
of this nation and the Turkish ideal.”27
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Seydahmet mentioned two groups of “heroes” in the same context by 
using a term with a clear religious connotation,  şehit, which is usually used 
when describing Muslim warriors who died in battle against nonbelievers. 
One group consisted of those who literally died for the independence of 
the Republic of Turkey as well as of the Turks outside of Turkey, the Tur-
kic communities in the Black Sea region, Central Asia, and even beyond. 
Th e second group, according to Seydahmet, were those who served the 
Turkish ideal and contributed to the establishment of Turkish cultural and 
civilizational development. His notion of irfan partly corresponds to the 
French civilization. Finally, Turkey was proclaimed by Seydahmet to be a 
“sacred country” and an “eternal base, the fundament of Turkishness.”28 By 
integrating the activities of Muslim enlightener Ismail Gasprinskii (1851–
1914) in Crimea at the turn of the century into his narrative on Turkish-
ness, Seydahmet widened the notion of Turkishness to include the Turkic 
communities of the former tsardom. By doing so, he intended to evoke the 
fraternal feelings toward and affi  nities in Turkish society with the Crimean 
Tatar cause and other causes.

Th is integrationist approach, which praised the uniqueness of Turkey as 
the “only free state of the Turks on earth” and informed readers about the 
Soviet and other persecutions against the Turkic communities outside of 
Turkey, was typical not only of Cafer Seydahmet’s writings. Th e Azerbai-
jani, Central Asian, and other exiled intellectuals in Turkey also used this 
narrative. Th ey were looking for intellectuals born in Turkey who shared 
their standpoint.

Arın Engin’s Writings

Th e Turkish intellectual Arın Engin embodied this group of arduous anti-
communists and supporters of the idea that Turkey should show more 
commitment with regard to the Turkic population of the Soviet Union and 
China. Arın Engin was the pen name of Mehmet Saff et Engin (1897–?), 
a Turkish educator born in Cyprus. In the early 1920s, Engin studied at 
Columbia University, and he migrated to Turkey in 1927. He taught at the 
elite American high school Robert College in Istanbul and then at the Gazi 
Institute in Ankara. In the 1930s, Saff et Engin became a member of the 
Türk Tarih Kurumu (Turkish Historical Society), which was a government 
institution, and became one of the experts of the National Ministry of Edu-
cation in Ankara. He published extensively on Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, the 
Turkish Revolution, and a new political ideology for Turkey.

An arduous proponent of Turkey’s Western integration and an admirer 
of European culture and of a large-scale linguistic purifi cation of the Turk-
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ish language, Engin authored a monograph Atatürkçülük savaşımızda 
Avrupa kültürü nedir ve ne değildir? (What Is the European Culture in Our 
Struggle for Atatürkism and What Is It Not?). In this monograph, Engin 
argued as a staunch advocate of Türk Bütüncülüğü, which he himself de-
scribed as pan-Turkism.29 According to him, Turkey had to aspire to an 
integration of all Turkic communities by “giving freedom to compatriots 
suff ering under Bolshevik Moscow colonialism.”30

Arguing that Ankara should close the “foreign and minorities’ primary 
and secondary schools,” Engin wrote that Turkey should pursue pan-Turkist 
ideas.31 Engin pointed out that the United States and Great Britain sup-
ported anti-Soviet radio station activities in Turkestan. He advocated Turk-
ish involvement in those territories of the Soviet Union and of China that 
had Turkic populations and saw Turkey’s NATO membership as a chance 
to do so.32 Engin was in continuous contact with Cafer Seydahmet and 
other Turkic exiles in Turkey. Th ese exiles, in turn, were in permanent con-
tact with Western diplomats based in Istanbul and Ankara, forging anti-
Soviet networks after World War II and cooperating with  Radio Free 
Europe in Munich.33 In his chapters on the Turkic communities of the So-
viet Union, Engin extensively quoted the writings of Azerbaijani and Tatar 
emigrants such as Ahmet Caferoğlu, Cafer Seydahmet, Zeki Velidi Togan 
(1809–1970), Abdullah Battal Taymas (1883–1969), and others.34

Engin’s approach toward NATO corresponded to the opinion of many 
other Turkish intellectuals, such as Tekin Erer (1921–1997) and A.N. Kır-
macı. According to the journalist and politician Tekin Erer,35 “the NATO 
alliance is the guarantee of freedom against Red imperialism.”36 It was not 
the fi rst publication of Erer that promoted the idea of the “Russian danger.” 
In 1966 and 1967, one of Turkey’s leading banks published two volumes 
of his book Kızıl tehlike (Red Danger). A.N. Kırmacı devoted one of the 
chapters of his essay “Th e Future of Turkey” to the communist activities in 
Turkey and severely criticized any communist and even socialist activity in 
Turkey.37

Muharrem Ergin between Philology and Politics

Türk Kültürünü Araştırma Enstitüsü (Th e Institute of Research of Turkish 
Culture),38 a government institution based in Ankara, published the mono-
graph of the distinguished Turkish linguist Muharrem Ergin (1923–1995) 
in 1973. Th e monograph was titled “Th e Current Issues of Turkey” and had 
four reprints until 1988. At that time, Muharrem Ergin (1923–1995) was 
one of the leading Turkish philologists and an expert in ancient Turkish 
literature. Ergin was the descendant of an emigrant family from the Ahiska 
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region of Georgia and studied philology at Istanbul University under the 
exiled Azerbaijani professor Ahmet Caferoğlu.

By publishing this monograph, Ergin addressed topics far removed from 
classical philology and Turkic linguistics. He delivered a 400-page analy-
sis of a number of aspects of the political, social, and economic as well 
as cultural life of Turkey by depicting the historical development of Turks 
and Turkey in the context of the regional history and of international poli-
tics. With regard to the broad reception of the monograph, it is interesting 
how Ergin described Turkish culture and located it in time and space. In 
the chapter on Turkish culture, Ergin’s narrative shaped a cultural conti-
nuity of a broad transboundary dimension. He mentioned the names of 
the Crimea-born Tatar enlightener Gasprinskii and the Turkish nationalist 
intellectual from Diyarbakır, Ziya Gökalp, the Central Asian medieval poet 
Alisher Navoi, and the Turkish poet Yahya Kemal (1884–1958).39 While an-
alyzing the “current situation of the Turkish culture,” Ergin wrote:

Nowadays, there are 200 million people worldwide who share the Turkish 

culture. Fifty-fi ve million of them live in Turkey, some millions on the Bal-

kans, 160 thousand in Cyprus . . . 70–80 million in the Soviet Union. Th e only 

independent state of these Turks nowadays is Turkey. Th e Turks of Cyprus 

have been struggling for independence, and they have almost reached their 

target. Other Turks are under the yoke.40

It is clear that Muharrem Ergin used the notion of Turks also for Turkic 
communities worldwide; the Turkish culture for him was a transboundary 
phenomenon.

Furthermore, Ergin pointed out the danger for Turkey that was coming 
from the North. Hinting at Russia, the author stressed that “the danger 
coming from the North aims at the destruction of Turkishness.”41 In the 
subchapter on geopolitics, Ergin introduced the notion of Türk Seddi (the 
Turkish wall). According to the author, there has been an eternal confron-
tation between the industrially highly developed and cold North and the 
underdeveloped but warm and sunny South. “Th e South became a play-
ground for the West’s exploitation and hunting,”42 Ergin wrote.

Th e Western European nations could use the sea routes in order to reach 
the South, but the Slavs had no access to the sea and had to move toward 
the South by land. Th e Slavs, however, were confronted with a major ob-
stacle: “Th is obstacle is the Turkish wall.”43 Ergin argued that the Turks pre-
vented Russian penetration (as well as that of other Slavs) into Africa, the 
Middle East, and beyond, and he considered the areas populated by Turkic 
communities from Anatolia, the Caucasus, Central Asia, and the western 
provinces of China as parts of the Turkish wall. According to Ergin, Tur-
key made up the western pole of the Turkish wall. He stressed the impor-

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 9:40 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



198 ZAUR GASIMOV

tance of Turkey in preventing the spread of Russian-backed communism. 
A similar argumentation can be found in the essay of Âli Engin published 
in 1970. Engin wrote: “One can argue that there is no other nation in Asia 
who gained independence.”44

Th e author mentioned that the Bolsheviks mobilized the Muslims of 
the tsarist empire by promising them autonomy and self-determination. 
After the fall of tsarism, however, all Turkic states that had emerged from 
the ruins of the former empire were reconquered by the  Red Army shortly 
afterward. By pointing out the Bolshevik territorial division and its set-
ting up of new administrative borders in former Turkestan, Engin used 
the notion of “colonization of the Turkish-Islam lands”45 as well as  türksü-
zleştirme (de-Turkization). He wrote, “Th e policy of this state [of the So-
viet Union, Russia] against Turkey is clear: to get Turkey under its control, 
to seize the straits, to get access to the Mediterranean Sea and to end the 
hopes of the captive Turkish nations by capturing the last independent 
Turkish tower.”46

For Engin, Turkey represented either the only independent Turkish 
state or a Turkish tower, while the Turkic population of Soviet Azerbai-
jan and Central Asia was named “captive Turkish nations.” According to 
Engin, Turkey embodied the last hope for those nations under the yoke 
as well as the bulwark lying in the way of the Soviet expansion toward the 
Mediterranean.

Ergin belonged to the generation of the emigrant milieu in Istanbul that 
shared the strong sentiment of laicism, anti-Russian resentments, and fi -
delity toward Atatürk. In his narrative on Turkishness, Ergin’s argumenta-
tion regarding religion in general and Islam in particular is of signifi cance. 
He stressed the importance of laicism for the Turkish society and for Tur-
key, and he mentioned the Christian Turkic communities such as those 
of Gagauz in Romania and Moldavia and the Jewish Turkic group of the 
Karaims in Poland.

At the same time, he pointed out the contribution of the Turks to Islam 
and argued that “Turkishness and Muslimhood ( müslümanlık47) cannot 
be separated from each other, cannot be thought of separately.”48 In this 
context, he criticized with vigor those who promoted the importance of 
one element of the identity, such as ethnicity (Turkishness,  Türklük) over 
Islamic religiosity and vice versa. For Ergin, the Muslim religion and the 
linguistic-cultural transboundary identity of Turks should be seen as being 
in harmony. All Turkish adherents of Kemalism and Turkey-based intellec-
tuals in exile criticized communism and its ideological bias against religion 
in general and against Islam in particular. Th e mass closure of the mosques 
and prohibition of pilgrimage to Mecca were considered a Russifi cation 
and de-Turkization measure.
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Conclusion

According to the Turkish philologist Ahmet B. Ercilasun, “Besides the im-
pact on the development of Turkish nationalism, our intellectuals coming 
from over there [the Turkic areas of the Soviet Union] contributed to main-
taining the public interest in Turkey in the concerns of the Turks outside 
of Turkey.”49 At the same time, these intellectuals shaped the idea of the 
Turkish wall and the “only independent and free Turkish state” during the 
Cold War. Th is idea of the uniqueness of Turkey, its resistance vis-à-vis the 
Communist Bloc but also the responsibility it bore for the “Turks outside 
of Turkey” appeared in the discourses launched by the Crimean and Kazan 
Tatar as well as exiled Azerbaijani intellectuals in Turkey. Th ese ideas en-
tered the genuine Turkish discourses: the exiles were fi nally perceived as 
experts on Russia; their increased authority was doubtlessly caused by the 
Cold War.

Diff erent from most European projects on antemurale, the role of reli-
gion (Islam) in the development of the idea of the Turkish wall was second-
ary. Aware of the Islamic traditions and sharing the principles of moderate 
Islam, both the exiled intellectuals and their Turkey-born contemporaries 
were eager to combine laicism with Turkish nationalism. Arguing against 
the Soviet Union, they tried to vitalize the anti-Russian resentments of the 
past by praising Turkey as the unique space that could preserve the devel-
opment of Turkishness. Th erefore, the abovementioned Turkish wall was 
not perceived as a Muslim bulwark against Christianity but as a defender 
of ethnic, cultural, and linguistic affi  nity and distinctiveness.
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(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 90–111.

 8. See M. Reynolds, Shattering Empires: Th e Clash and Collapse of the Ottoman and 
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across Empires. Marketing Muslim Identity in the Russian-Ottoman Borderlands, 
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sisch-türkische Ideenzirkulation und Verfl echtung der Ordnungsvorstellungen im 

20. Jahrhundert,” in Post-Panslavismus: Slavizität, slavische Idee und Antislavismus 

im 20. und 21. Jahrhundert, ed. A. Gąsior, L. Karl, and S. Troebst (Göttingen: Wall-

stein, 2014), 448–72.

10. Th e rhetoric of the Azerbaijani exiled politician Mahammad Emin Rasulzade, who 

left for Istanbul in 1922 and published his memoirs on the rise and fall of the  Re-

public of Azerbaijan there, is quite interesting in this context. He defi ned Turkey as 

alem-i islamın ittihad merkezi (the union center of the Muslim World). Th e booklet 

emerged in Ottoman Turkish and was aimed at a Turkish audience. See M.E. Rasul-

zade, Azerbaycan Cumhuriyeti. Keyfi yet-i Teşekkülü ve Şimdiki Vaziyeti (Istanbul: 
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Halide Edip published a novel, Yeni Turan (A New Turan), in 1913, and Gökalp 

authored a series of writings, “Fundaments of Turkishness,” etc. Both intellectuals 
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CHAPTER 8

Why Didn’t the 
Antemurale Historical Mythology 

Develop in Early 
Nineteenth-Century Ukraine?

�
Volodymyr Kravchenko

Th e second half of the eighteenth and fi rst half of the nineteenth century is 
one of those “invisible” periods in the history of Ukraine, when it disappears 
from a political map but continues to exist as a social reality, represented 
in intellectual discourses. Th is period is important for understanding, fi rst, 
the specifi cs of modern Ukrainian nation building and, second, the forma-
tion of national myths and stereotypes, which maintain their mobilization 
potential even today. However, the very meaning of “Ukraine” in the Rus-
sian Empire remains ambiguous and what was considered “Ukrainian” at a 
time when Ukrainian society was deprived of its sovereignty as well as of 
administrative, territorial, social, and national integrity remains open to 
diff erent interpretations.

Th e Ukrainian nation-building process in the Russian Empire does not 
always fi t into classical concepts and paradigms. Th ere are many contro-
versies surrounding our current understanding and interpretations of the 
relationship between diff erent stages and components of this process as 
well as between controversial and usually hybrid forms of collective iden-
tity, including Little Russian, Ukrainian, Russian, and others.1

Th e concept of Ukrainian national space presents another aspect of the 
modern nation-building process.2 Ukraine’s elusive external borders easily 
turned into internal boundaries and vic e versa, following the ever-chang-
ing political situation in the eastern part of Europe. Diff erent regions of 
what is now Ukraine were involved in the divisions and subdivisions of 
this territory between various imperial and national states and discourses. 
Understanding the specifi cs of Ukrainian history during this stateless era 
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is not possible without taking into consideration the broader geopolitical, 
geocultural, and imperial contexts. Roman Szporluk defi ned Ukrainian na-
tional space as being “the peripheries of several nations, which themselves 
were civilizational peripheries of the West.”3 I have found this formula quite 
applicable for the purposes of this chapter.

Whether from the Western or the Russian perspective, Ukrainian lands 
played an important role in the process of permanent remapping and 
reidentifi cation both of the Eastern European and Russian boundaries 
and their respective identities.4 As Serhiy Bilenky puts it, “Th e inclusion 
or exclusion of Ukrainian lands was a decisive factor in the struggle for 
the symbolic dominance over Eastern Europe and for the geopolitical re-
arrangement of the region.”5 All of the Eurasian empires and peoples were 
challenged by the identity issue and tried to fi nd a proper balance between 
imperial, regional, social, and national categories. Historical mythologies 
have been the most important components of any regional, imperial, or 
national political program and processes. Mythically loaded historical nar-
ratives were used to legitimize a nation by shaping its identity and territory. 
Externally, these narratives help to separate nations from their enemies: 
“Domestically, they [the narratives] rely upon a politically fabricated pool 
of myths and symbols . . ., which includes deliberate forgetting and histori-
cal error as crucial elements for successful nation building.”6

Mythology was crucial for the community to overcome the challenge of 
losing coherence, to weather a crisis of meanings, and to function as ther-
apy for collective historical memory.7 It is no wonder that mythology plays 
a prominent role in the Ukrainian modern nation-state building process.8

Any historical mythologies, as a rule, included certain variations on the 
theme of antemurale.9 In the late eighteenth century, an emerging civiliza-
tional geopolitics prompted conceptual reinterpretation of the antemurale 
mythology in terms of a geopolitical and secular civilizational mission.10 
According to Stefan Berger, “Historians constructed transnational mis-
sions—either European or imperial—for their respective nations, either 
centered around the idea of protecting Europe from the infi del or in the 
form of a civilizing mission of the imperial center vis-à-vis its peripher-
ies.”11 Th e antemurale mythology, which “is in fact a major driving force 
behind the formation of historical group myths,” “functions as a bound-
ary-defi ning mechanism that distinguishes various communities from each 
other.”12 Th is mechanism works not only in space but also in time.

It can be argued that the very name “Ukraine,” which means “border-
land,” as well as the geopolitical status of the Ukrainian border regions and 
the presence of a special borderline population—the Cossacks—all suggest 
that the Ukrainian soil should be favorable for the creation and develop-
ment of a historical and political mythology of antemurale, which is in-
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herent in other peoples and nations in the regions of Central and Eastern 
Europe. Ukrainian history reveals many antemurale possibilities: in its 
connections with the nomads and the Muslim world, the Polish-Lithuanian 
Commonwealth, and the Muscovite autocracy. Surprisingly, the antemu-
rale mythology has been poorly represented in both the Ukrainian histori-
cal narrative and the (geo)political imagination.13

Below, I will try to trace the elements of the antemurale mythology in the 
Ukrainian historical writings of the late eighteenth century until the 1840s, 
that is, the Little Russian era of national history. For this purpose, I will 
concentrate on the national and geopolitical discourses in Ukrainian-related 
historical narratives produced by Ukrainian, Russian, and European authors. 
In terms of representation, the historically shaped idioms of kozatstvo/
kozachestvo (Cossackdom),  Malorossiia (the Little Russia), and the Ukraine 
seem to be the most recognizable markers of Ukrainian history and geog-
raphy at the turn of the nineteenth century. In this chapter, they are used 
as social constructs, the meanings of which were subject to continuous de-
bate and reinterpretation in the course of their nationalization in modern 
Ukrainian and Russian historical narratives.14

Th e problem of representativeness in the name “Ukraine” is complicated 
by contradictory terminology.15 Names of Ukrainian territories and eth-
nos changed depending on the context—and sometimes the same names 
were even endowed with diff erent meanings. Moreover, the language and 
terminology used to describe Ukrainian lands were never uniform, being 
borrowed from a variety of literary traditions. Th e literary Russian lan-
guage, which served as an imperial  lingua franca at that time, was still in 
the process of secularization under Western infl uence while the Ukrainian 
language was just starting its long journey from the spoken vernacular to a 
fully fl edged language of high culture.

In this chapter, the defi nition of “Little Russian” and its derivatives will 
be used to characterize the historical period of Ukrainian history from the 
end of the eighteenth up to the middle of the nineteenth century, which 
was labeled by Ivan Lysiak-Rudnytskyi (1919–1984) as “a sort of prolonged 
epilogue to the Cossack era,” during which “the nobility of Cossack origin 
continued to be the leading class of society.”16 Accordingly, Little Russian 
collective identity as well as the designation of its imagined space are de-
void of negative and political connotations.17 After the dissolution of the 
autonomous Cossack system, Little Russian identity gradually acquired an 
ethnocultural dimension and extended beyond the regional and adminis-
trative boundaries of the Little Russian governorate of the Russian Empire.

Th e adjective “Ukrainian” stands, depending on the context, as a syn-
onym for “Little Russia”; in the modern sense, the word is also used to 
defi ne the contemporary period of Ukrainian national development begin-
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ning	approximately	in	the	1840s	as	well	as	its	respective	identity.	I	see	no	
gap	between	the	little	russian	and	Ukrainian	stages	of	the	modern	nation-	
building	process.	The	Ukrainian	identity	did	not	merely	replace	the	little	
russian	one;	the	two	have	created	a	kind	of	symbiosis,	within	which	they	
give	in	to	each	other’s	initiative	in	the	course	of	nation	building,	depending	
on	(geo)political	circumstances	in	the	region	to	the	east	of	europe.	how-
ever,	they	are	different	in	terms	of	their	respective	social	bases	as	well	their	
attitudes	toward	russia	and	russian-speaking	culture.

Finally,	“russia”	and	its	derivatives	are	used	in	this	chapter	in	two	ways:	
in	the	broad	sense,	as	a	synonym	for	the	russian	empire	and	in	the	nar-
rower	sense,	as	a	synonym	for	the	descriptor	velikorusskii	(Great	russian),	
which	refers	to	russia	proper	as	one	of	the	components	of	the	imagined	
rus	 World,	 along	 with	 little	 russia,	 velikorossiia	 (Great	 russia)	 as	 well	
as	 White,	 red,	 and	 Black	 russias.18	 The	 “rus	 World”	 idea,	 based	 on	 the	
historical	legacy	of	kyiv,	was	articulated	by	Ukrainian	and	Belarusian	or-
thodox	intellectuals	in	the	second	half	of	the	seventeenth	century	and	was	
adopted	by	the	russian	elites	for	the	purpose	of	imperial	nation	building.	
In	the	early	nineteenth	century,	the	concept	of	“russia”	was	still	relatively	
new	 and	 not	 fully	 developed	 in	 terms	 of	 modern	 cultural	 nationalism.19	
Ukrainians	 for	 a	 long	 time	 supplied	 the	 russian	 imperial	 elites	 with	 the	
ideas	 of	 early	 modern	 and	 even	 modern	 nationalism,	 elaborated	 during	
their	struggle	with	Polonism.20

Ukraine as a Cossackdom

The	cossack	descriptor	served	as	the	main	symbolical	designation	of	the	
Ukrainian	borderlands	from	the	era	of	the	renaissance.21	It	 is	commonly	
believed	that	the	cossack	identity	of	the	land	was	semantically	connected	
to	the	name	ukraina—which	meant	“frontier,	borderland”	in	Ukrainian	as	
well	as	in	Polish	and	russian.	historians	came	to	agree	that,	since	the	mid-
dle	of	the	seventeenth	century,	the	cossack	state	had	been	transformed	into	
the	early	modern	nation	of	cossack	little	russia,	which	was	 largely	pat-
terned	on	the	Polish	szlachta	model	and	possessed	its	own,	estate-bound	
political	 consciousness	 as	 well	 as	 a	 collective	 identity.22	 however,	 until	
the	middle	of	the	nineteenth	century,	Ukrainian	cossackdom	remained	a	
highly	 debatable	 phenomenon,	 inspiring	 diametrically	 opposed	 opinions	
and	contradictory	interpretations	in	various	historical-national	discourses.	
numerous	historians	continued	to	discuss	whether	cossacks	were	a	social	
class,	a	separate	ethnos,	or	a	“motley	collection	of	peoples,”	and	they	also	
debated	how	the	cossack	units	 located	along	 the	borders	of	 the	russian	
empire	differed	from	each	other.
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Th ere were several Cossack units based on their respective ukraines: the 
Zaporozhian Sich, Little Russia (the Hetmanate), and Sloboda Ukraine. Th e 
Zaporozhian Cossack mythology is considered the oldest among them. Th e 
Sich attitude and policy toward the Little Russian Cossack state (the Het-
manate) was rather particular. Depending on the balance of power on the 
Eastern European border, the Zaporozhian host could easily slip across the 
symbolic line separating Orthodoxy from Catholicism and Christendom 
from Islam—thus demonstrating the conditionality of the symbolic realm’s 
linear characteristics as well as the articulated and mutually exclusive iden-
tities in this region.

Most often, the Zaporozhian Cossacks identifi ed themselves with a bas-
tion mythology that was fi rst created in sixteenth–seventeenth-century Or-
thodox Church circles and was later popularized in the so-called Cossack 
chronicles.23 Th e idea of the “Cossack bastion” in these sources relied not 
so much on a specifi c border territory as on the social identity and serving 
ethos of the military community.24 Th e Enlightenment historical discourse 
of the Zaporozhian Cossacks had been full of controversies. Voltaire com-
pared them to fi libusters and doubted their commitment to Christianity.25 
His younger contemporaries felt more favorably toward the Zaporozhian 
Cossacks, comparing them to the knights of Malta. “Similarly to the Mal-
tese cavaliers, they considered their community’s main obligation to be the 
waging of incessant war against unbelievers,” asserted Gerhard Friedrich 
Miller (1705–1783), a German historian in Russian imperial service.26 

Similar analogies can be found in many other historical texts from the 
second half of the eighteenth century.27 Comparing the Cossacks to the 
medieval Catholic knights was complemented by analogies from antiquity. 
Th e republic of Rome and Sparta of Greece were popular symbols used 
to explain and understand the phenomenon of the Zaporozhian Cossack’s 
stronghold, the Sich.28

However, the Zaporozhian Cossacks were slightly at odds with the an-
temurale civilizational discourse. Russia’s decision to liquidate the Zapor-
ozhian Sich in 1775 was motivated by both geopolitical and civilizational 
reasons. Th e imperial manifest issued in this regard in 1776 (drafted by the 
abovementioned G.F. Miller) was generally based on a secular Enlightenment 
paradigm. Accordingly, the Zaporozhian Cossacks were relegated, along with 
the seminomadic Crimean Tatars, to the far side of the symbolic line dividing 
barbarism from civilization. After the Sich was liquidated in 1775, almost 
all historical and geographical studies published in Russia demonstrated an 
openly hostile attitude to the Zaporozhians. Clearly, this made the image of 
the Zaporozhian Christian antemurale debatable, to put it mildly.

A new imperial civilizational project of Novorossiia (New Russia) dis-
missed the Sich in its role of a military bastion of Christianity. Accordingly, 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 9:40 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



212 VOLODYMYR KRAVCHENKO

the Zaporozhian Sich religious antemurale mythology was replaced by the 
New Russia civilizational mythology of enlightenment and prosperity.29 
Th e city of Odessa became its most recognizable symbol, comparable only 
to St. Petersburg. Remarkably, however, the New Russia civilizational proj-
ect was unable to displace the Zaporozhian Cossack legacy of the regions 
completely. Plans of the Polish pro-Napoleon offi  cers to reanimate the Sich 
to its former military glory in order to create an anti-Russian Cossack buf-
fer state only confi rm this statement, no matter how far from reality these 
plans appeared to be.30

Slobidska (Sloboda) Ukraine (a historical-geographical region in north-
eastern Ukraine) was another Cossack military region designed originally 
to protect Russia against the Crimean Tatars.31 Th e territory of the Cos-
sack regiments along the Russian-ruled frontier was alternatively called 
“Muscovite/Moscow’s Ukraine/Ukraina/ukraina.” Its relationships with 
both the Zaporozhian Sich and the Hetmanate were controversial. Th is re-
gion became a basis for a local, Cossack-defended version of the Russian 
antemurale. 

Illia Kvitka (1745–1817) and Hryhorii Kvitka (1778–1843), both mem-
bers of the provincial Cossack elite, considered Sloboda Ukraine to be a ver-
itable barrier, protecting Russia simultaneously from the Crimean Tatars 
and from the “fi ckle and traitorous” Little Russian Cossacks.32 However, the 
Sloboda Ukraine antemurale discourse remained underdeveloped—over-
taken and overshadowed by the dynamic Novorossiia. Sloboda Ukraine’s 
image was transformed from a bulwark into an intermediary region be-
tween Russia proper and Novorossiia—a crossroads or transitional region 
lacking clear, linear, symbolic boundaries.33 Besides, the image of a Sloboda 
Ukraine loyal only to Russia was very soon supplanted by the ethnic Little 
Russia: Russian travelers perceived Sloboda Ukraine to be Little Russia as 
early as the beginning of the nineteenth century.34

Finally, the Little Russian Cossack state, or Hetmanate, had also been 
perceived for a long time as just another Cossack border region. Th e geopo-
litical ambitions of the Hetmanate, which for decades circled through the 
enchanted geopolitical quadrate of the neighboring, empowering rival em-
pires of the Romanovs, the Ottomans, Sweden, and the Polish-Lithuanian 
Commonwealth, are well known. Hetman Ivan Mazepa (1639–1709), the 
last Ukrainian Cossack leader who clearly expressed his geopolitical am-
bitions, became the most recognizable and the most controversial symbol 
of Ukrainian sovereignty and Western-oriented policy.35 Contrary to him, 
Hetman Bohdan Khmelnytskyi (1595–1657), the founding father of the 
Cossack state, became a symbol of pro-Russian and anti-Polish Ukrainian 
geopolitical orientation.36
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Th e dramatic geopolitical changes that engulfed the Ukrainian lands 
during the era of Enlightenment attracted the attention of many European 
historians.37 However, even the most famous of them were sometimes 
confused, fi rst, by the Cossacks’ constant changing allegiances during the 
numerous wars and, second, by the contradictory Russian and Polish inter-
pretations of these events. In the writings of Voltaire (1694–1778) is per-
haps the most vivid example of how Ukrainian history could be depicted 
from the opposing perspectives. In the Histoire de Charles XII (History 
of Charles XII) the French philosopher presented Ukraine as a freedom-
seeking country that struggled for its independence.38 Later on, in his His-
toire de l’Empire de Russie sous Pierre Le Grand (History of the Russian 
Empire under Peter the Great), the author expressed a diametrically op-
posed view about Hetman Mazepa and his deeds in the spirit of the offi  cial 
Russian narrative.39

In order to understand these contradictions, one should take into ac-
count that the Russian Empire, led by Catherine II (1729–1796) and later 
by Alexander I (1777–1825), was favorably presented by the European 
enlightened narrative as a promising, albeit backward, model of enlight-
ened centralism. When the Russian Empire replaced the Polish-Lithuanian 
Commonwealth as master of the region, the perceived border between Eu-
rope and Asia on the mental map of European Enlightenment moved corre-
spondingly eastward.40 Th us, as stated by Janusz Tazbir (1927–2016), “Th e 
Polish bulwark changed into a useless fi ction.”41 When Voltaire pointed 
out that Ukraine was compelled by its precarious geopolitical situation to 
seek foreign protection,42 he was quite certain that Russia seemed to be the 
best choice for the Ukrainians. Many of his European followers shared this 
opinion.

Th e French-German historian Jean-Benoît Schérer (1741–1824), in his 
two-volume Annales de la Petite-Russie; ou Histoire des Cosaques-Saporo-
gues et des Cosaques de l’Ukraine (Annals of Little Russia or the History of 
the Zaporozhian Cossacks and the Ukrainian or Little Russian Cossacks), 
combined some elements of the European religious and the civilizational 
discourses from antemurale mythology.43 He points out that the Ukrainian 
Cossacks defended Poland from “Turks, Russians, and Tatars” and the 
Mediterranean provinces of Europe from unidentifi ed “Eastern barbar-
ians.”44 At the same time, he presents the Cossacks as free citizens, fi ghting 
for freedom and against religious and social enslavement: “Trained like the 
Spartans, always armed like the Romans; unlike these two, however, the cit-
izens of this republic have not conquered foreign lands, only defended their 
altars and domestic hearths bravely and constantly, preferring the rough 
nomadic life to the relaxations of bondage.”45
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Th e Austrian historian Johann Christian von Engel (1770–1814) also 
presents Ukraine as a civilizational wall between Europe and Asia.46 He 
emphasized Ukraine’s geopolitical importance and avows that the relations 
between Poland, Sweden, Russia, and Transylvania are impossible to un-
derstand without considering the Ukrainian factor. Moreover, Engel con-
templates an alternative course of events in this region had the Cossack 
wars in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries been successful. 
In his words, if circumstances had been diff erent, then “today, we might 
possibly have a Ukrainian Highness from the Mazepa dynasty, a Grand 
Duchy of Sweden in the North, and no Aleksandr Suvorov (1730–1800) 
occupying Warsaw in 1795.”47 Although Engel perceived Ukraine as an 
integral national entity, separate from Russia, he considered the alliance 
between Great Russia and Little Russia to be natural and the diff erences 
between them to be insignifi cant.

Th e image of Ukraine as a freedom-seeking nation that might eventually 
renew its independent status never disappeared from the intellectual hori-
zon of European authors. It is therefore not surprising that, in this context, 
the imagined Ukraine and its regions from time to time gained geopolitical 
signifi cance in the course of various moves to divide the Russian Empire 
and create buff er states on its southern and western borders. Polish histor-
ical thought, with its Cossack mythology, played an especially active role 
in this respect.48 However, it had no chances to gain political support from 
the Little Russian elite, whose historical narrative remained fundamentally 
anti-Polish and pro-Russian.

Ukraine as Little Russia

After the elimination of Cossack autonomy in Russia, the Ukrainian landed 
gentry came to replace the Cossack offi  cers as the main representative 
class of Ukrainian society. Changes in the social status of the local elites 
prompted changes in the collective identity of the Little Russian nobility, 
which was now distinguished not so much by social rights and privileges 
as by a common history, territory, and a relatively new concept of ethnic-
ity. Th us, the supposed “epilogue to the Cossack era” can be alternatively 
described as an era of further consolidation of the Little Russian identity, 
which has been updated in the process of the development of Ukrainian 
studies as well as in both Russian language and vernacular fi ction.

As the role of Cossackdom gradually decreased, the role of the Cossack 
marker in the collective identity of the local elites declined concomitantly. 
Th e Cossack-based Hetmanate became an object of severe criticism from 
both the Russian and the Ukrainian sides.49 For many educated Ukrainians, 
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the system of Cossack autonomy failed to stand the test of time. Practically 
all Cossack hetmans were accused of abuses of power, violating the rights 
and freedoms of other classes, particularly the nobility and the municipali-
ties, and of an inability to carry out the reform of the Cossack army, and so 
on.50 Interestingly, for Opanas Shafonskyi (1740—1811), one of the many 
Ukrainians in Russian imperial service, even Bohdan Khmelnytskyi did not 
look like a hero and founding father of Cossack freedom, but a rebel, a 
leader of  chern (rabble), similar to Stepan Razin (1630–1671) and Iemelian 
Pugachev (1742–1775).51

Th e liquidation of the Hetmanate and of Cossack autonomy did not 
spark resistance similar to the uprisings of the Polish gentry. On the con-
trary, the Ukrainian intellectuals of the age of the Enlightenment resembled 
their Scottish contemporaries who justifi ed the union of Scotland with En-
gland as progress for their country.52 Th e pro-Russian orientation at that 
time was characteristic not only of Ukrainians but also of other local elites 
in Eastern Europe, including a part of the Polish gentry that considered in-
corporation of their homeland into the Russian Empire to be quite natural 
and inevitable.53 Th at is why Ukrainians became “among the most enthusi-
astic builders of an imperial Russian national identity—as a way to become 
European.”54

Th e Cossack historical mythology can be considered one of the most 
vivid examples of what George Schöpfl in identifi es as “myths of military 

valour.”55 Historical records of the Ukrainian Cossacks recount dozens of 
battles fought in diff erent places under various banners. Some of them, for 
example, the Battle of Khotyn (1621), the Battle of Konotop (1659), and 
the Battle of Poltava (1709), contained undeniable myth-making potential. 
However, none of these battles could be accepted without reservation as a 
symbol of national solidarity as was the highly mythologized Battle of Ku-
likovo (1380) in the Russian historical narrative, the Battle of Kosovo (1389) 
in Serbian historiography, and the Battle of Grunewald (1410) in Polish 
historical writings. Th e Little Russian patriots simply had to reconsider the 
Cossack phenomenon and its role in the national historical narrative.

Historians tend to separate Cossackdom and Little Russia in the process 
of symbolic territorialization and ethnicization of the latter.56 Th e Cossack 
military-historical mythology has been gradually replaced with the mythol-
ogy of Little Russian statehood based on the principle of historical legiti-
mism. Little Russian historians—from Semen Divovych (1730s–after 1763) 
to the anonymous author of the Istoriia Rusov (History of the Rus),57 Olexii 
Martos (1790–1842), and Mykola Markevych (1804–1860)—are eager to 
remind their Russians counterparts that, when it voluntarily came under 
the protection of the tsars, Little Russia contributed enormously to Rus-
sia’s rise to greatness on account of its densely populated lands, eff ective 
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army, and enlightened clergy. Th us, the historical Cossack Little Russia was 
endowed by its patriots with the characteristics of a fully developed, true, 
normal modern state, along with all the necessary institutions, symbols, 
and policy. In other words, Little Russia now appeared not as a Cossack 
Zaporozhian army, always ready to fi ght with any enemy, but in the form of 
a sovereign nation, that is, a state, with an appropriate territory.

“Th e Cossack is a national Little Russian warrior,” asserts Novy slo-
votolkovatel, raspolozhennyi po alfavitu (A New Dictionary Organized in 
Alphabetical Order), a dictionary of foreign words compiled by Mykola 
Ianovskyi and published in St. Petersburg in 1803–1804.58 Th is brief for-
mula seems to symbolize the dawn of a new stage in Ukrainian historical 
thought, in which the Cossack identity is transformed from an object of 
diverse etymological and ethnographic exercises into an important, albeit 
not the main, attribute of modern national statehood. In the History of the 
Rus, all of the humiliating defeats for the Cossacks turned into brilliant vic-
tories in order to confi rm that they were dictated by the national interests. 
Cossack military glory remains an important symbol of the Little Russian 
state discourse, but not the main one.

Cossack battles were assigned another important function by the au-
thor of the History of the Rus. As Anthony Smith (1939–2016) put it, “Th e 
wanderings, battles and exploits in which ‘our people’ and their leaders 
participated took place in a particular landscape, and the features of that 
landscape are part of those experiences and the collective memories to 
which they give rise.”59 Th us, the numerous Cossack battles depicted in the 
History of the Rus, with all their geographic details, functioned as markers 
of Little Russian territory and its borders. Th e author also emphasizes the 
motive of subordinating all the Cossack military units to the Little Russian 
hetman and attributing their respective regions to the historical and polit-
ical territory of Little Russia.60

Above all, this concerned the Zaporozhian Sich: although Little Russian 
historians demonstrate a negative attitude toward the Sich, labeling it an 
“uncivilized” “rabble” of “bandits” who made no diff erence between attack-
ing Tatars and their fellow countrymen,61 it is more important for them to 
emphasize the Cossack’s subordination to the hetman than to destroy their 
entire reputation as defenders of Christianity. Th e author of the History of 
the Rus tries to convince his readers that the Zaporozhian Cossacks were 
merely border guards recruited from the Little Russian Cossacks and com-
pletely subordinated to the hetman. By doing so, the Little Russian patriots 
located the Sich in the symbolic space of Little Russia, not in the Cossack-
dom. For that reason, the Little Russian elite publicly protested against the 
inclusion of the former Sich lands into the newly established Novorossiia 
province.62
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Th e above applies to Sloboda Ukraine. Th e attitude of the Little Russian 
elites to their Sloboda Ukrainian counterparts was mocking and lenient 
rather than hostile. Th e Little Russians made fun of their eastern neighbors, 
mocking their claim to noble status, and even rejecting their right to call 
themselves Cossacks.63 Th e author of the History of the Rus considered the 
special status of Sloboda Ukraine Cossacks illegitimate, the result of lo-
cal selfi shness and Russian corruption.64 Obviously, such an interpretation 
rejected any independent political ambitions and claims of the Sloboda 
Ukrainian Cossacks.

Based on an analysis of Little Russian historical texts, we can conclude 
that, despite numerous administrative perturbations, terminological chaos, 
and endless debates between historians and philologists, the imagined 
spatial parameters of Little Russia have remained stable: it included not 
only the adjacent Cossack regions of the former Zaporozhian and Sloboda 
Ukrainian Cossack units but also the right bank of the Dnipro River65 and 
even the western lands of Galicia.66 In regard to the latter, the Cossack 
marker of Little Russian territory was supplemented with observations on 
the ethnicity of the local population.67 Th us, there is no need to conclude 
that Little Russia was limited to left-bank Ukraine only or that Ukraine 
displaced Little Russia in the form of a broader national space “from the 
Carpathian Mountains to the Don River.” In the majority of historical and 
geographical texts dating from the latter half of the eighteenth century and 
the early nineteenth century, the names “Ukraine” and “Little Russia” are 
not in opposition, but act as synonyms.

Th e geographic terms “Little Russia” and “Ukraine” continued to be 
used in parallel, although perhaps in a certain hierarchy. It is worth noting 
that “Ukraine” is often used to emphasize the marginal, peripheral status 
of Little Russia or some of its regions; the term retains a semantic connec-
tion with the Cossacks and the Polish historiographical tradition to limit 
Ukraine to the right bank of the Dnipro River only. Th ere could be several 
local ukraines but only one Little Russia. Th is implies a tendency toward re-
structuring the symbolic space of Little Russia and transforming its south-
ern, eastern, and western lands into the borderlands of the Little Russian 
heartland. However, this tendency did not develop, for reasons that will be 
discussed below.

Fatal Geography

As the Hetmanate gradually lost its geopolitical signifi cance, the antemu-
rale Cossack mythology, in both its religious and geopolitical versions, 
was gradually replaced with the images of a “fatal geography” or a “land-
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in-between.”68 Th is trend had a longstanding tradition in the defi nition of 
Ukraine’s geopolitical identity and was also associated with Hetman Maz-
epa.69 However, it fully manifested itself only one hundred years after his 
death in the History of the Rus. Th e author of this work, who remains anon-
ymous, gives us a most elaborate retrospective picture of the Ukrainian 
geopolitical situation.

In the History of the Rus, Cossack Ukraine is depicted as a fully legit-
imate player on the international stage, equal to any other country, and 
completely independent since 1649, when the Zboriv Treaty was signed 
between the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth and the newly proclaimed 
Cossack state of Bohdan Khmelnytskyi. However, the author concludes 
that Ukraine was not able to keep its independence because of its “fatal 
geography,” lack of “natural borders,” and unfriendly neighbors. He paints a 
vivid picture of a suff ering country:

as if it was created for, or condemned to, ruin from the frequent invasions of 

foreigners [ inoplemennikov] and even more frequent raids and battles from 

neighboring peoples. Th e Ukraine ultimately underwent all kinds of destruc-

tion and confl agrations due to incessant internal warfare and carnage and is 

literally stained and drenched with the blood of man and covered with ashes.70

Surrounded by hostile “virtually irreconcilable peoples,” Ukraine, ac-
cording to the author of the History of the Rus, could remain neither an 
independent nor a neutral country. He attributes to Bohdan Khmelnytskyi, 
the most popular Ukrainian hetman, the axiom that foreign protection 
would be “not only useful but almost inevitable to us, and a sensible person, 
or a perfect politician, will notice at fi rst glance that the very position of our 
land, open from all sides and awkward to defend, renders us a playground 
of unknown destiny and random chance.”71 Conversely, the Little Russian 
historical narrative in general did not accept Hetman Mazepa as a symbol 
of Ukrainian independence and freedom.72

Th e image of Ukraine’s fatal geography was promoted also by Mykola 
Markevych in his Istoriia Malorossii (History of Little Russia, 1840–1844).73 
Th is treatise aimed to justify the historical futility of the idea of Ukrainian 
independence and the necessity of Russian protection:

We were surrounded by Warsaw, Constantinople, and Moscow. Our borders 

were not reinforced with any natural barriers; we had neither gold for money 

nor copper for cannons, nor iron for weapons and harness, not even salt 

for bread. Just a broad steppe with plentiful grain and hay, but the more of 

them, the less of money. We were fated to live either pastorally, if our grain 

exports were banned, or as brigands, which our neighbors would not allow/

countenance. In this situation, what choice did we have . . . ? Poland would 
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badger Little Russia from the west, Moscow from the east and the north, and 

Turkey and Crimea from the south. We would have not a single peaceful day 

in our separate life.74

Th is thesis that the absence of natural borders proved independent exis-
tence to be impossible was considered an axiom of geopolitical thinking of 
that time; it helps, for example, to justify the need for Poland to be part of 
the Russian Empire.75 Instead, the idea of   Russia as less evil for Ukraine had 
a much more solid foundation in the form of realpolitik and a common re-
ligion. Th e Great Russians—no matter how cruel, corrupted, or ridiculous 
they were depicted as being by the author of the History of the Rus—are 
never considered the main Other: this place is always reserved for the Poles.

Th e author of the History does not spare emotional arguments and vivid 
descriptions in order to prove the ethical and moral superiority of his com-
patriots over the Poles. Th e latter appear to truly personify the worst of 
human qualities. Th e author describes them as the very defi nition of “bar-
barism” and compares them to the “fi erce Japanese,” who in this case sym-
bolize Asia, thus placing historical Poland outside the European symbolic 
space. If historical materials compel the author to recognize the presence of 
bad hetmans in Ukraine’s past, he attributes a Polish ethnic origin to them. 
Th e anti-Polonism of the History of the Rus goes hand in hand with anti-
Semitism, which presumably is a reaction to the incorporation of a part 
of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, with its large Jewish population, 
into the Russian Empire.

Cradle of Rus

Th e new historical narrative defi nes the central place of Little Russia within 
the symbolic space of the “Rus World” (not to be confused with the “Rus-
sian World”). Little Russia claims superiority over all other Russias, includ-
ing Great Russia.

“I know that you are Russia and that is my name too,” Little Russia replies 
to Great Russia in Semen Divovych’s famous historical-political dialogue 
of 1762.76 Hryhorii Poletyka (1725–1784), the distinguished champion of 
the Ukrainian szhlachta’s political rights, called his fatherland “Rossia,”77 as 
did his contemporary and fellow historian Petro Symonovskyi (Petr Simon-
ovskii, c. 1717–1809).78 Andrian Chepa (1760s–c. 1820), a Little Russian 
patriot and collector of Cossack historical documents, proudly called the 
history of his people “a glorious branch of rossiiskoi [Rossian] history.”79 
Th e author of the History of the Rus argues that Little Russia is, in fact, the 
true Russia and therefore can be considered an “older sister” in relation to 
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Great Russia. Little Russian historical discourse, based on the mythology of 
the “Cradle of Rus,” supports the claims of the Little Russian elites “to prove 
that ‘we got here fi rst.’”80

Th e image of the “Little Russian gem” in the crown of the Russian Em-
pire or “Ukraine-pysanka,”81 elaborated in the early nineteenth century, 
aimed to buttress the Cradle of Rus mythology. Th e cliché of Ukraine as the 
“land of Canaan,” fl owing with milk and honey and rich in landscapes and 
plentiful resources, had been known since the Renaissance. Th e Enlighten-
ment era historiography slightly modifi ed this image with analogues from 
antiquity; Johann Gottfried Herder (1744–1803) recorded his prediction 
about Ukraine as a future “New Hellas.”82 Citing Linnaeus (1707–1778), 
Schérer described it as the protoancestor of practically all European “tribes 
and nations,” simultaneously perpetuating the stereotype of it being “one of 
the most beautiful, although least cultivated, regions of Europe.”83

It took no time at all for this image of the Little Russian gem, so far re-
moved from the image of the Cossack military formation, to be adopted by 
the Ukrainian as well as Russian historical-literary traditions.84 It was also 
accompanied by comparisons of Little Russia to Italy, which, according to 
Serhiy Bilenky, contributed to a feminization of the former in the Russian 
literary discourse.85 Th e ethnically informed image of the “Ukraine-pysanka 
(a Ukrainian Easter egg)” would for some time balance the Enlightenment 
era criticism of the Hetmanate as a neglected civilizational periphery, de-
prived of good governance.

Th e Cradle of Rus mythology, as well as the Ukraine-pysanka image, fa-
cilitated the transfer of Little Russia from the periphery to the center of the 
Rus World. Th e fact that Kyiv— the spiritual symbol of the Rus World—was 
located on the Ukrainian-Polish borderland only encouraged the imperial 
center to reconquer the right bank of the Dnipro River from the Polish 
cultural “yoke.” Th e Kyiv local authorities continued to view the Little Rus-
sian/Ukrainian cultural activities favorably. Th e Western, anti-Polish geo-
cultural vector remained the chief orientation of the symbolic expansion of 
the territory of Little Russia during the long nineteenth century.

Further expansion of the symbolic borders of the Rus World to the West 
activated a relatively new component of the Russian-Polish borderland—
the haidamaky (eighteenth-century Orthodox Cossack-peasant insurgents 
against the Polish szlachta).86 Unsurprisingly, the haidamaky underwent a 
postmortem historical metamorphosis similar to that of the Zaporozhian 
Cossacks. Th e Kharkiv Romantics virtually confl ated the Zaporozhian Cos-
sacks and the haidamaky as noble warriors against Polish persecution.87 
Mykhailo Maksymovych (1804–1873) and Mykola Markevych legitimized 
the topic of the 1768 Koliivshchyna rebellion by including it in the Little 
Russian narrative.
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During the era of Romanticism, the new generation of Romantic “pop-
ulists” “no longer possessed the specifi cally ‘political’ consciousness of the 
previous generations of the noble patriots.”88 Th e mythology of the fully 
fl edged Little Russian state was replaced with the cult of the Zaporozhian 
Sich; the latter underwent yet another metamorphosis from the border 
guards to a symbol of the Rus World. In Nikolai Gogol’s (1809–1852) novel 
Taras Bulba (Taras Bulba, 1842), the Zaporozhian Cossacks do not sim-
ply fulfi ll the function of defending the Rus World Orthodoxy against the 
Catholic West; they are fully fl edged, ideal representatives of the Slavic-
Orthodox brotherhood, according to the Cradle of Rus mythology.89 In the 
early work of Maksymovych, the image of the Little Russian state was re-
placed with the image of the Cossack “comet,” which absorbed the “Asian-
invasive” infl uences of the East and whose explosive dynamics brought 
many troubles for neighboring peoples.90

Th e Romantics also transformed the symbolic space of Ukrainian his-
tory into a kind of Eurasian interface—a place where European cultural 
elements intertwined with those of Asia. In contemplating the historical 
identity of Little Russia, Mykhailo Maksymovych wrote that its population

comprised not only Slavic tribes but also European ones and, it seems, even 

more Asian ones. . . . Bravery in raids, exuberant abandon in celebration, and 

carefree indolence in peacetime—these are features of the wild Asian peo-

ples of the Caucasus, whom today we involuntarily recall when looking at the 

Little Russian in his suit and with his habits.91

Gogol considered Little Russia/Ukraine to be “the most liminal of spaces, 
and therefore the most boundless, as a Russian meeting ground of east and 
west, Tatar and Pole, a space which is aptly expressed in the fi gure of the 
Cossack.”92

Th is image was complemented with Panteleimon Kulish’s (1819– 1897) 
observation on the Little Russians who “lie with their head in Europe, but 
their feet in Asia.”93 As a result, the Ukrainian national space acquired a 
distinct cultural profi le but lost its historical-political boundaries, which 
in turn led to the erosion of the mythology of the Little Russian statehood. 
It would take at least two generations of nationally minded intellectuals to 
restore the principle of historical legitimacy and the principle of a national 
state with clearly defi ned political borders.

Little Russia and Russia

Little Russia was able to operate autonomously in the loosely defi ned realm 
of the Rus World as long as its existence did not undermine the imperial 
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dynasty and religious pillars of the Russian Empire. Th e hierarchy of the 
historical regions and their borders, and the periphery and center of Rus/
Russia, remained an open question, inasmuch as none of the criteria for 
defi ning the Russian heartland were used consistently enough to give the 
historic nucleus of the Russian Empire the appearance of wholeness.94 As 
Alexei Miller put it, “Th e ruling dynasty had resisted ‘nationalization’ lon-
ger than in the majority of the European states. . . . Th e ‘nation’ did not rule 
and had no system of political representation.”95 In light of this, it seems like 
the diff erence between empire and nation in the case of Russia did exist.96 
Th is diff erence deepened with the further secularization and nationaliza-
tion of the Rus World by the Russian elites.

Th e Little Russian national narrative still had an impact on the lagging 
Russian nation-building process, especially in the context of growing Polish 
nationalism. It explains to some degree the phenomenon of the short-term 
fashionability of all things Little Russian within educated Russian society 
( Ukrainofi lia) in the 1830s. It started with Dmitrii Bantysh-Kamenskii’s 
(1788–1850) Istoriia Maloi Rossii (History of Little Russia) in 1822 and con-
tinued with the collection of the Malorossiiskie pesni (Little Russian Songs) 
published in 1827 by Mykhailo Maksymovych (1804–1873). Both of these 
works became sources of inspiration for many Russian writers, including 
Alexander Pushkin (1799–1837) and Faddei Bulgarin (1789–1859), as well 
as composers and other artists. Russian imperial culture also absorbed 
the latest intellectual innovations of Little Russian studies along with their 
myths and images, including Ukraine-pysanka, the Ukrainian space, and, 
of course, the Romantic cult of the Zaporozhian Cossacks.

Offi  cial Russian historiography no longer tolerated the enlightened 
criticism of the Cossacks that was articulated by Little Russian patriots 
themselves in the early nineteenth century. In the new Russian historical 
narrative, the Zaporozhian Cossacks were transformed from marauding 
bands that were “peculiar and contrary to the very intentions of the Cre-
ator” to a symbol of Russian military glory and defense of Orthodoxy and 
autocracy.97 Th e paradigm shift was facilitated by the Turkish and Na-
poleonic wars as well as the Polish Uprising of 1830, which occasionally 
prompted Cossack recruitment/conscription projects or even plans to re-
instate the Cossacks as a military entity.98

In the context of the above, the Zhytomyr-born, Vilnius-educated, and 
Odessa-based amateur historian Apollon Skalkovskyi (1808–1899) de-
serves special attention. He completely revised the negative image of the 
Zaporozhian Sich in the Russian historical narrative.99 He revived the im-
age of the Zaporozhian antemurale as Christendom’s stronghold against 
Muslim aggression. Th is image also returns the Zaporozhians to the civi-
lizational discourse from which they had previously been excluded by the 
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imperial New Russia project.100 Skalkovskyi, who at fi rst had been harshly 
negative about the Koliivshchyna rebellion, later reconsidered his percep-
tion of the haidamaky and attributed to them the mission of defending 
the Orthodox religion.101 It is worth noting that Ukrainian/Little Russian 
intellectuals expressed sharp criticism of this author, probably because of 
his Polish connections. However, mutual relations within the Ukrainian-
Polish-Russian symbolical triangle were changing to the detriment of the 
former. Th e polemics that exploded around Mykola Markevych’s History 
of Little Russia, published at the beginning of 1840s, demonstrates it elo-
quently.102 Th e author of the book—a politically loyal Ukrainian landowner 
and proud Little Russian patriot—argued against Ukrainian independence 
and did his best to justify its full incorporation into the Russian Empire. 
However, he did present the Ukrainian past in terms of a fully fl edged na-
tion-state history, in the spirit of the History of the Rus, which became his 
main source of inspiration.

 It was precisely the nation-state paradigm of Little Russian history that 
provoked prominent Russian intellectuals of diff erent political orientations 
to unleash their hostility toward Markevych’s narrative. A popular Russian 
writer and journalist of Polish descent, Osip Senkovskyi (Józef Sękowski, 
1800–1858) scorned the very idea of a normal Ukrainian historical pro-
cess. According to him, the Cossacks, being the main representatives of 
Ukrainian history, acted as a devastating force, alien to culture and civili-
zation, that plagued the adjacent states of Russia and the Polish-Lithuanian 
Commonwealth with senseless rebellions and sheer anarchy.

Th e Little Russian gentry felt insulted and attempted to present Sen-
kovskyi’s critique as a “Polish intrigue” against the “true Russians” and sub-
mitted an offi  cial complaint to the Russian authorities, but they encountered 
a wall of misunderstanding. Russian censors actually came to the defense of 
Senkovskyi and accused the Little Russians of provincial narrow-minded-
ness and bias.103 Th ey identifi ed the Zaporozhian Sich with the Hetmanate 
in their role of anti–state military formations created by uncontrollable 
Cossacks. In fact, the imperial offi  cials made it clear that there were certain 
limits for Little Russian patriotism and its anti-Polish discourse. It should 
be noted that they began to express concern about excessive Little Russian 
patriotism even before the Cyril and Methodius Brotherhood (Ukrainian 
secret society) was discovered by the imperial authorities.

Characteristically enough, the views of the Russian imperial loyalists 
are fully supported by the Russian opposition critic Vissarion Belinsky 
(1811–1848), who went much further in criticizing the Little Russian state 
historical narrative. Commenting on Markevych’s History of Little Russia, 
the Russian critic noted that Little Russia had never been a state and, con-
sequently, had no history, in the strict sense of the word; according to him, 
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Little Russians had always been a tribe and not a nation, and the so-called 
Hetmanate and Zaporozhian Sich were some kind of strange communities 
“in the Asian style,” and so on.104 Th e main paradox of this critique is that 
both ultraloyal Ukrainian Markevych and opposition-minded Russian Be-
linsky actually argued for the same thing: they saw a need for Little Russia 
to be fully merged with the Russian Empire and were convinced of the im-
possibility of its independent existence. However, Belinsky denied not just 
the future but also the whole history of Ukraine, which had been dismissed 
from the civilization discourse altogether.

What was more troubling for the Little Russian patriots is that at least 
some of the Russian intellectuals started signaling their overt skepticism 
about the Cradle of Rus mythology. Nikolai Polevoi (1796–1846) was per-
haps the fi rst among them—he denied the Little Russians the right to be 
called “Russian” altogether. In his opinion, the Little Russians were com-
pletely diff erent from ethnic Russians in their language, culture, and his-
tory.105 Th e views of Polevoi appeared to be too radical and too innovative 
to be shared by Russian enthusiasts who favored the idea of   the Rus World. 
However, some of the Russian “Slavophiles” who were more sensitive to 
the ethnocultural aspects of Russian national identity were already mov-
ing in the direction indicated by Polevoi. Th e infl uential Russian historian 
Mikhail Pogodin (1800–1875), for example, dismissed the Ukrainian ex-
clusive claim to the Kyivan inheritance in an attempt to establish the Great 
Russian priority over Kyivan Rus.106

All these factors mean that, given the Russian Empire’s gradual na-
tionalization of the Rus World, it did not need Little Russia as a national 
heartland or even as a separate entity in its struggle against Polonism. Ob-
viously, Russian intellectuals already had their own image of the Rus histor-
ical heartland, associated with the Great Moscow Principality rather than 
with Little Russia disguised as Kyivan Rus.107 Th e Little Russian narrative 
created by the local patriots had neither a future nor even a past. Only a 
radical reorientation could off er a way out of this existential crisis. Th at is 
when new Ukraine came to the rescue of old Little Russia.

Conclusions

Th e answer to the question posed by the title of this chapter may be short 
or long. Th e short answer is that neither Ukraine in its modern form and 
space nor the developed mythology of its separate national and geopoliti-
cal identity existed at the time described in this chapter. Th ere were some 
elements of an antemurale mythology presented in the Cossack-oriented 
historical narratives, but they were not properly articulated and did not 
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develop into a holistic national narrative in order to occupy the same place 
in the Little Russian collective identity, as shown by the example of neigh-
boring Poland.

Th e long answer is based on the thesis of heterogeneity, ambiguity, and 
a variety of identities and competing mythologies—not just for Ukraine, 
but also for the whole space of Europe and Russia, on which Ukraine di-
rectly depended. Th e discourses of fatal geography, the land in-between, 
defi nitely overcame the boundary-making mythology and prevented the 
structuring of Ukrainian national space into the categories of center and 
periphery. Th e Little Russian mythology of the Cradle of Rus was intended 
to alleviate the boundary status of Little Russia in the vast space of the Rus 
World. However, gradual secularization and nationalization of the latter 
tended to marginalize Little Russia in the permanently expanding space of 
the Russian Empire.

From the perspective of the Russian imperial center, Ukrainian lands 
could have appeared as a Russian imperial bulwark to the south and the 
west. However, both of them—the southern and the western borders of the 
Russian Empire alike—appeared not so much in the form of a bulwark, as a 
moving frontier, aimed at the reunion of the former lands of Rus. Historical 
Little Russia played an important but only temporary and limited role in 
this process. Th e imperial center was not interested in creating an alternate 
wall between the historical Little Russia and Poland; its aim was to inte-
grate both of them into the imperial system and to maintain the balance of 
interests between ethnic and religious communities in the politically sen-
sitive region.

A fully fl edged antemurale mythology could be developed only on the 
basis of those representative symbols that were marginalized in the Lit-
tle Russian historical narrative, namely, Ukraine and Cossacks. Th e new 
Ukrainian historical narrative had to rearrange the symbols already ac-
cumulated by the Little Russian narrative. Within this narrative, the my-
thology of national statehood gave way to the mythology of the Cossacks, 
which turned into a symbol of social equality,108 while the social, demo-
cratic dimension of the narrative distinguished the Ukrainian version of 
the Cossacks from the Little Russian one. Historical Little Russia entered 
the very center of the Rus World just for a while, and very soon was forced 
to return to its border, represented by the Zaporozhian Sich. Being re-
imagined as a bastion of freedom, the latter became the social heartland of 
modern Ukraine, no matter how real or utopian this image appeared at the 
beginning of the twentieth century.

It was only at the turn of the twentieth century that modern Ukraine be-
gan to construct its own symbolic national space, beyond the boundaries of 
the Rus World. It was made possible by two major events: fi rst, a conceptual 
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revolution brought about by Mykhailo Hrushevskyi’s (1866–1934) seminal 
multivolume Istoriia Ukrainy-Rusi (History of Ukraine-Rus),109 which es-
tablished the foundation for Ukraine’s own secular antemurale ideology 
as the eastern frontier of Europe, and, second, the geopolitical upheaval 
of 1914–1918 and the subsequent integration of the western regions into 
the Ukrainian nation-state building process. However, it took another hun-
dred years for the antemurale mythology to gain a political dimension, and 
limited support, in Ukrainian society. Given the historical experience and 
geopolitical position of Ukraine, few will be able to predict the political fu-
ture and place of this mythology in the national and geopolitical discourse. 
It seems like the latter will be dictated by the strategy of survival in one of 
the most turbulent territories of Eastern Europe. In addition, the Ukrainian 
geopolitical wall can easily be turned into a gate, open in either direction.
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CHAPTER 9

Translating the Border(s) 
in a Multilingual and 
Multiethnic Society

Antemurale Myths in Polish and Ukrainian 
Schoolbooks of the Habsburg Monarchy

�
Philipp Hofeneder

Myths are an important part not only of creating one’s own worldview but 
also of creating borders with respect to alleged diff ering religions, cultures, 
and political entities.1 A classic example in this respect is the concept of 
antemurale christianitatis. Th is mythic narrative on bulwarks, which was 
born in the fi fteenth century and reached its peak in the sixteenth and sev-
enteenth centuries, established a huge religious demarcation line. Myths 
connected to the bulwark trope seem to be clearly situated and contain two 
more or less opposing positions encompassing two relatively independent 
and diff ering cultural or religious communities. While politically unifying 
against an external enemy, these myths clearly also functioned as an inter-
nal mobilizer. In many cases they consisted of repeated elements, such as 
an alleged historical beginning and unique characteristics.2

Th e situation changed fundamentally with the emergence of nation-
states beginning at the end of the eighteenth century. From then on, myths 
consisted not of one general myth but of a whole bundle of myths, which 
might also create a bundle of borders. Th is even holds true for societies 
(not to mention nations) that were characterized by diff ering ethnic groups. 
Th erefore, myths connected to the concept of antemurale christianitatis 
subsequently changed in the course of history, from a cultural and/or re-
ligious myth concerning two strictly disconnected cultural or political en-
tities, to a discourse conducted by representatives from diff ering but also 
neighboring cultures and even agents of the same society.3
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In the course of this chapter, I will highlight some core problems of 
these modern national bulwark myths in a traditional multilingual and 
multiethnic society. Although there is little or no doubt among research-
ers about what these nationalized antemurale myths looked like,4 I will 
take a closer look at how these new myths developed, how they were com-
municated, and how they interacted with other myths.5 My focus lies not 
on the consistency of these myths but on the channels through which they 
were communicated. Th is is in line with recent developments in research, 
which place stronger focus on the agents of cultural exchange.6 Who for-
mulated these myths? How did they take root in society? Were they al-
tered in the course of their spread? Are there any diff erences between the 
original formulation and the popular forms? Questions about their verbal 
dissemination and the possible ways of societal dissemination come to the 
fore.

While, originally, bulwark myths united several cultures and were re-
ligiously motivated, they were increasingly integrated into the emerging 
national movements in the nineteenth century.7 It therefore seems to be 
important to examine how existing myths were prepared so that they fi tted 
into regional and/or (emerging) national cultures. While examining writ-
ten and published documents, such as primers and other schoolbooks, we 
have to be aware that they can be treated only as a point of departure. Sub-
sequently, it was the teachers who reformulated the content with respect to 
their own political beliefs.

Th e starting point of my considerations will be the educational system 
of the Habsburg monarchy, with special reference to the crownland Gali-
cia after 1848. Concentrating on two big ethnic groups, the Poles and the 
Ukrainians, I would like to show how myths were shaped through mutual 
interaction. It will then be possible to demonstrate that in the course of 
the 1860s a modern set of ideas connected to the antemurale myths was 
already emerging, which was closely connected to the birth of a Ukrainian 
political party that spread the belief that Ukrainian culture is independent 
from Russian culture.8

Schoolbooks are a useful source in this respect for several reasons. Im-
mediately after 1848, when several languages were implemented in the ed-
ucational system ( landesübliche Sprachen), a huge number of schoolbooks, 
primers, anthologies, and grammars were published. All too often, they 
were initially written in German and only afterward translated into one 
of the nine other offi  cially recognized languages. In some cases, we know 
there were secondhand translations, when schoolbooks originally writ-
ten in German were translated into Polish and only afterward unoffi  cially 
translated into Ukrainian.
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Communication of History

Th e educational system in the Habsburg monarchy played an important 
role in the spreading of political and historical myths. Closely connected 
to this question is book production in general. What did the production 
of books in these languages look like? Were there enough printing houses? 
How did censorship work?9

With respect to the Ukrainians in the Habsburg monarchy, most of 
the abovementioned factors changed dramatically after 1848. First, after 
the revolution of 1848, instruction in Galician schools was conducted in 
Ukrainian for the fi rst time in all relevant subjects. Up to 1848, this had 
taken place only in the subjects of Ukrainian (or “Ruthenian” as it was 
called then) and religion. Of course, it took some years to implement this 
legal requirement. As a result of the absence of Ukrainian schoolbooks and 
of trained teachers and the fact that the Ukrainian language itself had to 
develop with respect to terminology, German (and to a lesser extent Polish) 
still dominated in Galicia in the fi rst years after 1848.10

Regarding the overall distribution of books, the situation in the 1850s 
still needed to be improved. From 1848 to 1860, a total of 864 books, 
brochures, newspapers, and the like were published in Ukrainian in the 
Habsburg monarchy.11 More than 60 percent of the production was con-
centrated in Lviv. Another issue was the omnipresent censorship, which, as 
I will argue later, was  double-sided in the Ukrainian case. But even books 
that were not censored and could be printed (even in comparatively high 
circulations) often did not sell. From Iakiv Holovatskyi’s well-known 1848 
Ukrainian grammar with a print run of 10,000 copies, only 600 were sold 
due to problems within the distribution network.12 In this respect, school-
books are of central relevance.

Th e Signifi cance of Schoolbooks for the Spreading of Myths

First, schoolbooks are part of everyday culture, which gives us an imme-
diate impression of how a society is structured.13 In comparison to other 
publications, schoolbooks often had an impressive circulation even at the 
time: 5,000, 10,000, and even as many as 20,000 copies of one Ukrainian 
schoolbook were not uncommon.14 Th ey were distributed all over Galicia, 
as they were compulsory reading at schools. As early as the 1850s, almost 
10 percent of all book production consisted of schoolbooks, which made 
them an important contribution to the overall production numbers.15 Like 
every other offi  cial publication, schoolbooks had to undergo multistage 
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censorship. Depending on the type of schoolbook, they received the  im-
primatur from the ministry of education in Vienna or the Galician educa-
tion board, which Poles had dominated since at least 1867. Once the newer 
books were approved for schools, the older, previously approved books had 
to be discontinued. Th us we can be sure that current schoolbooks were 
used in classes, although we know of several cases in which teachers re-
ceived a warning for using older or even unapproved books.16

Authors of schoolbooks were all too often prominent fi gures of the 
national revivals. Oleksandr Barvinskyi (1847–1926), Iakiv Holovastkyi 
(1844–1888), Vasyl Kovalskyi (1826–1911), Omelian Ohonovskyi (1833–
1894), Omelian Partytskyi (1840–1895), Markiian Shashkevych (1811–
1843), and Ivan Verchratskyi (1818–1891), just to name a few, were better 
known for their political work and/or their achievements in science. In 
fact, we do not know of any women authors of Galician schoolbooks.

Holovatskyi was the fi rst to become a professor of Ukrainian language 
and literature in 1849; he also became the principal of the University of Lviv. 
He was a member of the state-sponsored commission that was responsible 
for the translation of laws into Ukrainian as well as for the compilation of 
a legal dictionary.17 Vasyl Kovalskyi was a well-known lawyer and deputy 
to the Galician parliament as well as to the Austrian parliament. Th e other 
authors listed above also worked in important and infl uential positions in 
addition to writing books.

More than 500 schoolbooks in Ukrainian were approved between 
1848 and 1918.18 It is worth noting that the content of schoolbooks often 
changed only superfi cially. Th at is why a lot of text appears in diff erent 
schoolbooks over a long period, being adjusted only to the political views 
of the editor(s). Authors could normally be connected with a certain polit-
ical party. Nevertheless, authors of a new generation preferred to repub-
lish these texts and adjust them to their own political views rather than 
write them completely anew. Th is and the fact that particularly anthologies 
for the subject “Ukrainian” gathered texts that were initially published in 
completely diff erent contexts—such as newspapers, fi ctional literature, or 
publications from Russian-dominated Ukraine—allow us to treat school-
books as a kind of panopticon of Ukrainian literature. Th at is why within 
a Ukrainian context, schoolbooks fulfi ll a rather unique position. At least 
during the fi rst years after 1848, they had been one of the most important 
forms for the distribution of myths in a written form.

For the present study, I take history schoolbooks and the anthologies 
mentioned above as an important point of reference. Immediately after 
1848, there were only two kinds of history schoolbooks. First, books that 
contained so-called world history and dealt with history beyond the Habs-
burg monarchy. Th is includes works such as Antonín Gindely’s Lehrbuch 
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der allgemeinen Geschichte für Ober-Gymnasien (General History Text-
book for Upper Schools) and Wilhelm Pütz’s Grundriss der Geographie 
und Geschichte der alten, mittlern und neuern Zeit (An Overview of Geog-
raphy and Ancient, Medieval, and Modern History).19 Second were history 
schoolbooks that dealt exclusively with Habsburg history from an impe-
rial position, so that these almost solely contained the Austrian parts of 
the monarchy ( Kernlande). To a minor extent, they were also translated 
or rewritten in the offi  cially acknowledged languages. Examples are Iulian 
Vyslobotskyi’s (1819–1871) Korotkyi ocherk istorii Avstriiskoi derzhavy 
(Short Outline of the History of the Austrian State, 1855). In these fi rst 
years after 1848, books with a national—that is, Ukrainian—point of view 
were not published.

Myths as a Part of Everyday Education

Th at is why Ukrainian history schoolbooks were uncommon immediately 
after 1848. Ukrainian myths spread in other books such as anthologies. Th ese 
books, called  chytanky, were a compilation of diff erent texts for almost 
all school subjects. Although they were intended for Ukrainian language 
classes, they were undoubtedly also used in other classes.20 Th e following 
passage is taken from Omelian Partytskyi’s Ruska chytanka dlia nyzhshych 
klias serednych shkil (Ukrainian Primer for Lower Grades of Secondary 
Schools, 1871), which was part of a broader publication activity of the so-
called narodovci (Populists).21

By that the frontier guard of Rus was established, which from the very begin-

ning had a holy task: to defend the borders of Rus against predacious attacks 

from Asiatic savages like the Mongols, Tatars, and any other Muslims, who 

nomadized and raided at the south-eastern borders of the Minor Rus.22

Th is fragment, titled Pochatky kozachchyny (Th e Origins of Cossackdom), 
reveals several typical approaches to the communication of historical 
myths at that time. First, Bohdan Didytskyi (1827–1909), the author of the 
text, was an exponent of the Russophiles and therefore stood in political 
and cultural opposition to Partytskyi, the editor of the anthology. Th is is 
also the reason why the text is signed with his initials only (B.D.). Th e frag-
ment was presumably taken from his famous Narodnaia Istoriia Rusi ot 
nachala do noveishych vremen (National History of Rus from the Begin-
ning to Recent Times), which was published as a book in 1870.23 Partytskyi 
revised the text so that the populists could publish it. Removing the all too 
Russophile wording, a bundle of myths was left that could be seen as en-
tirely Ukrainian. In this respect, the Cossacks worked solely as a bulwark 
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toward the nonbelievers, wild Asiatic tribes that constantly attacked them. 
Irrespective of the revision of the text, several phrases remind us of the 
original idea of the author. It is suffi  cient to mention the use of Malaia Rus 
(the Little Russia), which indicates its Russophile origin. Beyond that, pu-
pils aged ten to fourteen were confronted with the idea of the Cossacks as 
pohranichna storozha (a frontier guard) of the whole Rus. Th is statement 
had an obvious religious dimension, putting the Cossacks on the  front line 
in the fi ght for civilization against barbarism. Th e exact wording of  kochu-
valy (nomadize) and  rozbiinychyly (highwayman, predator) corresponds to 
similar myths in Western Europe.

Th e abovementioned fragment was based on myths that encompassed 
positions of the Russophiles as well as the populists. If we look at a history 
schoolbook published later, we see a very diff erent approach. Th e following 
fragment is taken from the Ruska chytanka dlia shkil vydilovych (Ukrainian 
Primer for Secondary Schools), which was published anonymously in 1904 
and was compiled for Polish and Ukrainian classes. Th e entire book was 
written in Ukrainian but was enlarged by dozens of footnotes, explaining 
words and phrases incomprehensible to Polish-speaking pupils.24 Obvi-
ously, the author supported the populist movement, which was true of all 
authors of offi  cially approved schoolbooks at that time.

Th e famous Sich was a frontier guard which defended the freedom and faith 

of the Ukrainian people against the Tatars and Turks. . . . Th e Sich was a free 

society of knights. Everyone who valued his own faith was accepted, faithfully 

and earnestly served society and the elder Atamans and defended their faith 

and freedom. . . . Th ey were of Greek faith: they saw the Mother of God as 

their patron and protector of the freedom and faith of the Zaporozhian Sich.25

While the overall orientation did not change, we see several revisions from 
Bohdan Didytskyi’s 1871 version. As time went by, national myths could 
be expressed in more detail. We are dealing here with a typical bulwark 
myth adapted to the needs of the time. In the 1871 publication, the Cos-
sacks function as a frontier guard for all of Rus; in the 1904 version, they 
defended only the Ukrainian people against the invaders. Th e Cossacks 
epitomized the frontier guard and were thus part of a bigger civilization 
in the former version. In the latter version, the confl icts were presented as 
a fi ght between the Sich and the raiding nonbelievers. From this point of 
view, the Cossacks were emancipated from being mere frontier guards to 
being nationalized guards of an independent and autonomous country. In 
this respect, Cossacks were seen as heroic and brave knights ( rycar in the 
western Ukrainian form) who defended their faith and freedoms.

Th is comparison shows that in the course of the second half of the nine-
teenth century, bulwark myths did not change dramatically but were in-
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creasingly more detailed and were thus exploited by national movements. 
In 1904, it was not suffi  cient to draw a visible line between religious and 
cultural diff erences. Diff erent cultural and political elements had to be 
included.

Nevertheless, bulwark myths were omnipresent in schoolbooks at that 
time, whether they were imperial ones written by German-speaking au-
thors, Ukrainian, or, as the following example will show, Polish ones. Now 
I detail the extent to which they had to interact with already existing myths 
and how they were adapted to the needs of the relevant public.

Polish Myths as a Starting Point 
for Ukrainian Self-Conception

With the Austro-Hungarian Compromise of 1867, educational policy was 
transferred from the imperial capital to the crownland of Galicia. Only 
overall control stayed in Vienna. From this time on, questions concerning 
the foundation of schools, the language of instruction, and other important 
issues were under the supervision of the Galician educational board (Ger-
man:  Landesschulrat; Polish: rada szkolna krajowa).26 Th is gave Polish au-
thorities the opportunity to control important issues concerning education 
in Galicia. One of these issues was the approval of schoolbooks. Beyond 
that, they could support their own projects with fi nancial contributions 
through the Galician parliament.

In this situation, Polish and Ukrainian educational issues were closely 
tied together. One interesting example with regard to the bulwark topic is a 
history schoolbook written by the famous Polish historian Anatol Lewicki 
(1841–1899). He was the son of a Greek Catholic priest and a Polish mother 
who studied at the University of Lviv. Afterward, he was engaged in ped-
agogical issues and worked at the regional department of the educational 
board. In 1883, he became professor of Austrian history at the Jagiellonian 
University in Cracow and full professor in 1887. From 1894 to 1895, he was 
dean of the philological department. Besides several book-length works, 
Lewicki was also the author of one of the most popular history schoolbooks 
at that time.

First published in 1884, his Zarys historyi Polski i krajów ruskich z nią 
połączonych (Outline of the History of Poland and Ruthenian Lands Con-
nected to It) was republished several times and was used at Polish schools 
in Galicia even in the interwar period. Th is book deals with Polish history 
in its broadest sense from the very beginning to the end of the eighteenth 
century. A second edition was already published in 1888. Five years later, 
Lewicki published an abridged version, which I shall discuss later in detail. 
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After 1897, the book was again published in a revised and enlarged version 
that also encompassed the history after the partitioning of Poland.27

Lewicki’s book was by no means the only history schoolbook, but it was 
a very important one for several reasons.28 It was translated into Ukrainian 
and published as Istoriia kraiu rodynnoho (History of the Home Country, 
1895). While prior to 1895 books for other subjects were already either 
offi  cially translated from Polish into Ukrainian or via other languages,29 
Lewicki’s book was the fi rst history schoolbook translated directly from 
Polish. In what follows, I shall discuss why the book was translated into 
Ukrainian. Based on some fragments, I will show how the translator was 
able to transform the overall orientation so that this schoolbook could 
function as a Ukrainian history book.

As was common in the Habsburg monarchy at that time, history school-
books covered history and geography together. Pupils were thus confronted 
with historical events and geographical descriptions. As we can assume 
from the title itself, Lewicki’s intention was to write a history of Poland 
in its broadest sense, encompassing the old Jagiellonian idea of a Polish 
state. A closer look at the table of contents seems to confi rm our assump-
tion. After a short geographical introduction titled Przegląd geografi czny 
ziem dawnej Polski (Geographical Survey of the Former Polish Lands) and 
two other short chapters about the Slavs’ roots and their interdependence, 
Początki Słowian (Slavic Origins) and Słowianie w stosunkach ze sąsiadami 
(Th e Slavs in Th eir Relationship to Th eir Neighbors), the pupils learned 
about the formation of the Polish state.

While his overall historiographical approach is oriented toward the his-
tory of ruling dynasties, every chapter is expanded by several social, eco-
nomic, and cultural aspects. In this respect, Lewicki aimed to write Polish 
history from a multilayered point of view, including diff erent ethnic and 
social groups.

While there is no doubt that this history has to be understood as Polish, 
the author strongly criticizes major parts of Polish history.30 One of the 
main reasons Poland lost its independence was not because of the aggres-
sion of neighboring states (which would have been diffi  cult to express in an 
offi  cially approved history schoolbook) but owing to the Polish gentry and 
several Polish kings and queens. In the passage about the liberum veto, we 
read that it was the higher nobility, the gentry, and even the ruling dynas-
ties who damaged the Polish state. However, deputies from foreign coun-
tries played the most destructive role. For Lewicki, the liberum veto was an 
expression of the overall decline of Polish society.

As time went by, the situation in Poland became worse. In a rather open-
minded way, Lewicki describes the ongoing decline of morality and patrio-
tism. Further, the spreading of religious intolerance and the overall decline 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 9:40 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 TRANSLATING THE BORDERS 249

of public life were for Lewicki the main reasons for Poland’s deterioration. 
Th e ongoing expansion toward the east, which was seen as the expansion of 
civilization, resulted in social and political troubles neglected by the state.

Translating Polish Cultural Borders

As we have seen, Anatol Lewicki presented Polish history in a critical way. 
We can assume that this was one of the major reasons it was later trans-
lated into Ukrainian. Another reason was the fact that Lewicki’s edition of 
1884 was revised and shortened. Th e second edition of 1893, which was the 
basis of the translation into Ukrainian, displays a new set of ideas. While 
the fi rst edition put Polish history in the center and gathered the history of 
other nations or ethnic groups around it, in the second edition the reader 
was confronted with a Galician approach. Originally, Lewicki described 
history from the point of view of the ruling Polish dynasties such as the 
Piasts, the Jagiellonians, and the elective monarchy. Non-Polish elements 
were always presented only afterward. Now Polish and Ukrainian history 
were contrasted with one another and seen as two important parts. Th e 
overall wording hardly changed; nevertheless, Ukrainian history was now 
presented more as an integral part of Polish history, while Polish views and 
Polish kings and queens still took the leading role.

Th is Galician history schoolbook concentrated, therefore, on Polish and 
Ukrainian matters. In 1895, it was translated into Ukrainian under the title 
 Istoriia kraiu rodynnoho (History of the Home Country), offi  cially approved 
as a schoolbook and funded by the regional educational board. Ivan Matiiv 
(1859–1925), member of the board and school inspector for Galicia, func-
tioned as a translator. In 1907, a Ukrainian version of the book was pub-
lished in Kyiv.31

Th is suggests that the translation not only underwent the normal cen-
sorship practices but was generated under the direct survey of Polish cen-
sorship. Two diff erent kinds of translations are known. Normally, German 
schoolbooks, published in Vienna, were translated into all or some of the 
offi  cially acknowledged languages. Immediately after 1848, books for al-
most all subjects were translated, whereas new books were compiled only 
for the subjects Ukrainian and religion. Th e more the educational system 
was developed, the fewer books were translated. Th at is why Polish school-
books were often written by Polish authors instead of being translated.32

While books in Ukrainian were often translated from German due to 
the absence of original books, sometimes they were also translated directly 
from Polish. It even happened that a Ukrainian author had written a book 
in Polish prior to 1848 and only afterward translated it into Ukrainian.33
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Th e third reason Lewicki’s book was translated is that it could serve as the 
fi rst history schoolbook without a solely imperial approach. As mentioned 
above, history schoolbooks were of the utmost importance and therefore 
were supposed to represent only the offi  cial history of the Habsburg mon-
archy, without considering regional or even national accounts. Th ere-
fore, there was no history schoolbook up to the 1890s that showed a clear 
Ukrainian perspective. Iulian Vyslobotskyi’s book Korotkyj ocherk istorii 
Avstriiskoi derzhavy (A Short Outline of the History of Austrian State, 
1855) mentioned above was predominantly about the Habsburg family. 
Only some minor passages had been added about Ukrainian history. Only 
the big anthologies from the Russophiles and populists reveal several texts 
with historical topics. Dmytro Vyntskovskyi’s Narys istorii avstriisko-
uhorskoi monarchii (Survey of the History of the Austro-Hungarian Mon-
archy, 1881) shows a similar approach. It was intended as a schoolbook 
for teachers. Other books, such as Omelian Barvinskyi’s Istoriia Rusi (His-
tory of Rus, 1880) and Iliustrovana Istoriia Rusi vid naidavniishych do 
nyniishnych chasiv (Illustrated History of Rus from the Earliest to Recent 
Times, 1890), did not get approved. Th e fi rst history schoolbook originally 
written in Ukrainian with a Ukrainian approach was Bohdan Barvinskyi’s 
Opovidannia z ridnoi istorii (Tales from the Home Country), which was 
not published until 1911.34

Th e diff erent titles of the individual books already show a clearly po-
litical motivation. While Polish books indicate the topic in their title (i.e., 
Polish history), Ukrainian schoolbook titles were normally limited to mere 
allusions. Th at is why pupils were not confronted with Ukrainian history 
but merely with the history of their home country or even with mere tales, 
as the title of Bohdan Barvinskyi’s book suggests.

Nevertheless, Matiiv’s translation showed several signifi cant modifi ca-
tions and can therefore be seen as an attempt to rewrite Polish history as it 
was described by Lewicki. Some typical shifts occurred in the introductory 
chapter. Th e original Przegląd geografi czny ziem dawnej Polski (Geographi-
cal Survey of the Ancient Polish Lands) became Ohliad geografi chnyi zemel 
ruskych, polskych i lytovskych (Geographical Survey of the Ukrainian, Pol-
ish, and Lithuanian Lands). “Ancient Poland” was now divided into three 
diff erent parts, the Ruthenian, Polish, and Lithuanian lands. Subsequently, 
the whole book was rearranged. After some geographical and prehistorical 
introduction, the book started with the Istoriia Rusi (History of Rus) and 
not, as it had before, with Polish history and the founder of the fi rst Polish 
state, Mieszko I. Th e translation started with Rurik and Oleh/Oleg and de-
scribed eastern Slavic history up to the year 1387. Only then were pupils 
confronted with the Istoriia Polshchy (History of Poland) for the fi rst time. 
Th e fi rst seventy-fi ve pages were exclusively dedicated to the history of Rus. 
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After some forty pages about Mieszko I, the second chapter of the book 
dealt with the formation of derzhava lytovsko-rusko-polska (the Lithuanian-
Ukrainian-Polish state), as Matiiv then called Rzeczpospolita Polska.35

A critical point, which was debated in several chapters of the book, con-
cerns the heritage of Rus. Who becomes the legitimate successor of the 
fi rst East Slavic state? Lewicki wrote about it extensively and concluded 
that only the principality of Galicia represented the legal heritage, while 
later developments, like the rise of Muscovy, were discounted as non-Slavic 
evolutions. In the original, we read:

At the same time, explicit diff erences between the eastern and the western 

half of the state emerged, which then was called Rus. In the eastern half, non-

Slavic people have always settled alongside Slavic people, who, after they 

were together with the Slavs subordinated by the eastern Slavic Varangians, 

took over from the Slavs not only their name, but also their language and 

had, under the same ruler, a common history with the Slavs. But the diff er-

ences which existed between these and the native Slavs from Rus remained 

and later led to a political partition.36

Th e most important myths with regard to the heavily intertwined history 
are collected in this short passage. For Lewicki, Rus was inhabited by Slavic 
and non-Slavic tribes. Rus broke up with the decline of Kyiv in the thir-
teenth century. For him, only the western part was the legitimate successor 
of the former Rus, which later became the Galician principality. Th e east-
ern part later became the principality of Muscovy, which lost its contacts 
with the civilized world.

Matiiv could easily build on Lewicki’s historical construction. While 
Lewicki only afterward incorporated Ukrainian lands into Polish history 
(the relevant chapter came after the Polish ones), Matiiv achieved a huge 
eff ect by drawing this part to the front. At the same time, the actual word-
ing almost stayed the same. Only some minor amendments occurred. Th e 
reference to the eastern, non-Slavic parts of Rus was underlined by adding 
that they were Finns and Chudes. Only in the translation was the Galician 
principality called  korinna Rus (the indigenous Rus); this was to underline 
its importance in contrast to the former political and cultural center of 
Kyiv. Interestingly, Matiiv informed the reader that even after the decline of 
Kyiv, faith still unifi ed the former parts of Rus, to establish another border 
toward the Polish culture. We read the following line in the translation: 
“But the diff erence between them existed at all times, and now, where the 
state of the Rurik dynasty is disintegrated, this diff erence has led to a com-
plete division of these two parts so that only faith is still connecting them.”37 
Matiiv adds a subordinate clause at the end of the sentence that is missing 
in the original. By that, the former Rus is described as culturally divided 
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but still unifi ed by religion, which makes it an important point of reference 
regarding Catholic Poland.

Matiiv broadened Lewicki’s approach, which was his only possible way 
to alter the original. On the one hand, he took over those myths that would 
fi t the Ukrainian point of view. On the other hand, he added some other 
myths, which were absent earlier. Of course, Matiiv could not express these 
new myths directly or in an elaborate style. He had to restrict himself to 
adding some words or phrases so that an attentive teacher could elaborate 
this position in class.38 One such amendment that needed later clarifi ca-
tion was the reference to faith, which still united the former parts of Rus—
against Poland and Catholicism—which was not explicitly mentioned.

In this introductory chapter, Matiiv already tried to connect medieval 
history with the national approach of the nineteenth century. While it 
was not important for Lewicki whether the Varangians were of Slavic or 
non-Slavic origin, the translator uses this situation to put a sharp division 
between Russian and Ukrainian history. Again, it was suffi  cient to add a 
few words or phrases to convey his idea. Only in the Matiiv version did 
the Varangians come to Kyiv and separately also to the region around the 
Dnieper River, which was regarded no later than the nineteenth century as 
the cradle of the Ukrainian national revival.39 Th ese Varangians, we read 
next, were completely disconnected from Rurik. Such amendments oc-
curred throughout the entire book. Sviatoslav, the honorable prince, was 
described in detail by Lewicki. Matiiv added to this description that he was 
wearing the typical haircut of the Cossacks.40 Again, this passage is missing 
in the original.

Up to now we can see that Matiiv took over several existing myths. By 
adding some phrases, he presented another point of view. Th e overall cen-
sorship and the Polish-dominated education board, which had the book 
translated and fi nanced, prevented him from going into more detail. Nev-
ertheless, we can clearly see that Matiiv was not interested in adopting all 
the myths. Especially in the chapters concerning the Cossacks, which en-
compassed diff erent texts in diff erent chapters, he added a lot of new infor-
mation. In these cases, we can trace at least three major transformations.

Matiiv tried to represent the Cossacks as well as the whole of Ukraine as 
an independent ethnic group and the Ukraine as an autonomous country, 
although it was dominated by foreign states. Lewicki characterized the Cos-
sacks as a mere social phenomenon by writing, “Th e rebelling Cossacks did 
not revolt against the king or the Polish state, but against the upper nobility 
and the gentry.”41 Matiiv just added the information that the Cossacks also 
fought against the Catholic faith at the end of the sentence. All at once the 
Cossacks were transformed into an ethnic group distinguished by religion. 
Although the Cossacks were meant to be presented as a transethnic group, 
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unifying people of diff erent ethnic, religious, and social backgrounds, this 
picture underwent an important chance in the course of the book. Th e fi rst 
Cossack upheavals in the sixteenth century “had no religious or national 
character, but were solely a social movement,”42 which is missing in both 
of the Polish versions. Matiiv writes that “the whole population of Ukraine 
was willing to fi ght for their personal freedom and did not want to go back 
to serfdom.”43 Again, this passage is completely missing in the Polish ver-
sion. As mentioned before, these revisions can be seen as singular amend-
ments or minor revisions scattered throughout the entire text.

Generally, Matiiv tried to convey the most positive picture of the Cos-
sacks, at the same time avoiding any negative characterization. Th e de-
scription of the Cossack Hetman Bohdan Khmelnytskyi is twice as long 
in Ukrainian as it is in the Polish version. He now turned into an educated 
man of his time who spoke Polish, Latin, and Turkish fl uently.44 Further, the 
revenge for the taking of his estates and his wife became the main reasons 
for the rebellion under his leadership. His collaboration with Muscovy was 
not approved of by the higher Ukrainian clergy in the Ukrainian version. 
In the original Polish version, Khmelnytskyi was characterized in a com-
pletely diff erent manner. He was shown as a person who collaborated with 
the Russian tsar and even betrayed the Turkish sultan. Th e only reason for 
his insurrection was personal revenge.

Overall, the Cossacks, and with them Ukraine in general, were presented 
as a compact group standing in total opposition to Poland to the one side 
and Russia to the other. By now, we can trace two diff erent approaches to 
bulwark myths in the translation of Matiiv. First, Matiiv took over existing 
myths because they fi t into his own approach to create the Cossack an-
temurale myth. Concerning “noncivilized Asian tribes,” he saw the Ukraini-
ans and Cossacks as legal successors to the Poles. Modifi cations took place 
only when they were useful for the Ukrainian point of view. Second, we 
observe myths that confl icted with Ukrainian approaches and therefore 
had to be changed more radically. Th is holds true for the description of the 
Cossacks, which were a mere social phenomenon for Lewicki. In Matiiv’s 
version, the Cossacks were an open social category consisting of diff erent 
ethnic groups.45

Conclusion

Antemurale myths began to transform in the nineteenth century into what 
was known as national myths. While the mere content of these myths is 
rather well known, in this short case study I took a closer look at how these 
myths were spread in society and how they were communicated.
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Schoolbooks have been relatively neglected up to now in this respect. 
Several features make them an interesting research subject. At least within 
the Ukrainian context, schoolbooks in the nineteenth century had a rela-
tively large circulation. In addition, their obligatory use at schools makes 
them an important feature in the communication of information, but also 
of myths. More often than not, schoolbook authors were leading represen-
tatives of national movements, their authorship being just one aspect of 
their activity. Beyond that, schoolbooks by their very form prove to be suit-
able for the communication of myths. Due to their limited content and the 
relationship between information and emotions, schoolbooks were very 
appropriate for presenting simplifi ed myths with national contents.

Th ere is now the question of how these existing myths could be spread 
within society. We took a close look at the production and spreading of writ-
ten texts. Th e production of books written in Ukrainian after 1848 started 
from a very low level and experienced several problems in the course of 
the following years: lack of printing houses, fi nancial troubles, and, not to 
forget, censorship, which in Galicia came from two sides. Especially after 
1867, a lot of educational issues were transferred to the crownland, which 
was then dominated by the Poles. Th e approval of schoolbooks, the ap-
pointment and/or transfer of teachers, and the funding of books were to-
tally or partly eff ected by the Polish-dominated school education board. In 
this situation, the development and communication of Ukrainian myths, 
whether they concerned religious or cultural questions, could only emerge 
within a Polish context.

One such example is Lewicki’s attempt, which is very interesting for two 
reasons: on the one hand, it represented a survey of the “old Poland” from 
its very beginning under Mieszko I up to the partitions of Poland. Th ere is 
no doubt that Lewicki presented Polish history from the point of view of a 
former political and cultural Great Power. On the other hand, however, he 
heavily criticized key elements of this history. Th at is why it could be pub-
lished in Polish but also why it was later translated into Ukrainian. Matiiv’s 
Ukrainian translation became the fi rst offi  cially approved Ukrainian his-
tory schoolbook with an at least partly Ukrainian approach. Subsequently, 
the translation had to be supervised by the Polish-dominated Galician ed-
ucation board.

Th e ongoing national confrontation in Galicia, which began in the nine-
teenth century, exploited these myths and added new mythologies. While 
classical antemurale myths can be seen as a border between two sides, the 
new national (Polish and Ukrainian) myths established imagined borders 
regarding several social, ethnic, and religious groups. Ethnic, cultural, and 
later also political independence and uniqueness are what became most 
important within this historiographical approach. It is this kind of inter-
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pretation that made it possible to translate this schoolbook into Ukrainian 
without having to adopt a clear Polish point of view. While Poland was 
the uniting factor against barbarous tribes from Asia and non-Slavic in-
habitants from the Russian Empire in the Polish original, in the Ukrainian 
version it was the Cossacks who guaranteed this. In this respect, Lewic-
ki’s own critical historical approach, combined with only minor amend-
ments and alterations in the Ukrainian translation, supplied the foundation 
for creating national myths in a Ukrainian translation of a Polish history 
schoolbook.
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28. Besides state-ordered translations of offi  cial schoolbooks such as A. Gindely’s 

translation into Polish, Dzieje powszechne dla wyższych klas szkół średnich. We-

dług czwartego wydania przełożył M. Markiewicz, 3 vols (Rzeszów, 1878–1879) or 

A. Popliński, Dzieje powszechne skrócone, przełożył na język polski Z. Sawczyński, 

3 vols (Kraków, 1865). See also B. Zawadzki, Illustrowana historya najnowszych 

czasów (Wien, 1897).

29. As a juxtaposition of several editions demonstrates, translations from German into 

Ukrainian were sometimes undertaken via Polish. Beside pragmatic reasons, these 

secondhand translations were obviously used to prevent Ukrainian terminology 

and overall style being explicitly infl uenced by Polish.

30. Th e so-called Cracovian History School, of which Lewicki was a member, was fa-

mous for its critical approach of some elements of Polish history.

31. A. Lewicki, Istoriia kraiu rodynnoho. Uchebnyk dlia vysshych klias shkil serednych 

(Lviv, 1895). I could not fi nd out whether this version is a mere reedition of the 1895 

edition or a completely new translation of the Polish original.

32. Schoolbooks in Galicia were sometimes written in Polish and had to be used in 

Polish and Ukrainian classes, such as L. Olewiński, Czytanka stenografi i polskiej i 

ruskiej szkoły (Lviv, 1864).

33. Th is holds true for Vasyl Ilnitskyi, the director of the academic gymnasium in Lviv. 

He was also the author of several schoolbooks. His book Logika przerobiona podług 

Becka dla użytku szkół gimnazjalnych (Lwów, 1873), written in Polish, was trans-

lated into Ukrainian in 1880. Again, this book goes back to J. v. Beck’s Grundriß der 

empirischen Psychologie und Logik (Stuttgart: Verlag der J.B. Metzler’schen Buch-

handlung, 1841).

34. A detailed list of schoolbooks used at Galician schools at that time is missing up 

to now. Th e existing bibliographies contain no exhaustive collection (see, e.g., the 

abovementioned Levytskyi). Th e annual reports, which had to be published com-

pulsorily at every Galician school starting in the 1850s, are a good point of depar-

ture for such a list, as they normally encompass all the schoolbooks used at that 

school.

35. Indeed, Lewicki already uses the expression państwo litewsko-ruskopolskie in the 

original.

36. A. Lewicki, Zarys historyi Polski i krajów ruskich z nią połączonych. Podręcznik 

szkolny aprobowany przez wysoką c.k. radę szkolną krajową. Wydanie skrócone 

(Kraków: Nakładem autora, 1893), 47.

37. Lewicki, Istoriia kraiu rodynnoho, 144.

38. As mentioned earlier, through the approbation of new schoolbooks older ones went 

out of use and were therefore prohibited. We must not forget that other documents 

that initially were not part of compulsory schoolbooks were also used at school.

39. Th e original formulation was v okolyci naddniprianski, which refers to the Dnieper 

Ukraine on either side of the middle course of the Dnieper River.

40. In the original the Ukrainian word for this haircut, an oseledets is mentioned.
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41. Lewicki, Zarys historyi Polski, 140.

42. Lewicki, Istoriia kraiu rodynnoho, 191.

43. Ibid., 206.

44. See the original formulation: “I buv na svii chas cholovikom obrazovanym, bo ho-

voryv plavno po polsky, latynsky i turetsky.” Lewicki, Istoriia kraiu rodynnoho, 203.

45. Similar approaches are known from Russophile authors, such as Bohdan Didytskyi 

mentioned above. While describing Cossacks in his books, he consistently points 

to the fact that there were Ukrainian as well as Russian Cossacks.
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CHAPTER 10

Mediating the Antemurale Myth 
in East Central Europe

Religion and Politics in Moder n Geographers’ 
Entangled Lives and Maps

�
Steven Seegel

Maps are tools of literacy that refl ect Europe’s confessional and identity 
politics, its development of mass media, its exceptionalisms and unstated 
prejudices, and its recurrence of national-territorial confl icts. Th e 1883 
Mapa Polski za Panowania Krola Jana Sobieskiego wydana w dwochsetną 
rocznicę odzieczy Wiednia (“Map of Poland during the Reign of King Jan 
Sobieski, published on the 200th Anniversary of the Defense of Vienna”), to 
take one example, was widely disseminated in its day. It was inspired by the 
romantic national works of the  émigré historian Joachim Lelewel (1786–
1861) and Maria Regina Nałęcz Korzeniowska (1793–1874), the aunt of 
Joseph Conrad (1857–1924). It commemorated Poland as integral to Eu-
ropean civilization and a representation of the antemurale, or bulwark, in 
eastern zones of infl uence. It off ered an icon and a weapon for Poland in 
an ordered historical and territorial way and where the country’s geobody 
had persisted after its partitions despite being wiped off  the map of Europe. 

Printed in Vienna and Poznań and distributed in Cracow, the 1883 map 
supposed Poland’s defense of Christian unity according to offi  cial and he-
raldic seals, like golden rings in a chain, with a portrait of King Jan III So-
bieski (1629–1696) and the Latin epitaph  Non spoliator sum sed liberator 
(I am not a destroyer but a liberator).1 It suggested the depths of a national 
antemurale in the contested spaces of imperial borderlands. Following this, 
I argue that the emotional, and often religious, intensity of such myths and 
their mediators, which lay just beneath the surface of political discourses in 
East Central Europe, demonstrates the hidden anxieties in transformations 
of map purveyors’ transnational lives into nationalizing European bour-
geois professionals, the identities of which were anything but settled. Maps 
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were integral to projects of and by Europe’s civilizing men, who instrumen-
tally entangled history with cartography and geography with geopolitics in 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

Map 10.1. Map of Poland during the reign of King Jan Sobieski,  published on 
the 200th anniversary of the Defense of Vienna, 1883. Map by J. Szpetkowski. 
Wikimedia Commons, public domain.
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Lives and Maps: Broadening Contexts for Antemurale

Because geographers assumed the roles of expert academics and leaders of 
national schools, often to tragic ends in East Central Europe, the chapter’s 
key question for its modern historical period is one of time, space, and 
motivation—how, when, why, and where the geographers produced their 
many historical, ethnographic, and political maps as visual tools, texts, and 
objects. By the antemurale myth in this setting, I mean the basic tendency 
of nationalizing professionals to generate selective, if not exclusionary, 
discursive uses of history and geography by the color- and line-drawing 
purposes of territorialization. Th e antemurale myth is commonly held as a 
Christian one, but that is only one aspect of it. 

Th e transnational lives, contacts, and careers of the geographers dis-
cussed here—Albrecht Penck (1858–1945) of Germany, Eugeniusz Romer 
(1871–1954) of Poland, Stepan Rudnytskyi (1877–1937) of Ukraine, and 
Count Pál Teleki (1879–1941) of Hungary—off ered scientifi c exceptionalist 
visions of borderland spaces. I selected the transnational approach here 
rather than one of recalibrated mutually exclusive nationalities in East Cen-
tral Europe—for example, in the Polish-German case—principally because 
all of the geographers spoke and could be considered German, both in the 
regions from which they emerged and in their personal and professional 
lives. 

Th ese individuals are therefore not reduced to comparative imperiology 
or studies of nationality on exclusive trajectories, for geographers trans-
ferred and copied maps to appeal to the antemurale myth and frame po-
litical exceptionalism after 1914. Th is was in conjunction with the legacies 
of nineteenth-century romantic nationalism and positivism and Europe’s 
colonial era notions about priorities of settlement, progress, unity, priv-
ilege, and kin-state power. Th e geographers tended to suppress religious 
backgrounds and complex kinship origins for political reasons and in the 
name of objectivity. Th ey also marginalized complex premodern legacies of 
toleration, borderland fl uidity, confessional transfer, and intermarriage in 
their lives, particularly in the multicultural zones of the Habsburg Empire, 
the Russian Empire (including the Pale of Settlement), Poland-Lithuania, 
and the Cossack Hetmanate.2

In the four brief case studies that follow, geographers’ spatial politics 
as friends and enemies were aggravated by the two world wars. Th ose dis-
courses persisted during the period of “high modernity,” as described by 
the Harvard historian Charles Maier from roughly the 1830s to 1970s, in 
reference to the habit of postdynastic governments to obsess over state 
governmentality and the rational management of their lands, populations, 
and resources.3 Geographers pledged expertise for national causes, deploy-
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ing maps in Europe’s high era of colonial occupation and biological notions 
of race, class, gender, and sexual diff erence.4 Antemurale myths of a  mission 
civilisatrice sort,5 as in the 1883 Polish map, were thus promoted by geog-
raphers as actors through the medium of cartography when they perceived 
that their status was threatened by rival powers, or during and after World 
War I by the end of “heroic” (customarily white and male) colonial dreams 
of conquest, unity, and the subjugation of nature.

Late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century century promoters of 
(geo)political maps in East Central Europe regarded themselves as public 
servants and engaged scientifi c experts, not usually as people of privilege. 
Bourgeois academics in geography, by custom and habitus, saw themselves 
not as limited but universally as enlightened men—in short, establishment 
scientists who operated stateside as experts in Europe. Th ey saw them-
selves as organically connected with nature, and at the same time empow-
ered over lands and peoples whom they mapped, quantifi ed, classifi ed, 
and surveyed.6 If expansion and unifi cation for empires and nationalities 
were dominant projects of the era, then the line-drawing, grid-like eth-
noschematization of Europe’s populations was a powerful communicative 
medium.

Mappers of modern East Central Europe thus advanced trends of na-
tion and state building, specialization, and professionalization in this man-
ner, being among the era’s most prominent media and historical actors. 
By studying antemurale structures and discourses in maps, we may better 
consider the spatial turn, as well as the vast and growing scholarship in 
feminist geography, critical geography and cartography, the digital human-
ities, and GIS studies.7 Szpetkowski’s 1883 bulwark map was part of a mod-
ernizing era of mental maps in which geographers created new tools and 
linked themselves further to developing subdisciplines (anthropology, eth-
nography, geology, hydrography, oceanography, chorography, climatology, 
historical geography) for mapmaking.8 Positivist traditions and notions of 
progress in geography, however useful as tools, did not eradicate earlier 
imperialisms or romantic national iconographies in the Vienna Congress 
system. For geographers in German-dominated East Central European 
academe, professionalization was a double-edged sword because the for-
mation of national schools could pose a threat to empires, and after the 
1848–1849 revolutions, the intensifi cation of nationalizing discourses in 
geography was often a result of oppressive imperial policies. In places like 
Habsburg Galicia, it became diffi  cult if not impossible to map out fully on 
racial/ethnic lines (if that was desirable) the identities of Jews, Eastern Or-
thodox peoples, Ruthenians/Ukrainians, hybrid peoples, or else polylin-
gual populations having complex mixed origins and biographies of plural 
or indeterminable nationality.
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More concretely, patterns of the antemurale included visions and transfor-
mations of local geography into grander visions of East and West, in the form 
of shared myths that were interpersonal and intensely biographical.9 Political 
visions became part of the nationalizing process of professional geography, 
in which maps were dressed in authoritative garb. Th is could be seen by the 
aesthetics of color on true military-topographical maps, which were hardly 
neutral. No single code existed, but one can suggest certain cultural similari-
ties. Red represented what was warm, vital, dangerous, or powerful; blue was 
for water, or something cool, pure, serene, and deep; green was the forest or 
vegetation, something organic, natural, and peaceful; brown was earthy, also 
signifying natural borders or landforms such as hills and mountains. 

Lines were important, too. In political maps, the thick or bold line was 
a fi xed boundary or territorial divide; the dotted line was an open frontier, 
the mark of permeability or an invading other; the absent or silent line, like 
white spots on a colonial map, symbolized providential areas for expansion 
or conquest. In the fi rst two cases, when entangled geographers gazed to 
Europe’s East or West in the profound hope of unity and belonging, their 
inclusive visions were narrow and often of a discriminatory sort.

Albrecht Penck’s Central Europe

In their entangled lives and careers, Albrecht Penck in Vienna and Berlin 
and Eugeniusz Romer (1871–1954) in Lviv were promoters of maps, but 
they had opposing views of the Mitteleuropa (Central Europe) idea as it 
had been advanced by Friedrich Naumann (1860–1919). By the early twen-
tieth century, Romer in his political geography notably considered Poland 
to be outside of a German economic and political zone, instead preferring 
to situate it in Western Europe.10 Penck, born in 1858, was baptized in a 
Lutheran church and educated in Leipzig and Munich. He found a deeper 
purpose in the study of geology and geography.11 He entered Leipzig Uni-
versity in 1875 at the age of seventeen, specializing in the natural sciences. 
In 1877, he published his fi rst paper on glacial deposits. He worked on the 
geological survey of Saxony and prepared scientifi c maps of Central Europe 
as a whole or in part, including the Geologische Spezialkarte des König-
reich Sachsen (“Geological and Special Map of the Kingdom of Saxony”), in 
1878.12 Penck’s approach to geography supplemented the Eurocentric geo-
graphical and morphological sciences of nineteenth-century giants such 
as Alexander von Humboldt (1769–1859), Johann Wilhelm Ritter (1776–
1810), and Ferdinand von Richthofen (1833–1905).

In the early 1890s, Penck’s maps were relatively unknown, and he was 
not too adept as a cartographer. Nevertheless, he became an empirical re-
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searcher and geomorphologist of international repute, and from there his 
interests grew. It was Penck who proposed the idea for the fi rst 1:1 million 
map of the world, at an international geographers’ conference in Bern in 
1891. He lectured at Harvard and Yale in the 1900s. He was a visiting pro-
fessor in 1908–1909 at Columbia University, on exchange with the Ameri-
can geographer William Morris Davis, who went to Berlin. 

During World War I, especially in his involvement with the Berlin Geo-
graphical Society, having insisted on the  Kaiserreich (German Empire) as a 
great power and absolving Germany for any role whatsoever in starting the 
war, he fell into disfavor in the United States, Great Britain, and France. In 
the fall of 1914, he was detained and questioned by Scotland Yard on suspi-
cion of espionage.13 Penck ordered the arrest of Romer in 1916, his former 
Polish student, who had just published his monumental atlas of Poland for 
the cause of independence. In 1917–1918, Penck became the rector of what 
is now Humboldt University in Berlin, and he continued from there, as he 
had done as the former director of the Kaiser’s Institute for Oceanography, 
to support projects of German colonial expansion.

During the Paris negotiations from January to June 1919, a frustrated 
Penck moved much more ominously into  Revisionspolitik (revision policy). 
Th is led him away from the pre-1914 spirit of exchange in geomorphol-
ogy, for which he had been known abroad.14 On 9 February 1919, Penck 
wrote an article in Deutsche Allgemeine Zeitung in which he announced, 
in Romer’s shadow, the start of a major cartographic project for Germany. 
Penck’s maps of February–March 1919 in their coloration, symbols, and 
content were intended to raise the German educated public’s awareness. 
He included a small-scale map to challenge Polish claims. But Penck’s map 
had unclear frontiers, a perennial problem of nineteenth-century Ger-
man maps, and it was inconsistent in its grouping of German and Polish 
settlements. Th e vaguely  völkisch racial/ethnic/linguistic category of  rein 
deutsch (pure German) in the legend was coded to appear Polish—perhaps 
exaggerating a Polish, and Slavic, demographic threat. 

As Guntram Herb pointed out in his seminal study in 1996 Under the 
Map of Germany, Penck created the impression that all the areas identi-
fi ed by  cross-hatching were Polish. His maps expanded from earlier  black-
and-white work in the Leipzig-illustrated periodical Illustrierte Zeitung 
(Illustrated Newspaper) and a color version on Polen (Poland) in the jour-
nal of the Berlin Geographical Society. He used black dots to designate 
Germans, white circles with a black rim for Poles, and black-rimmed dots 
with a black center for the Kashubians. Th e problem was that symbols 
for the Kashubians and Germans seemed to merge; color versions were 
needed. And so it was: in the one published in Berlin, blue dots designated 
the Germans and red dots the Poles, while Kashubians were represented 
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by blue-gray dots, which unfortunately could not be easily distinguished 
from Germans.15 Penck had stumbled upon a major problem for the  Ger-
man Question since 1848 and in the high era of Europe’s expansion: that 
an expansive, dispersed, bourgeois German civilization could neither be 
bounded nor represented on fl attened grids in Central Europe.16

Hence the main problem with any German antemurale in the modern 
era, as opposed to the Polish ones that had derived from Galicia: by the 
early to mid-1920s, Albrecht Penck was openly advocating völkisch revi-
sion, as an objective scientist. He helped to institutionalize anti-Polish, 
anti-Slavic, and antidemocratic  Ostforschung (Eastern studies) among ex-
perts in interwar Germany’s burgeoning geographical profession. Arguing 
against Versailles and Polish gains in Silesia, Pomerania, and the Danzig 
corridor, Penck produced his famous  Volks-und-Kulturboden map and text 
in 1925, a concept that had earlier antecedents in Europe’s geosophical dis-
courses and  Siedlung (German colonial settlement). Germans of Bohemia, 
Moravia, and Silesia, Penck reasoned by loosely associating  Volk, Kultur, 
and  Boden (nation, culture, and land), would reap the benefi ts of German 
culture, language, and agriculture. Revisionist maps thus represented an 

Map 10.3. German ethnic and cultural lands, 1925.  Map by Albrecht Penck. 
Courtesy Cornell University, PJ Mode Collection of Persuasive Cartography.
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aestheticization of Poland as German colonial space in the East, a quasi-
religious and quasiscientifi c continuation of the antemurale as Eurocentric 
defense—and for the intellectual, spiritual, cultural, economic, and geospa-
tial penetration of open frontiers.17

Penck’s infamous map illustrated the convergence after 1918–1919 of 
three main trends in German geographical discourses:  Geopolitik or  Welt-
politik as an alchemic language of power; the  völkisch tradition as a ro-
mantic desideratum for unity, harmony, and totality in a premodern past; 
and anti-Slavic  Ostforschung against the threats of other guilds of experts. 
Penck’s map was drawn by the artist Arnold Hillen Ziegfeld, and it appeared 
in Leipzig in the Deutscher Schutzbund (DSB, League for the Protection of 
Germans). It was prepared for a völkisch compilation of essays, Volk un-
ter Völkern (Nation under Nations), published in German in Wrocław in 
1925.18 

Looking eastward to Romer’s Poland, where he had gained prestige as 
a geographer in the  Second Republic, Penck’s graphology of Volks- und 
Kulturboden saw Germans as unifi ed even when they were not, as they 
furthered Europe’s settlements by cultivation of their ethnicity and land 
cultivation.19 Th ere was more to it, for Penck’s work was also a self-portrait 
that represented his dreams directed at Romer’s Poland—the end of the 
status for which he, a state-serving colonial bourgeois academic, an expert, 
a religious person, and a dutiful German-speaking public servant, had la-
bored his entire life.20 Younger German  Ostforscher often followed Penck’s 
model in objecting to Soviet communism as well as Slavic democratic 
rule on the pretext that Germans were under an unlawful occupation by 
Czechoslovakia and Poland. In this sense, the antemurale myth was instru-
mentalized by experts who spoke colonially as well as postimperially after 
1918, as they forged ethnocentric narratives in their maps of frontier gains 
and losses, historical victimhood, and territorial revision.21

Eugeniusz Romer’s Modern Poland

Meanwhile Eugeniusz Romer, born in Lviv in 1871, had origins in a mixed 
Polish aristocratic family dating back at least to the fi fteenth century. Being 
able to write and speak fl uent German, the Galician’s contact with Penck 
was signifi cant. As a graduate student, he studied abroad with Penck in the 
Vienna of 1895–1896. Romer completed his research, advanced through 
the Austro-Hungarian-Polish ranks, and in 1911 was appointed chair of 
geography at the University of Lviv. 

Romer supported linguistic and cultural Polonization, against the use 
of Ukrainian in schools, throughout Galicia. He quickly realized that the 
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science he had learned in Germany and Austria could be of great service 
to the Polish political cause, and in an international context. Referring to a 
synthesis of physical geography, climatology, and statistics, Romer in 1912 
defi ned what he called the “bridge position” in which he favored the re-
newal of Polish political independence as a strong state stretching from the 
Baltic to the Black Sea. At the International Geographical Congress in Paris 
in 1913, Romer was dismayed by Penck’s imagined Mitteleuropa spheres 
in Polish historical lands and worked on revising the maps and atlases of 
Poland’s natural borders. Romer’s World War I geography was thus a fi erce 
publicity campaign, which required the exceptionalist idea that Poland was 
inseparable from European civilization.

Romer’s maps during World War I signifi cantly showed an adaptation 
and integration of the antemurale myth as objective knowledge, or at least 
the aspects of it that suited Poland’s exceptionalist place in Europe. His 

Map 10.4. Military-political map of Poland, 1916. Map by Eugeniusz Romer. 
Courtesy Library of Congress. Retrieved 14 June 2018 from https://blogs.loc
.gov/loc/fi les/2017/01/Figure-1.jpeg.
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1916 Geografi czno-statystyczny atlas Polski (Geographical-Statistical Atlas 
of Poland) was printed in Vienna, Warsaw, and Cracow with text in Pol-
ish, French, and German and an astounding sixty-fi ve maps and thirty-two 
tables. Information dealt with hypsometry, geology, climate, vegetation, 
history, and economics. Romer paid attention to borders, population den-
sity, and demographics, and he off ered separate tables for Poles, Roman 
Catholics, Jews, Poles in the borderlands, Poles in Lithuania and Rus, and 
churches. He compiled the data from the Central Statistical Committee in 
Vienna, the House of Trade and Industry, the University of Vienna, librar-
ies including the Jagiellonian library in Cracow, and private collections of 
professors, ministers, priests, and antiquarians.22 

Romer’s separate 1916 Wojenno-polityczna mapa Polski ( Military-
Political Map of Poland) was published in brochure form in Vienna and Lviv 
on the occasion of the Two Emperors’ Declaration of 5 November 1916.23 
Disseminated by Polish papers and geography newsletters, Romer included 
maps indicating Polish historical and (quantifi able) linguistic boundaries. 
He applied categories of nationality in listing “Polish Ethnographic Area 
with Greater Th an 50 Percent Poles,” “Sphere I and Sphere II of Polish In-
terests,” and “Th e Polish Crownlands under German and Austrian Occu-
pation,” with indications of military fronts. Romer’s maps became standard 
scientifi c sources and were imitated as models at the many diplomatic con-
gresses and peace negotiations after the war.24

Under the surface rationality of maps as (geo)political discourses lay 
deeply interpersonal and subjective notions of place and space—emotion, 
cognition, and perception—of which the bulwark myth of religious excep-
tionalism was signifi cant in East Central Europe. Th e mapping of Penck’s 
Germany and Romer’s Poland may seem like opposite political cases, one 
in support of monarchy and the other a republic, but it is plausible that 
the local confessional and identity politics of the antemurale concept in 
East Central Europe undergirded their geospatial visions as scientifi c ge-
ographers. Beyond their growing obsession with population politics in 
heartlands and on frontiers and evident politicization of census data and 
statistical demography in contested German-Polish borderlands, the self-
defi nition of both scientifi c men signifi cantly derived from Europe’s reli-
gious traditions. 

Penck’s evangelical Lutheran underpinnings had given him a start for 
early schooling in Munich and his fi rst trip abroad, to Scandinavia. Th e trip 
was fi nanced by an affl  uent Protestant donor of scholarships in Leipzig, 
August de Wilde (1881–1950), who made confessional identity a precon-
dition of eligibility.25 Protestant Saxony for the geographer therefore was 
symbolic as a place for Penck’s identity, integral to the opportunities he 
enjoyed in Bismarck’s era of German unifi cation.26 He married a fellow Lu-
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theran, Ida von Ganghofer (1863–1944), the daughter of August von Gang-
hofer (1827–1900), who was a powerful ministerial councilor of Bavaria. 
Ida was also the sister of Ludwig von Ganghofer (1855–1920), the popular 
mid-nineteenth-century writer in the  Heimat genre.

Romer, despite what he viewed as his Germanized father’s disinclina-
tion toward religion, was baptized in the Catholic Church and exposed 
to such traditions in Habsburg Poland. His family had been involved in 
the two failed Polish uprisings of 1830–1831 and 1863–1864. He was ed-
ucated after 1867 in a Galicia under Habsburg rule that was becoming 
autonomous and was swiftly Polonized by the local administration. He 
studied geography in Lviv and abroad in Berlin and Vienna, and in 1899, 
he married Jadwiga Rossknecht, who spoke German and had been raised 
as a Polish Catholic in Cracow, but also came from a mixed family.27 In 
their memoirs written during the 1940s, Penck and Romer often refl ected 
back to their Protestant (coded as German) and Catholic (coded as Polish) 
religious identities, underscoring national diff erence in their Europe that 
had been destroyed.

Stepan Rudnytskyi’s Cross-Border Ukraine

Stepan Rudnytskyi, born in Peremyshl in 1877, also had been a student of 
Penck in Central Europe. A Ruthenian (in the Habsburg designation) but 
not of noble origin, his plebeian branch of the Rudnytskyi family in the 
Habsburg lands had come from the village of Avhustov, not far from Terno-
pil. Denys, his grandfather, was a Greek Catholic priest. Lev, his father, was 
educated in the German language as well as history and geography, and 
he worked as the director of classical gymnasia throughout Galicia. Emilia 
Taborska, his mother, was of Armenian background and also came from a 
family of priests in Ruthenia.28 In his formative years of education in pre-
war Galicia, Rudnytskyi gained his credentials, by German standards, as an 
academic geographer, sent by the geographer Antoni Rehman (1840–1917) 
in Lviv, who also trained Romer, to study with Penck in Vienna and then 
under Karl Uhlig (1872–1938) in Tübingen and Penck’s colleague Eduard 
Brückner (1862–1927) in Berlin. 

Rudnytskyi, in eff ect, chose modern Ukraine as a professional and a 
nationalizing person: he mastered a good deal of advanced work in geo-
morphology, physical geography, anthropogeography, climatology, and 
astrogeography. He became well versed in geographers’ scientifi c writings 
in German, French, Polish, Ukrainian, and Russian. During the course 
of World War I, Rudnytskyi earned the acclaim of German geographers. 
He was heralded, ahead of Romer, as Ukraine’s most talented geographer. 
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Rudnytskyi’s local Galician frames of 1914 were therefore not Polish but of 
an educated and highly academically oriented Ukrainian bourgeoisie: he 
had been a follower of the historian Mykhailo Hrushevskyi (1866–1934) 
and became a vocal advocate of Ukrainian independence. Involved with 
the Shevchenko Scientifi c Society before 1914, during the war Rudnytskyi 
joined the international Union for the Liberation of Ukraine.29

In 1914, Rudnytskyi published works in support of Ukraine, initially with 
the backing of the Central Powers from Berlin and Vienna, but he favored 
the world of empires less than the creation of a future independent federal 
Ukrainian republic. When he fl ed Lviv for Vienna at the start of the war, 
together with many infl uential Ukrainian scholars, writers, scientists, and 
activists, Rudnytskyi took part in the Union for the Liberation of Ukraine, 
publishing works under the name “Levenko.” 

In the Habsburg wartime capital he translated his major work, the “Short 
Geography of Ukraine,” from Ukrainian to German for use in and beyond 
the Central Powers’ territories. Working for the government in exile of the 
West Ukrainian National Republic, the “Short Geography of Ukraine” was 
rendered Ukraina: Land und Volk in Berlin in 1915 and 1916. Th e substan-
tial 416 -page work, which featured forty illustrated tables and six maps, se-
cured his scientifi c reputation in Berlin and Vienna. It elevated his status as 
an expert on the East, especially in the eyes of Penck. Rudnytskyi’s generally 
German-inspired, Ukrainocentric map with open frontiers for Ukrainian 
dispersal (in pink) to a colonial east, the Ethnographische Übersichtkarte 
von Osteuropa (Ethnographic Survey Map of Eastern Europe) was ap-
pended to the 1916 edition of Ukraina: Land und Volk and published in 
Vienna. Th e book itself emphasized Ukraine’s  cross-border unity along 
the Zbruch and eastward across the Eurasian steppes. At this key juncture 
for modern Ukraine, Rudnytskyi’s ethnocentric geography of Ukraine was 
printed in English, French, German, Italian, Hungarian, Czech, and Rus-
sian. Notably, it was never translated into Polish.

In terms of the antemurale concept, Rudnytskyi’s position was indeed 
transnational, never in a  one-to-one postcolonial dialectic with a single 
nationality. While his application of the idea was surely about territory, 
nationality, and closed lines around borders in a modern conventional 
sense, he also followed German and European colonial frontier logic by 
showing the maximum number of Ukrainian speakers. Th us the antemu-
rale became an  idée fi xe in conational unity with this caveat: what to other 
powers seemed like Ukrainian complicity with foreign powers, or the in-
vention of a Ukrainian nation by Germans or Austrians or others, from his 
Ukrainocentric standpoint in modern Europe would geopolitically prevent 
a fratricidal war in the Habsburg-Russian zones of 1914–1915, and thus the 
dissolution of old Europe, between Ruthenians and Little Russians in their 
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towns, cities, and settlements on opposite sides of the Zbruch River.30 But 
to place Ukraine on Europe’s map, Rudnytskyi from East Galicia conceived 
of Ukrainians much as Romer from Lviv had nationally drawn Poles and 
Poland, as a dispersed yet ordered group sharing a common history, cul-
ture, language, and territorial frontiers for open settlement. 

His black-and-white map, Das Wohngebiet der Ukrainer in Europa, with 
his own English title  Th e Ukrainian Territory in Europe, appeared in the 
original German-language editions in Vienna in 1914 and Berlin in 1915 
of Ukraina und der Ukrainer (Ukraine and the Ukrainians).31 In addition, 
in his 1915 pamphlet “Chomu my khochemo samoistinoi Ukrainy?” (Why 
Do We Want an Independent Ukraine?), reprinted in Vienna, Berlin, Lviv, 
and Stockholm, he again mixed science and propaganda to argue for the 
rights of Ukrainians.32 In the 1916 article, “Ukrainska sprava zi stanovysh-
cha politychnoi heohrafi i” (Th e Ukrainian Question from the Standpoint 
of Political Geography), which appeared in the Ukrainian daily Dilo (Deed) 
and was printed in Lviv, he advanced the idea of national-geographic unity 
on frontiers. In 1917, he followed the model of Romer’s atlas of 1916 by 
preparing separate maps for a historical atlas of Ukraine. Th ese were never 
published as a single folio.

Map 10.5. Th e Ukrainian territory in Europe, 1914.  Map by Stepan Rudnytskyi. 
Reprinted from Stepan Rudnyts’kyi, Ukraina und die Ukrainer (Berlin, 1915).
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Th ese were among Rudnytskyi’s seminal works during World War I, 
which also included his scientifi c maps as mediated objects. As Ihor Steb-
elsky has noted, Rudnytskyi’s prominent tricolor map Ohladova karta 
ukrainskykh zemel (A Survey Map of Ukrainian Lands) appeared at the end 
of the popular land and people volume of 1914–1919 in many languages. It 
highlighted distribution of Ukrainians in pink, the favorite subliminal color 
of British imperial maps, and showed a slowing natural terrain in brown, 
with outlines of rivers, settlements, and Ukrainophone  place-names in a 
prominent black.33 

From 1917–1918 onward, Rudnytskyi continued to make and reprint 
additional, visually attractive thematic maps in color. Th ere was the Map of 
Ukraine and Stinna fi zychna karta Ukrainy (Physical Wall Map of Ukraine), 
both in Vienna in 1918. Also printed was the French-language L’Ukraine, 
un apercu sur son territoire, son people, ses conditions culturelles, ethno-
graphiques, politiques et économiques (Ukraine: An Overview of Its His-
tory, Its People, and Its Cultural, Ethnographic, Political, and Economic 
Conditions), in Bern in 1919, and the bilingual German-Ukrainian Ukraina 
u svoikh etnohrafi chnykh mezhakh/Die Ukraina in ihren ethnographischen 
Grenzen ( Ukraine in Its Ethnographic Borders), coauthored with Heorg 
von Hasenko (1894–1933), or Heorhii Hasenko, in Vienna and Kyiv in 
1920.34 Th ese were clearly intended as both science and propaganda for the 
interwar promotion in Central Europe and beyond of Ukraine, Ukrainians, 
and interdisciplinary Ukrainian studies. 

In the early 1920s, Rudnytskyi wrote two seminal works from exile on 
Ukraine’s political geography, the 1921 Ohliad terytorii Ukrainy (Survey 
of the Territory of Ukraine) and the 1923 Osnovy zemleznannia Ukrainy 
(Foundations of Ukrainian Geography). He drew from his German train-
ing in physical and human geography, down to the components of scale, 
color, and lines in the mapping of nationality by culture and language, to 
argue for European unity and the integrity of Ukraine’s territorial lands and 
peoples.35

In this sense, Rudnytskyi’s maps of Ukraine during World War I were 
the product of Europe’s colonial, national, and high imperial age, but they 
also may be read as an attempt in Europe’s East to avoid further violent 
cross-border confl ict for Ukrainians (e.g., Ruthenians, Little Russians, and 
Ukrainians) across Habsburg-Romanov imperial lines before 1914 at the 
imagined natural marker of the Zbruch River.36 Rudnytskyi was profoundly 
shaped by the nationalizing violence of World War I and his experience of 
exile from Galicia, and after the fall of empires, he became a marginalized 
fi gure in Central Europe. During the Polish-Ukrainian War of 1918–1919, 
he lost his position as a lecturer at the University of Lviv. Rudnytskyi, as a 
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Germanophone academic geographer, went into Central European exile in 
Prague and Vienna, along with other members of the Galician Ukrainian 
intelligentsia. 

Th e U.S. geographer Isaiah Bowman relied almost exclusively on Romer, 
rather than Penck or Rudnytskyi’s maps and data. Bowman denied any 
chance for Ukrainian national self-determination, the position Rudnytskyi 
and his idol Hrushevskyi had supported; he, too, imagined Poland’s reli-
gious foundations against Soviet power and as the easternmost bastion of 
Western civilization. Rudnytskyi had to remain in exile in postwar Central 
Europe, unable to appeal to the victorious  Allies after World War I or to 
return to Polish Lviv after the Polish-Ukrainian War of 1918–1919 to teach 
at interwar Poland’s newly named, claimed, and restored Jan Kazimierz 
(1609–1672) University.

In turns toward a European West as the civilization and the successor to 
Christendom, and by excluding the Orthodox or Muslim East from the map 
of Europe, such geographers were actors who used maps and antemurale 
myths very selectively as a modern tool to sacralize and instrumentalize 
the past. We can thus reassess Rudnytskyi’s key scientifi c role, relative to 
the other geographers’ subjective maps, in the shaping of Ukraine’s trans-
national geography, and as an imagined bulwark against Polish imperial 
and Soviet revolutionary power in the East, in late nineteenth- and early 
twentieth-century transnational spaces.37 

Th e Ukrainian Rudnytskyi as an expatriate shared with his friends and 
adversaries the professional ethos of East Central European geography and 
a desire to expand the growing discipline into other scientifi c fi elds and 
nationalizing walks of life. Each geographer’s national school and disciples 
believed in the modern cult of the academic expert that emerged out of the 
heroic explorer tradition of nineteenth-century geographical societies and 
that became prized by interwar states. 

As Rudnytskyi fi nally and fatefully decided to quit Central Europe and 
repatriate to Kharkiv in 1925–1926, it was to manage and direct state insti-
tutions in the New Economic Policy (NEP) era for the bourgeois future of a 
Ukrainian national geography. He worked as an expert in Soviet Ukrainian 
scientifi c institutions, but these were taken over during the Stalinist revo-
lution. When Rudnytskyi was arrested in 1933, he was charged with fas-
cism and counterrevolutionary activity, and he was executed along with 
many other prominent activists in the Ukrainian intelligentsia at Solo-
vets Islands near the White Sea in 1937. Among Europe’s modern geogra-
phers who used maps fl uently, he was part of the pre-1914 era’s episteme of 
nineteenth-century progress, nature, exploration, and open frontier space. 
Integral to the geographers’ identities was the discursive (ab)use of the 
antemurale myth to Europe’s invented East in which they held fast not only 
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to geographic science but also to the maps of a providential, often religious, 
and Eurocentric geosophy.

Count Pál Teleki’s Carte Rouge of Hungary

Th e fourth and fi nal example of the use and abuse of the antemurale myth 
is Count Pál Teleki (1879–1941). He came from an aristocratic political 
family in Transylvania, whose origins date back to the fourteenth century. 
Specifi cally in early modern Transylvanian borderlands, the antemurale 
myth for Hungary was grounded in the count’s own political memory and 
kinship relations. Born in Budapest on 1 November 1879, a subject like 
the Polish Romer of the Austro-Hungarian dual monarchy, Pál János Ede 
Teleki de Szék was shaped by his family’s long history in Transylvania. He 
belonged to a multigenerational clan of landholders who were Calvinists or 
Roman Catholics, varying in their piety in Transylvania. Mihály II Teleki 
(1634–1690), the clan’s most famous ruler, supported Poland and coop-
erated with King Jan Sobieski; he worked closely with Prince György II 
Rákóczi (1593–1648; r. 1648–1660) and later Mihály II Apafi  (1632–1690; r. 
1662–1690). Mihály II Teleki negotiated skillfully for Transylvania’s auton-
omy, and in 1685 he received the title of count from the Habsburgs, after 
Sobieski’s 1683 defeat of Ottoman forces at the battle for Vienna.38

Th e antemurale myth became a deep structural aspect of Teleki’s early 
transnational life, education, and marriage. Baptized Roman Catholic, ac-
cording to his father’s wishes, Pál learned German well before he attended 
his fi rst school, a Lutheran elementary school. In his young dream of be-
coming a geographer-scientist in the mold of Alexander von Humboldt or 
David Livingstone (1813–1873), Teleki earned repute in the late 1900s as a 
traveler to the Sudan and historian of Europe’s early modern cartography 
of Japan. He served briefl y in World War I, but his main function was as a 
geography expert. 

With Baron Nopsca von Felső-Szilvás (1877–1933), a specialist on Al-
bania who had also mapped out the Balkans in the older colonial manner, 
Teleki assisted in producing the Carte Rouge of 1918–1919, in its full title 
the Magyarország néprajzi térképe a népsűrűség alapján ( Ethnographical 
Map of Hungary, Based on the Density of Population), drawing from a 1903 
Hungarian ethnographic map and Austro-Hungarian census statistics, up 
to and including the 1910 imperial survey.39 It served as a Magyar rebuke to 
the French delegation’s leading expert, the geographer Emmanuel de Mar-
tonne (1873–1955), who favored a broader Romanian statehood and used a 
similar technique for showing population density in his maps of Transylva-
nia.40 Teleki insisted on the science of geography in historic Hungary—the 
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crown lands of St. Stephen (969–1038)—and further followed the uncertain 
logic of modernization theory: that the density of middle-class assimilated 
Magyars increased as nonurban peasants moved and settled, like migrating 
colonists, into their natural enclaves in cities.41

Teleki therefore proved that all nationalities could be measured by den-
sity and in the same way. As if he were mapping the frontiers of the U.S. 
West for a white, European conquering power, he and Nopsca left deserted 
or uninhabited the uplands, marshes, plains, mountainous areas, lowlands, 
and frontiers having few inhabitants. Magyars became the ethnocentric 
norm in bright red. Based on 1910 Austro-Hungarian census data, entire 
districts were shown as bereft of populations that were actually there.42 
Th is geography dominated Teleki’s universal scheme while representing 
colonial nineteenth-century Europe’s science, progress, and civilization.43 

In his unyielding eff orts to revise the  Trianon Treaty of 1920, which re-
duced Hungary’s population from 20.9 million to 7.6 million and its terri-
tory by over two-thirds, leaving the country landlocked in Europe, Teleki 
did not stop with maps.44 Th e count stressed Hungary’s Christian origins, 
raising the issue of land reform and recounting the benevolent rule of con-
servative-liberal aristocrats who once distanced the country from German 
(i.e.,  Reformation) infl uence. Th ough not very pious in his early life despite 
his education by the Piarists, after 1918–1919 he recast Transylvania as a 
religious and cultural space that was integral to Hungary. In the Danubian 
Basin, he viewed Budapest as the locus for the Magyar bourgeoisie and as 
essential to patterns of European urbanization and settlement. Only if and 
when non-Magyars of the East—that is Orthodox Romanians, East Euro-
pean Jews arriving in Hungary, Slavic peoples in Ukraine and Russia, and 
various other nonurban minorities—assimilated to his nineteenth-century 
romantic national ideals of Magyar high culture and language, would they 
become European. White areas in the  Carte Rouge depicted low popula-
tion densities for rural and mountainous non-Magyar nationalities, signi-
fying a Europe that was not yet.

Teleki’s spatial turn toward maps and the bulwark concept as a signal 
for perceived external threats was therefore conspicuously conservative: 
in interwar Hungary, he favored a Magyar bourgeoisie and European 
counterrevolution that tended to be anticommunist and anti-Semitic, as 
he himself was.45 He supported Hungary’s restored power and unity as 
a professor of economic geography at Budapest University and a known 
internationalist advocate of Trianon revision throughout the 1920s and 
1930s.46 His mental map of Hungary was illiberal, especially when he 
served as prime minister fi rst from July 1920 to April 1921 and then again 
from February 1939 to April 1941. 
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With the  First Vienna Award of 2 November 1938, Hitler granted Hun-
gary the historic St. Stephen lands in Southern Slovakia and Carpathian 
Rus.47 In March 1939, Teleki’s new government under Horthy’s regency 
took advantage of Nazi gains by laying Hungary’s claims to territorial 
Ukraine, in the mountainous Carpatho-Ukraine region. Th e prime minis-
ter’s calculations were perfectly in tune with the antemurale myth—a his-
toric Polish-Hungarian fraternity as a Christian bulwark for Europe, for the 
Polish-Hungarian border in 1939 was imagined as a Western moral frontier 
space. Friendship with Poland refl ected both the persistence of romantic 
nationalism and Europe as a Christian civilization.

Sensing confl ict with the  Th ird Reich over Hungary’s borders, Teleki 
was a product of his pre-1914 past: he believed in Europe as a Christian 
ideal in the 1930s, but he watched in horror as Poland’s fate was sealed by 
blueprints for a Nazi-Soviet two-front invasion. Teleki’s mythic appeal in 
1939 to the idea of Polish-Hungarian friendship was his way of infusing 
the legacy of the post-1918 Carte Rouge and Europe’s geographic science 
with nineteenth-century romantic nationalism. It was also the legacy of the 
premodern antemurale myth, which by then was a  cliché, an idea tracing 
back at least to King Louis the Great (1326–1382) of the Anjou dynasty, 
born and baptized a Catholic in Visegrád in 1326, who became in 1342 
the king of Hungary and Croatia and the king of Poland.48 Th e geographer 
worked to salvage his lost maps and grand plans: to regain losses at Trianon 
in 1920, to continue the myth of timeless national fraternity between Po-
land and Hungary, and to support the restoration of a Christian Hungary 
in Europe, emotionally and preeminently based on the antemurale myth.

Conclusion

Th rough the medium of maps, geographers used history and the antemu-
rale concept discursively as fantasy, an eff ective way to make grand revi-
sionist claims. Maps were windows into a geocoded world, as John Pickles 
has noted, a subrational language among geographers of an imperialist and 
nationalist sort.49 Th is lasting and powerful allure of the bulwark myth is 
evident in the continued emotional and cognitive uses of maps. It can be 
illustrated by the cartographic fantasies and frustrations of Europe’s map 
men—the civilizing, explorer -type colonial experts who, before 1914, oper-
ated within objective ethnocentric science and discursive practices of East 
Central European modern politics.50 Th e antemurale had incredible stay-
ing power in Europe’s borderlands well through the high age of modern 
territoriality from the 1830s to the 1970s, as scientifi c geographers went 
in search of early modern to modern continuity, constructed discourses 
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about exceptionalism in the era of modern nationalism, and aimed to place 
their homelands of Germany, Poland, Ukraine, and Hungary on the map of 
Europe.

Maps were graphic media, tools, and texts deployed by geographers as 
historical actors, who presupposed Europe’s uniqueness on nation build-
ing, or nationalizing, terms. Seeking to defi ne nationality and to put people 
in their place, they were fond of modern territorial notions of nation-states 
and statecraft: that three-dimensional people of local, mixed, or nationally 
indiff erent origins had to be sorted in an orderly manner and that such 
people as populations were legible, measurable, quantifi able, and there-
fore mappable. If persons were mere objects of mobilization, then follow-
ing such logic they surely could be made literate and politically conscious 
by maps, choose to mobilize by religion and nationality, and identify with 
one’s correct group. 

For the purpose of the maps discussed in this chapter, this can be seen 
in four specifi c and selective ways related to the structures, discourses, and 
broader eff ects of the antemurale myth. First, the maps tapped into the pre-
modern bulwark idea of a Christian Europe, thus instrumentalizing both 
religion and nationalism for late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century 
territorial and geopolitical causes. Second, the maps supposed not only that 
people were part of cultural and political units in a place called Europe but 
also that they should embrace by religion and culture their rooted home-
land and adopt a patriotic pride of place, according to gendered notions 
of fi xed settlement, kin-state affi  liation, and belonging. Th ird, such maps 
articulated literacy in a nineteenth-century graphic way as linear progress 
in regard to geographies of a stateless nation’s distant past and uncertain 
future, as well as the historic future of nations in a unifi ed Europe and the 
world. Fourth and most signifi cantly, by the aesthetic minutiae of lines (bold 
for closed borders, suggesting unlawful containment or occupation, or dot-
ted or absent for open frontiers, signifying a natural need for the geobody 
to expand), place-names (in native and mutually exclusive tongues), and 
colors (the signaling of danger or importance, propaganda-style, with pink 
or vibrant red), maps off ered a spatial grammar for antemurale-inspired 
geographers as past and present agents of Europe’s imagined unity.
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CHAPTER 11

Bulwarks of Anti-Bolshevism
Russophobic Polemic of the Christian Right 

in Poland and Hungary in the Interwar Years 
and Th eir Roots in the Nineteenth Century

�
Paul Srodecki

Both Hungary and Poland considered themselves the most important bul-
warks of European freedom and civilization against the Bolshevik danger 
in the East. Alongside historical fears, two events were responsible for the 
 widespread anticommunism in both countries. In Poland, this was the in-
vasion of the Red Army in the  Polish-Soviet War of 1919–1920 and the 
so-called Cud nad Wisłą ( Miracle on the Vistula): the victory of the Polish 
army under Józef Piłsudski (1867–1935) over Soviet troops in the Battle 
of Warsaw in August 1920. In Hungary, the anti-Bolshevik stance had its 
roots in the short-lived Hungarian Soviet Republic (March to August 1919) 
and the so-called  vörösterror (Red Terror), a series of politically motivated 
atrocities aimed at crushing political rivals during the four-month regime 
of the Hungarian communists.

In both the Polish and the Hungarian case, the anti-Bolshevik propa-
ganda of the interwar period drew heavily upon the long-standing rhetoric, 
dating back to the Middle Ages, that positioned these two countries as the 
 avant poste of Latin Christianity. Th e Roman Catholic Church contributed 
to a considerable extent to the consolidation of these two nations’ under-
standing of themselves as walls against the barbaric, non-Christian (and in 
this case Bolshevik) East.

Poland

Th e roots of the Polish bulwark propaganda targeted at Russia and the 
Soviet Union can be found in the late fi fteenth and sixteenth centuries.1 
Beginning with Jan Ostroróg’s (1565–1622) Monumentum pro reipubli-
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cae ordinatione, in which the voivode of Poznań described the Kingdom 
of Poland as “the outermost picket of all Christian kingdoms” in its fi ght 
against Ottomans, Tatars, Vlachs, and Muscovites,2 Muscovy arose as the 
number one enemy of the  Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. In various 
propagandistic poems, memoranda, books, and diplomatic letters of the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, Poland was styled as the “perpetual 
bulwark of [Latin] Christianity against Moscow’s schismatics.” Th e Musco-
vite state as well as the Orthodox Church at large were denounced as “gens 
barbara, gens incompta” (barbaric nation, rude nation) or “pestis Mosco-
vitica” (Muscovite pest).3

Muscovy did not belong to Europe in the worldview of the European 
humanists. Situated in Sarmatia asiatica,4 the Muscovites were seen as de-
scendants of the Mongols and, therefore, as thoroughly Asiatic—as “M os-
cos Asiaticos” (Asian Muscovites) as Erasmus (1466–1536) of Rotterdam 
wrote in 1535.5 Th e ideological foundations of this pejorative explanatory 
pattern originated in the late ancient/early medieval  plaga orientalis tra-
dition, which itself drew its inspiration from biblical tales of the fi erce and 
cruel nomadic peoples of the eastern steppes. Th us, Eurasian intruders 
such as the Huns, Alans, Khazars, Magyars, Mongols, and Tatars and also 
(in some sources) Islamic invaders such as the Arabs and Ottomans were 
identifi ed by the Christian Occident as the biblical Gog and Magog.6 Be-
sides Jan Ostroróg, Polish dignitaries, scholars, and clergymen, including 
Maciej Miechowita (1457–1523), Piotr Tomicki (1464–1535), Jan Łaski the 
Elder (1456–1531), Stanisław Orzechowski (1513–1566), Erazm Ciołek 
(1474–1522), and Krzysztof Warszewicki (1543–1603) were mainly re-
sponsible for the negative image of Muscovy and later Russia.7

Added to this alienating equation of the Muscovites with Eurasian no-
mads was the dichotomy between Latin and Greek Christianity, described 
by Wolfgang Geier as an “inner antemurale.”8 From the High Middle Ages 
onward, these two constructions of alterity were consciously compiled and 
transferred to the East Slavs, as, perhaps best, summed up by Pope Gregory 
X (1210–1276) in 1273, “Rutheni sunt scismatici et Tartarorum nichilomi-
nus servitores.”9

Th ese two topoi—that of Muscovites or Russians as cruel and Asiat-
ic-barbaric  inimici Europae and that of Poland as the sole bulwark against 
these “schismatic Russian hordes”—were eagerly reactivated by the Polish 
elites in the nineteenth century, when  Romantic and nationalistic writers 
and publicists such as Stanisław Staszic (1755–1826), Juliusz Słowacki 
(1809–1849), Kazimierz Kelles-Krauz (1872–1905), Józef Ignacy Kraszewski 
(1812–1887), and Henryk Sienkiewicz (1846–1916) reminded their public 
of the role Poland had once played for Europe against the Tatars, the Otto-
mans, and, most of all, the Russians. Compared to the late Middle Ages and 
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the early modern period, priority was now given to the defense not only of 
Latin Christianity but also of European culture, the European system of 
values and the civilizing achievements of the West in general. 

A free Polish state was to be a strong bulwark of European freedom and 
a barrier against Russian enslavement and bondage. Th is topos gained in 
popularity in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in partic-
ular. Polish historians, writers, theologians, and political publicists such 
as Adam Pajgert (1829–1872), Adam Szelągowski (1873–1961), Stanisław 
Zakrzewski (1873–1936), Oskar Halecki (1891–1973), Kazimierz Konarski 
(1886–1972), and Nikodem Cieszyński (1886–1942) canvassed the rest of 
Europe for a free Poland, this natural antemurale against Russia, and warned 
the West against Russian imperialism and its political system which was 
presented as built intrinsically upon slavery.10

When it became clear at the end of World War I that a Polish state would 
reappear on the European map—whether as a puppet state of the  Central 
Powers or as a free state following the victory of the  Entente—publicists 
such as the Roman Catholic priest Nikodem Cieszyński and the historian 
Kazimierz Konarski published several articles about the role of Poland as 
a bulwark against the East, that is, against Russia and, after 1917, against 
the “new” revolutionary threat from the Bolsheviks.11 As early as 1915, 
Władysław Smoleński (1851–1926) wrote in his essay Naród polski w walce 
o byt (Th e Polish Nation in Its Struggle for Survival) that Poland, in fi ghting 
innumerous wars against the Asiatic-barbaric Moscow, had defended the 
culture and civilization of the West from the cruel East.12

Th e  National Catholic Right, after regaining sovereignty in 1918, revived 
this established pattern. Especially against the backdrop of the Paris Peace 
Conference of 1919 (which eventually resulted in the  Treaty of Versailles), 
countless pamphlets and articles appeared that underlined Poland’s right 
to exist while pointing out its importance as a bulwark against mighty Ger-
many and fi erce Russia. One of the most widespread works of this kind was 
Jan Tarnowski’s La Pologne rempart de la civilisation, in which the Polish 
publicist demanded a Poland extending from the Baltic to the Black Sea. He 
saw this as the only way to fulfi ll Poland’s duties as a stronghold of the West 
against the Russian and German threats.13

Inspired by the collapse of the partitioning powers, the historian 
Władysław Konopczyński (1880–1952), for instance, questioned the bul-
wark status of other countries, such as Austria, Hungary, Ukraine, and 
Venice. Referring to several events in Polish history, he enumerated all the 
battles fought against the “infi dels,” such as those at Legnica 1241, Varna 
1444, Țuțora 1620, Khotyn 1621 and 1673, and Vienna 1683, and concluded 
that the historical mission of the Rzeczpospolita had always been to be a 
bulwark of Western culture.14 Th is was especially the case after the victory 
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in the Polish-Soviet War from 1919 to 1921, when numerous right-wing 
publicists reiterated the role of Poland as a defender of Europe against Bol-
shevism.15 In 1922, for example, Wincent Lutosławski (1863–1954) wrote:

Europe needs for its social progress and its security from Asia a country that 

could separate it from Asia. Moscow cannot be this country, for it is itself 

Asian. Th is Europe-guarding country has always been Poland and should re-

main Poland. . . . Europe needs a vivid wall, a free Rzeczpospolita, that can 

defend it from the East. Th is is Poland’s raison d’être—its mission.16

Th e historian and philosopher Feliks Koneczny (1862–1949) was even more 
radical and, in his much cited work Polskie Logos a Ethos. Roztrząsania o 
znaczeniu i celu Polski (Th e Polish Logos and Ethos. Refl ections on the Im-
portance and Goal of Poland), he demanded a complete distinction between 
the Western and the Eastern worlds, which he considered to be inferior to 
the Latin civilization of the West. Any attempts to mix both cultural circles 
would lead to a catastrophe for the more developed side, that is, the Euro-
pean. Th us, according to Koneczny, one of the biggest mistakes in Polish 
history was the  Union of Brest of 1596 and the attempts of the Roman Cath-
olic Church in Poland to accept compromises with the Orthodox world,

If there were no Union of Brest, if there were not this unfortunate striving 

for a synthesis of the West with the East in the Church, the Roman Catholic 

hierarchy would already have reached to the Urals in the eighteenth century, 

and Western civilization would be victorious in Russia.17

Similar to Wincent Lutosławski, Koneczny saw Poland’s reason for exis-
tence as being a vivid beacon of Western civilization and, at the same time, 
an invincible bulwark against the savage East:

Our historic relation to Europe has long since been described with the epi-

thet of a “forewall.” We have a serious duty as guards in defense of Western 

civilization. . . . Our fi ght against Russia was, remains, and always will be an 

unchanging struggle for civilization, a fi ght for the defense of Latin civiliza-

tion. . . . Even at its most diffi  cult times, Poland has always been a forewall for 

Europe against Eastern barbarity.18

Remarkably, in contrast to other Polish historians, publicists, and theo-
logians of that time, Koneczny did not share the messianic concepts of 
Poland’s religious mission in the East. According to him, no nation has a 
genuine destiny by necessity. Moreover, political and cultural goals have 
their source in rational decisions and in attempts to survive as a nation, 
“Th e goal of a nation cannot be a priori. . . . Every nation determines for it-
self its own goal. Th is can vary in diff erent periods.”19 Koneczny concluded 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 9:40 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 BULWARKS OF ANTIBOLSHEVISM 297

that the best path for Poland would not only be to remain within Western 
civilization but also to defend it and, at the same time, spread it to the East.

It was especially the right-wing sector around the Roman Catholic 
Church in Poland that represented the most important promoter of the 
bulwark rhetoric against Soviet Russia and, after 1922, the Soviet Union.20 
In a memorandum published in the journal Przewodnik Katolicki (Cath-
olic Guide) in 1920, the priest Stanisław Ciążyński (1889–1942) declared 
that defending Latin Christianity from the schismatic and pagan East had 
been Poland’s duty and calling from the Middle Ages until modern times. 
Now that Europe was facing an even greater threat from the East, that is, 
the “Bolshevik nonbelievers,” he argued, Poland’s destiny as Europe’s levee 
against the East was more relevant:

And so today, Poland—hardly risen from its grave—is immediately faced by 

its historical task, as if the Lord would like to show us that we must go the 

way of our ancestors, the defenders of the faith and freedom. What actually 

is our fi ght against Bolshevism? It is a fi ght in defense of Christianity and 

Western civilization, as it was centuries ago when we repulsed the pagan 

ferocity of the East. Like then, we also have to deal today with a barbarity 

that is devastating our country, burning down, robbing, hijacking, enlisting 

men to the Red Army, maltreating women. Th ese are the same savages as the 

Tatars of the past centuries, only more dangerous because they are equipped 

with the newest means of technology and worse because they consciously 

aim to overthrow the civilization established on the Christian foundation. . . . 

Th is wave of barbarity hits the Polish rampart, which must stand fi rm, must 

endure the blows, for Poland today is, as it was centuries ago, the bulwark of 

Europe, the bulwark of Christianity.21

Referring to the domino eff ect theory, Ciążyński underlined Poland’s im-
portance for Europe and sketched a picture of the imminent downfall of 
Western civilization should the Polish outpost fail:

Today, too, the eyes of the whole world are turned to us, will Poland show 

enough resistance, will it not be overcome? French writings remind us of 

our dignity as a forewall of Christianity and take note that we have never 

deserved this name more than now, for the fate of the West today depends 

on our endurance. Th ere is no exaggeration in this. If the Polish dam were to 

break and the Bolsheviks were to unite with the Germans who conspire crim-

inal plans, not only Poland would perish, but also the liberty of all Europe.22

Th e Roman Catholic Church in Poland willingly drew parallels between 
Polish victories in the past and the triumph over Soviet Russia in 1920, 
pointing out that “throwing the enemy out of the frontiers of the fatherland 
. . . brought a new shine to the Polish arms” and affi  rmed “the old tradition 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 9:40 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



298 PAUL SRODECKI

that Poland is the rampart of Christianity and the defense of Western cul-
ture.”23 Additionally, Poland’s National Catholic Right felt vindicated and 
encouraged in their anti-Bolshevik position by the  Holy See, which—in 
contrast to its strict neutrality in World War I—now openly showed sym-
pathy for the Polish fi ght against the Red Army. Th us, the Polish episcopate 
wrote a letter to Pope Benedict XV (1854–1922) on July 7, 1920, calling on 
him for spiritual as well as diplomatic support in their confl ict with So-
viet Russia. Th e letter was subscribed  inter alia by cardinal and primate of 
Poland Edmund Dalbor (1869–1926), cardinal and archbishop of Warsaw 
Aleksander Kakowski (1862–1938), archbishop of Cracow Adam Stefan 
Sapieha (1867–1951), and the Armenian Catholic archbishop of Lviv, Józef 
Teodorowicz (1864–1938). Th e clergymen referred to Poland’s historical 
position as the main rampart of Christianity:

Holy Father! Our fatherland has been fi ghting with the enemy of the Chris-

tian Cross, the Bolsheviks, for two years now. Th e resurrected Poland, which 

is exhausted by the four-year struggles of adjacent states on its soil, which is 

devastated by the current war, is making its fi nal eff ort. If Poland surrenders 

to the Bolshevik assault, the whole world will be threatened with defeat, a 

new fl ood will swamp it, a fl ood of murder, hatred, confl agration, desecration 

of the Cross. Holy Father, in this diffi  cult moment we ask you to pray for our 

fatherland. Pray that we will not be defeated and—with God’s help—[that we 

will] protect with our own torsos like a wall the world from the menacing 

danger.24

Th e appeal of the Polish clergy resonated with and was taken up by Ben-
edict XV in a very similar epideictic way. He remembered the close his-
torical relations between the Holy See and Poland. One month later, for 
instance, on 5 August, the Pope wrote to the Cardinal Vicar Basilio Pompilj 
(1858–1931):

When all civilized nations shrouded themselves in silence from the supe-

riority of power over right, only the Holy See protested against the lawless 

partition of Poland and against the no less iniquitous oppression of the Polish 

people. Currently, there are much more serious things at stake, currently, not 

only is the national existence of Poland in danger, but the whole of Europe 

is also threatened by the cruelties of a new war. Th erefore, not only love for 

Poland, but also love for the whole of Europe commands us to desire the 

uniting of all believers with us in begging the Almighty that, through the 

intercessions of the Most Holy Virgin Patroness of Poland, He will be willing 

to save the Polish nation from this fi nal defeat and that He will wish to divert 

this new plague from Europe, which is drained by bloodshed.25

After the defeat of the Red Army in the so-called Battle of Warsaw in Au-
gust 1920, Benedict XV expressed his congratulations to the Polish episco-
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pate and once again underlined the importance of the Polish victory over 
the Bolsheviks, who followed a “heinous doctrine.” With regard to the dom-
ino eff ect theory, the Pope underlined that the Soviet Russian attack on 
Poland, that  baluardo dell’Europa, aimed not only to destroy the latter but 
also to annihilate the whole Christian world.26

Th e Catholic Church in Poland saw itself as the moral guardian of “Pol-
ishness” (as it in fact still does!), as the only constant in Polish history 
and thus as mainly responsible for creating Polish culture throughout the 
centuries. In their eyes, being Polish meant being Catholic. Th e clearest 
expression of this attitude can perhaps be found in an article from the jour-
nal Wiadomości Archidyecezyalne Warszawskie (News of the Archdiocese 
Warsaw), which discusses the resolutions made by the Catholic Conven-
tion in Poznań in 1920. Th e symbiotic relationship between the Church 
and the state is described as follows,

All the speakers [at the assembly in Poznań] consistently underlined the ne-

cessity of united action of the whole nation and also reiterated that, espe-

cially in the hard days of bondage, the Catholic Church was the cement that 

bound the nation. Th e Church has led the nation throughout all its previous 

existence. Currently, following the lack of liberty and on the edge of some 

sort of new life, indeed, the nation should continue to follow her example.27

During the Polish-Soviet War, numerous propaganda posters were pub-
lished in both Poland and Soviet Russia to mobilize the people and garner 
their support. Th e Soviets eagerly drew the picture of the bourgeois “Polish 
lords/masters,” who were illustrated as bad and dangerous for the Russian 
peasantry, just like the tsarists and their White movement.28 In Poland, 
anti-Bolshevik propaganda posters were readily combined with the bul-
wark topos.29 Using memorable allegories, Poland was portrayed as a de-
fensive shield and a strong wall against the Soviet threat.30 While openly 
referring to the old antemurale christianitatis image, Polish propaganda 
posters of the early 1920s often equated the fi ght against the Bolsheviks 
with a divinely legitimized defense of the Christian faith.31 

In this religious context, Soviet Russia appeared as a multiple-headed 
mythological Hydra or rather—with a clear reference to the Apocalypse 
from the  Book of Revelation—the biblical dragon and thus the symboli-
cal embodiment of pure evil and the Antichrist. Poland, conversely, was 
depicted as the dragon slayer par excellence, continuing the tradition of 
Christian narratives about Michael the Archangel and Saint George.32 Th e 
presentation of the Bolshevik danger was also mixed with the stereotype 
of a greedy, scheming, and plotting Jew, collaborating with the Soviets and 
threatening Christianity. Moreover, Jews were portrayed as the personifi ca-
tion of the Bolshevik and were made solely responsible for communism.33
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Against this background, it is hardly surprising that the Polish bulwark 
topoi of the interwar period distinguished themselves—as in the centu-
ries before—by signifi cant fl exibility. Anti-Russian and anticommunist 
slogans were often paired with anti-Semitism. Th e Catholic priest Marian 
Wiśniewski, for instance, expressed understanding for the harsh measures 
of Hitler’s Germany against Jews in the 1930s and linked them to the de-
fense of German as well as Western culture. In his eyes, the anti-Jewish pol-
icy of the  National Socialists was a kind of “vigorous self-defense against 
the Jewish pest.” Acting against the Eastern “Judeo-Bolshevism” meant to 
Wiśniewski defending European Christianity—something that “does not 
deserve condemnation by Christians,” as he wrote in the Marist newspaper 
Pro Christo in July 1934.34 Furthermore, in Poland the antemurale motif was 
used not only to distance its own cultural circle from the East but also to 

Figure 11.1. Polish recruitment poster dated 1920.  Th e 
text reads: “To Arms! Save the Fatherland! Remember 
well our fate.” Wikimedia Commons, public domain.
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underline the Polishness of the Kresy Wschodnie (Th e Eastern Borderlands). 
Poland’s role as a bulwark was always connected to its civilizing mission on 
the eastern border of European culture, as Władysław Tomkiewicz (1899–
1982) emphasized in the Przegląd Powszechny (General Review) in 1933:

In the second half of the seventeenth century, the Ruthenian language loses 

its place at the peak of the social ladder in Red Ruthenia, Volhynia, and, es-

pecially, in Podolia, limiting itself to the small courts of the minor nobil-

ity, within monastic walls and inside commoners’ chambers. Th e territorial 

diff erences disappear slowly, and everyone who works has a voice and de-

cides—the population integrates itself into Polish and Latin culture. Only the 

Ukraine, and in particular Kyiv, put up strong resistance against the Polish 

and Catholic infl uences.35

Adam Romer (1892–1965), a politician of the nationalist Stronnictwo 
Prawicy Narodowej (National Right-Wing Party), demanded a cultural 
conquest of the eastern borderlands, that is, a Polonization of the Belaru-
sian and Ukrainian minorities in eastern Poland. He argued that this was 
essential for the survival of Poland, this fi erce avant poste of the West and 
for the whole of Europe.36 Oskar Halecki (1891–1973), another infl uential 
representative of the idea of a Polish cultural mission in the East, who  nota 
bene never denied his proximity to the Roman Catholic Church, always 
underlined that only a strong Poland could keep the Bolsheviks out of Eu-
rope.37 But once again, the strongest anti-Bolshevik propaganda connected 
with the antemurale topos came from the Roman Catholic clergy itself. 
“Being a bulwark” also remained Poland’s main task in the twentieth cen-
tury, as Jan Urban, a Catholic priest and executive editor of the Jesuit Gen-
eral Review, stated in 1927:

With its back to the Western frontier, Poland’s face should be directed to the 

East. . . . We consider “the great idea” of Poland today the same way in which 

it was considered some centuries before the partitions, as being the forewall 

of Christianity. Before the partitions, Poland was aware of this vocation and 

it fulfi lled these tasks in diff erent ways. . . . However, the religious and cul-

tural mission of Poland in the East is not over yet. . . . First of all, we have to 

create from our breasts, and much more from our souls, from our beliefs and 

principles a wall through which the pestilence of Bolshevism cannot cross 

further to the West. We are called upon to be the forewall of Christianity and 

the Christian culture, even when the Bolshevik power is broken.38

Unlike Feliks Koneczny, Urban did not connect Poland’s raison d’être to 
nationalistic or cultural/civilizational approaches. In his eyes, the Polish 
bulwark was founded solely on theology. Poland had a religious mission 
to fulfi ll, according to the priest, “Th e vocation of a nation . . . is not what 
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a nation thinks of itself in time, but what God thinks of them in eternity.” 
Th us, “the big idea of Poland, as by the way of any other nation, can only be 
a religious idea, an idea for realizing God’s kingdom.”39 And in contrast to 
Koneczny, Jan Urban saw in the Union of Brest with the Ruthenian Church 
of Rus, the Metropolia of Kyiv-Halych and all Rus a valuable example of 
integration worthy of being applied. Th e Orthodox Eastern Slavs should be 
integrated into the Roman Catholic Church and should preserve a certain 
degree of autonomy. Only then could the Christian world confront the Bol-
shevik danger:

From Poland’s fi rst task in the East—i.e., continuing to be the rampart of 

Christianity and Christian civilization—arises the second task, Poland must 

pursue domestic policies that are truly Slavic. All concepts of an enforced 

Polonization of our Kresy, which would only be an inner Polonization, should 

be deliberately and defi nitely abandoned for both national as well as ethical 

and religious reasons.40

Similar statements can be found in the journal Mały Dziennik (Little Jour-
nal), published by the Franciscans from 1935 onward. Maksymilian Kolbe 
(1894–1941), who was canonized  postmortem by the Roman Catholic 
Church, was its chief editor and a notable contributor writing several anti-
Bolshevik essays fi lled with bulwark allegories.41

In 1937, the Roman Catholic Church in Poland organized a congress 
in Poznań, I Kongres Chrystusa Króla (First Congress of Christ the King), 
which was dedicated solely to the fi ght against Bolshevism. Th e patron of 
this event was Pope Pius XI (1857–1939) himself, who, in his letter to the 
participants dated 3 May 1937, showed great satisfaction with the fact that 
the congress was being “held in a country which rightly is called and always 
has been the rampart of Christianity.” Similar to the Polish clergymen and 
publicists, Pius XI compared past  defensio fi dei events from Polish history 
to the contemporary situation in the East, “Although Polish soil was at-
tacked and invaded countless times in the past by heretics and schismatics, 
the Poles retained their Catholic faith.” Nowadays, he continued, Poland 
was facing an even greater and more evil threat, “the godless communis-
tic precepts and conspiracies.” According to the Pope, the congress should 
prepare mentally “God’s knights” in Poland for an eventual victory of 
Christianity over Bolshevism.42 

Pius’ explanations were based mainly on his anticommunist encyclical 
Divini Redemptoris, published only three months earlier, in which he had 
set out to “expose once more in a brief synthesis the principles of atheistic 
Communism as they are manifested chiefl y in Bolshevism.”43

One year later, during the ceremonies marking the canonization of the 
Jesuit Andrzej Bobola (1591–1657), the Polish clergy reminded the Polish 
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faithful of the “cruelty” of the East. Th e fact that Bobola was murdered 
by schismatic Ukrainian Cossacks and that his mortal remains were dese-
crated by Bolshevik troops and moved as a curiosity to the Museum of Hy-
giene of the People’s Commissioners of Health in Moscow was more than 
“proof” of innate Russian barbarity. In this context, with regard to the in-
humanity of the Muscovites, who always were more Asiatic than European 
and who became even more perfi dious following the foundation of the 
Soviet Union and the establishment of communism, the priest Szczepan 
Sobalkowski (1901–1958) wrote that Poland must now, more than ever, 
be a fi rm “bulwark of Christianity” against evil wickedness.44 Th is outpost 
must remain Catholic or it would cease to exist, concluded Sobalkowski in 
his memorandum Krew, która woła (Blood, Which Is Calling).45

Hungary

One can fi nd a very similar anti-Bolshevik bulwark rhetoric in interwar 
Hungary. However, unlike the Polish example, Hungarian anti-Bolshevik 
propaganda did not have its roots in the late Middle Ages and the early 
modern period. At that time, Hungary was primarily seen as a  propug-
naculum christianitatis against the Ottomans and, to a lesser extent, the 
schismatic Vlachs and Moldovans and the heretic Hussites. Anti-Russian 
elements in the Hungarian antemurale topos fi rst appeared in the middle 
of the nineteenth century. Following the crushing of the  Hungarian Rev-
olution of 1848/1849 by Austrian and especially Russian auxiliary troops, 
Hungarian publicists and freedom fi ghters styled Hungary as a bulwark of 
freedom and liberty. It was Lajos Kossuth (1802–1894) in particular who 
propagated this picture of Hungary in Western Europe as well as in the 
United States. After the  Crimean War, anti-Russian propaganda was in 
vogue in the West. 

According to Kossuth, a liberated Hungarian state would be “destined 
to become once again the vanguard of civilization, and of the religious lib-
erty of the whole of the European continent against the encroachments of 
Russian despotism, as it has already been the barrier of Christianity against 
Islamism.”46 In Kossuth’s eyes, the good of Hungary was closely linked to a 
unifi ed and strong Germany, which would allow the Hungarians entrance 
into the Western Christian community. Here again, Kossuth referred to the 
former antemurale status of his homeland, which—according to him—the 
Hungarians owed solely to the Germans. Furthermore, Kossuth suggested 
a return to previous German-Hungarian relations, outlining the impor-
tance of a powerful Germany and its function as a superior bulwark for 
European freedom:
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Now, by the God who led my people from the prairies of far Asia to the banks 

of the Danube—of the Danube, whose waves have brought religion, science, 

and civilization from Germany to us, and in whose waves the tears of Ger-

many and Hungary are mingled; by the God who led us, when on the soil 

watered by our blood we were the bulwark of Christendom. . . . Th e peace 

of Europe cannot be secured without a strong Germany, and that Germany 

cannot be strong without freedom. A free Germany is a bulwark against the 

encroachments of France and the arrogance of Russia. Germany enslaved is 

either the prey of the former or the tool of the other.47

On the other hand, Kossuth, who—as one of the main leaders of the Hun-
garian Revolution of 1848—had fl ed from the Habsburg regime to the 
West, accused Austria of abusing the “Hungarian bulwark” and defamed 
the Habsburg monarchy as a furtive outpost of the Russians, who had 
helped the Austrians to suppress the Hungarian revolutionary army:

In consequence of the geographical situation of her dominions, and be-

ing also sovereigns of Hungary, it was chiefl y the house of Austria which 

was considered to be and cherished as the great bulwark against Russia. . . . 

Austria, who was to have balanced Russia, is thrown into her scale, instead of 

being a barrier, she is her vanguard, and her tool—her high road to Constan-

tinople, her auxiliary army to fl ank it.48

Only an independent Hungary, therefore, freed from the devious Habsburgs, 
could again be a barrier against Eastern despotism and hinder Russia, the 
biggest threat to European culture, from penetrating further into the West:

Th e power of Hungary, thus established, is a basis indispensable to the free-

dom of Europe. . . . Th e enemy of European freedom is Russia. Now, can 

Hungary be a barrier to secure Europe against this power of Russia? I answer, 

yes. . . . Hungary is a nation of fi fteen million, and can muster at least one 

million brave citizen soldiers. I hope this may be regarded, then, as positive 

proof of what I say about the ability of Hungary to resist the power of despo-

tism, and defend Europe against Russian encroachments. . . . With Hungary 

once free, Russia would never dare to threaten European liberty again.49

Hungarian nationalists also pilloried the rising pan-Slavism of the nine-
teenth century, as they feared an awakening of various national movements 
in areas like Slovakia, Croatia, and northern Serbia. All of these were areas 
that were seen as traditionally Hungarian or were situated in the Kingdom 
of Hungary. Miklós Wesselényi (1796–1850) wrote as early as 1843 to the 
German public, “Th is (Pan-)Slavism, which is spreading throughout Europe 
and undermining so many countries, is that which is threatening our father-
land and our nation, more than any other, with its downfall.”50 Furthermore, 
using the old bulwark allegory, Lajos Kossuth cautioned the French public 
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in the late 1850s, “Th e truth is that the national life, strength and liberty of 
Hungary are certainly Europe’s avenues against Pan-Slavism.”51 Th e Hungar-
ian publicist Dániel Irányi (1822–1892) and the French historian Charles-
Louis Chassin (1831–1901) went one step further in their joint work Histoire 
politique de la révolution de Hongrie 1847–1849 when they claimed:

In empowering itself, Hungary would have provided Europe with an enor-

mous service, particularly in the current circumstances. . . . Th e bulwark of 

Christianity and civilization against the Turks since the Middle Ages, it must 

remain the insurmountable barrier for civilization and the French Revolu-

tion, which has since become universal, against the Russians, those conquer-

ors of the modern world.52

Th roughout the second half of the nineteenth century and up until the end 
of Habsburg dominion in Hungary in 1918, Russophobic rhetoric remained 
a signifi cant constant in the discourse of Hungarian nationalists. Th e in-
creasing anti-Russian elements in the Hungarian bulwark topos were ac-
tually given an additional boost with the end of World War I as well as 
the failure of the short-lived Hungarian Soviet Republic (March to August 
1919) and the so-called Red Terror, a series of politically motivated atroci-
ties aimed at crushing political rivals during the four-month regime of the 
Hungarian communists. Hungary, like the newly founded Polish state, was 
now seen both in Hungary itself and in the rest of Europe as an invincible 
wall against “the terrible wave of Bolshevism.”53

As in other European countries where communists tried to establish 
a Soviet Republic in the aftermath of World War I, the Red Terror was 
followed by the counterrevolutionary   fehérterror (White Terror), which 
aimed to crush the Hungarian Communist movement. Th e bulwark topos 
was used once again, this time as a powerful rhetorical tool to justify the re-
pressive violence of the right-wing against communists, leftists, and Jews. 
Th e ideological foundations of the counterrevolutionaries were built upon 
the so-called   A szegedi gondolat (Szeged Idea), which promoted a radical 
protofascist ideology with irredentist claims to former Hungarian territo-
ries. One of the leading thinkers of this movement was the later prime min-
ister of Hungary, Gyula Gömbös (1886–1936), who was a major force in 
the purge of communists from Hungarian society after the collapse of the 
short-lived  Hungarian Republic of Councils under Béla Kun (1886–1938). 
Moreover, as was common in other European ultranationalist movements 
in the early twentieth century, one of the main elements of the Szeged Idea 
was the theory of the existence of a Judeo-Bolshevik conspiracy in the Hun-
garian state, seeking to demolish Hungary from within.54

In the following years, similar to their counterparts in Poland, the Hun-
garian nationalists endeavored to build Hungarian identity upon the an-
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temurale topos and thus to locate Hungary clearly within the Western 
world. Th e Christian Right saw Hungary’s historic mission as a bulwark 
of Europe once again resuscitated. Serving as a new antemurale against 
the Bolshevik threat served the political elites as a powerful legitimization 
for counterrevolutionary actions. At the same time, the bulwark topos was 
instrumentalized by the national Catholic extremists to appeal against the 
Treaty of Trianon (1920) and therefore to support the policy of border re-
visions, so popular among the public in interwar Hungary. Only a strong 
Hungary in its old borders could guarantee Europe its freedom and wealth 
and protect it from the despotic system of the Soviets.55

It was above all Gyula Szekfű who played a leading role in this interwar 
reactivation of the Hungarian bulwark topos. In several essays published in 
the 1920s and 1930s, Szekfű styled Hungary as the most important rampart 
of Christian Western Europe against the Bolshevik threat from the Soviet 
Union. According to Szekfű, the fragmentation of Hungary after Trianon 
was a major mistake on the part of the victorious powers France and Great 
Britain, since a great and strong Hungarian state could have stopped a Bol-
shevik invasion, whereas a patchwork of small independent states would 
be no hurdle for the Russian communists in the case of a Soviet attack. 
On the other hand, Szekfű also exploited the antemurale topos to promote 
confessional unity. Hungary was strong and it was the shield of Christianity 
when it was homogenously Catholic, Szekfű argued. Beyond this ultimate 
Hungarian outpost of Western civilization there was nothing but barbarity 
and undeveloped savagery:

Indeed now, as the waves of Reformation and Counterreformation fl ooded 

medieval Hungary one after the other, these waves again stopped at the east-

ern borders, again Hungary was Europe’s furthermost border region. . . . Th e 

religious movement thus again proved that Hungary was a territory of Eu-

rope, even more its outermost region beyond which there was no more Eu-

ropean culture nor European development.56

Another interesting similarity to the Polish anti-Bolshevik interwar bul-
wark propaganda was the emphasis placed on the crushing of the  Hun-
garian Soviet Republic. Th e chief administrative judge Aladár Székács, for 
example, attributed global historical importance to the victory of the Hun-
garian nationalists over the Communists in 1919, in his opinion, the sup-
pression of the short-lived Hungarian Soviet Republic reminded the rest of 
Europe of the ancient vocation of the Hungarian people to face and stop all 
dangers and threats emanating from the East.57 

Th e national Catholic movement also used the bulwark allegory to sup-
port any revanchist territorial claims. A special delegation consisting of 
members of the Hungarian clergy and politicians was sent to Rome in the 
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early 1930s to make clear to the Holy See the need to return Upper Hun-
gary, that is Slovakia, back to the Hungarian motherland, since only a uni-
fi ed Carpathian “wall” under Hungarian rule could save the free European 
cultural circle from Bolshevik enslavement.58 Pál Teleki (1879–1941), who 
was called “the architect and father of the Hungarian revision,” did not, in 
the crushing of the Hungarian Soviet Republic, see the end of Hungary’s 
fi ght against communism. Rather, the world was warned to expect an up-
coming ideological war in which Hungary, as the fi rst European country of 
a solely “Christian (Roman Catholic) and nationalistic orientation,” would 
again arise as the fi ercest rampart and barrier of the Western World.59

Th e anti-Bolshevik antemurale motif formed an essential part of intra-
Hungarian nationalistic discourses until the collapse of the Hungarian state 
at the end of World War II and the proclamation of the  Hungarian People’s 
Republic, a satellite state of the Soviet Union.60 Against the backdrop of an 
unhesitating “fascisization” of the state apparatus and political and public 
life, Russophobic rhetoric, mixed with anti-Semitic stereotypes, increased 
substantially in the 1930s and especially during the fi rst half of the 1940s. 
During the  Spanish Civil War (1936–1939)—similar to other rightist Euro-
pean countries—various anticommunist articles, pamphlets, and speeches 
combined with the Catholic historical antemurale narratives appeared 
in Hungary. Th e Jesuit Béla Bangha (1880–1940), for instance, appealed 
for Christian unity within the whole of Europe and Hungary in particular, 
since it was important to resist the Communist movement “in the middle 
of a world turned toward Bolshevism, at the height of social hatred and 
destructive anarchy.”61 

However, emphasizing Hungary’s status as a bastion against a Jewish-
Communist world conspiracy was linked in particular to the Hungarian 
fascist dictator Ferenc Szálasi (1897–1946),  Nemzetvezető (the Leader of 
the Nation), and his infamous Arrow Cross regime during World War II. 
Th e antemurale motif was an important part of the anti-Semitic and anti-
communist propaganda of Szálasi and the Hungarian fascist movement, 
especially in the last years of World War II.62 Interestingly, however, this 
was not only a Hungarian (or, in the prewar years, also Polish) phenom-
enon, for similar bulwark images can be found in other European fascist 
countries, most notably in Nazi Germany (1933–1945).63

Th e Messianic Mission of the Bulwark States

In both cases, the Polish and the Hungarian bulwark topoi were also mixed 
with messianic ideas and self-images. In Poland, the most signifi cant occur-
rence of this interdependence was the very popular slogan  Polska Chrys-

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 9:40 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



308 PAUL SRODECKI

tusem narodów (Poland, the Christ of Nations), which—according to some 
Polish scholars—originated in the so-called Sarmatian ideology of the early 
modern Rzeczpospolita, whose most famous propagator was the Romantic 
poet Adam Mickiewicz (1798–1855).64

A further development of this concept in Poland in the nineteenth cen-
tury was   Winkelriedyzm (Winkelriedism), which was built upon the hero 
cult of the mythical Swiss freedom fi ghter Arnold Winkelried (died 1303) 
who fought the Habsburgs in the Late Middle Ages. Polish writers such as 
Juliusz Słowacki and Zygmunt Krasiński (1812–1859) drew parallels be-
tween Winkelried, who had sacrifi ced himself, and the Polish nation. 
Słowacki coined the phrase, well-known in Poland,  Polska Winkelriedem 
narodów! (Poland, Winkelried of nations!). Unlike Polish messianism, which 
accepted Poland’s role as a martyr as  God-given, the “Winkelriedists” of 
the nineteenth century propagated an active involvement in the resistance 
movement against the partitioning powers and repeatedly called for mili-
tary opposition.65 Th e Catholic Right in Poland incorporated these images 
into their own ideas of the Polish antemurale. In their eyes, Poland was an 
altruistic bulwark that fought for Christian values and the liberty of Europe 
against the despotism and barbarity of the Russian East without any help 
from the West.

In Hungary, there was a very similar topos mixed with bulwark images in 
that of the  querela Hungariae (Hungary’s complaint). It can be found in the 
Hungarian national anthem as well as other things.66 Originally connected 
to the Ottoman conquest and Hungary’s sacrifi cial role in holding back the 
Turks from the rest of Europe, this motif, together with the Hungarian pro-
pugnaculum concept, has been used since the nineteenth century to de-
scribe Hungary’s diffi  cult but heroic geographical and political situation at 
the front of European civilization.67 Like the supporters of Polish messian-
ism, Hungarian historians, publicists, and politicians underlined Hungary’s 
sacrifi cial mission, claiming that it had always protected Europe from the 
barbarity of the East but that it had never received any signifi cant help from 
the West in return. Quite the contrary, in the past, Europe had allowed 
the land to perish under the Muslim hordes of the Ottomans, and—a very 
common motif in the interwar period—it would again stand idly by and 
watch while Hungary was left alone against the Bolshevik threat.68
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CHAPTER 12

Defenders of the Russian Land
Viktor Vasnetsov’s Warriors 
and Russia’s Bulwark Myth

�
Stephen M. Norris 

Only the sick and poor man does not remember and appreciate 

his childhood and youth . . . it is worse when the narod (people) 

do not remember, value, and love their history!

—Viktor Vasnetsov to Vladimir Stasov1

Th e question to ask of pictures . . . is not just what 

they mean or do but what they want—what claim 

they make upon us, and how we are to respond?

—W.J.T. Mitchell, What Do Pictures Want?

Viktor Vasnetsov (1848–1926) worked on and off  for nearly twenty years 
on  his painting Bogatyri (Warriors). When he fi nished in 1898, it was al-
most universally hailed as a masterpiece. Vladimir Stasov, the preeminent 
cultural critic of the era, compared it to Ilia Repin’s (1844–1930)  Burlaki 
na Volge (“Barge Haulers on the Volga,” 1870–1873) as one of two paint-
ings that perfectly captured the spirit of Russia. “In both paintings,” Stasov 
wrote, “one sees all the strength and might of the Russian people.” Stasov 
also claimed that Repin’s painting contained bogatyri but that it depicted 
Russian strength as “oppressed and downtrodden.” By contrast, Stasov said, 
Vasnetsov’s Warriors possesses a strength that is “triumphant, calm, im-
posing, fearing no one and carrying out by its own will what it pleases and 
what it deems necessary for everyone, for the people.”2

Here, then, is a famous painting being declared famous by a famous 
critic; this opening vignette tells us much about how Vasnetsov’s canvas 
became hailed as one that expressed some sort of Russianness. In her in-
cisive short article about Vasnetsov’s painting, Helena Goscilo writes, “As 
a redoubtable protector of national borders and Orthodox Christianity, 
the Russian  bogatyr looms large in multiple cultural genres throughout 
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the ages.”3 Vasnetsov’s warriors are the most famous of their kind; Goscilo 
explains, “Known to all Russians irrespective of their geographical roots, 
intellectual training, political affi  liation, or attitude toward art, these fi g-
uratively executed images refl ect Vasnetsov’s retrospective preoccupation 
with heroic legends and legendary heroism.”4 Eventually, Goscilo concludes, 
they became “sedimented in the nation’s collective unconscious and, under 
Soviet rule, reinforced by a uniform educational system dedicated to the 
selective preservation of national history, Vasnetsov’s bogatyri are Russia’s 
heroic border guards of the empire, functioning as a reassuring emblem of 
indomitable strength and invincibility.”5

Stasov’s anointing of Warriors is therefore part of a larger story about 
this piece of art, which I trace below. Before the painting could be declared 
a canvas that embodied “the strength and might of the Russian people,” 
before it could become “sedimented in the nation’s unconsciousness,” it had 
to be imagined, painted, and then interpreted. Less than twenty years after 
Stasov’s declaration, revolutions and political change brought the Bolshe-
viks to power. Th ey preached a rejection of most of the old ways of life, 
including religion and nationalism, in favor of implementing entirely new 
ways to create a society and its inhabitants. Yet Warriors survived this tur-
moil and eventually served as an embodiment of Russian nationhood and, 
with it, a symbolic bulwark.

Th e Warriors represents a particular form of a bulwark myth. As the 
editors note in their introduction to this volume, these myths contain cer-
tain components, among them the claim of a perennial menace outside the 
border, the claim to defend oneself and others within a given territory, and 
the claim of a civilizing mission as part of this defense. A bulwark myth 
attempts to mobilize people, to unite the community contained within the 
bulwark. It also serves as a form of political myth, one that provides a story 
about the origins of a given community and that often features heroes. 

Vasnetsov’s painting brings these mythic components into being by cre-
ating a visual shorthand for a Russian bulwark myth, capturing heroes but 
also heroic models on canvas. While other chapters in this volume explore 
the more familiar antemurale myths developed in the region with Russia 
and Russians as “Others” against whom the community needed to defend 
itself, Russians also narrated versions of the bulwark myth and located it 
on the same borderlands. In this version, the Ukrainian borderlands could 
be made “Russian” and serve as the location for the necessity of Russian 
imperial defense (in a roughly similar way that monasteries in the same 
region became bulwarks of Russianness, as Liliya Berezhnaya discusses in 
her chapter).

What follows is the tale of a painting told across half a century. Two 
episodes in this story stand out. First, the reception Warriors and its cre-
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ator received from late nineteenth-century Russian critics. For people such 
as Stasov, the painting was a masterpiece of Russian nationalist art that 
was not tied to Vasnetsov’s religiosity. Others, by placing Vasnetsov’s work 
at the St. Vladimir Cathedral in Kyiv alongside the bogatyri, believed that 
the warriors personifi ed a sort of Orthodox patriotism.6 What they agreed 
upon was that the borderland on which the three stood was Russian and 
that it should be guarded against Russia’s enemies. Vasnetsov’s religiosity 
was also an issue Soviet critics had to wrestle with, the second episode in 
the story traced below. In the late 1930s, the warriors reappeared in Stalin-
ist culture. Soviet writers interpreted Vasnetsov’s painting as a national-
ist one that could inspire citizens to defend their socialist motherland. By 
placing this interpretation on the three warriors, they ignored whatever 
traces of religiosity the canvas might contain.

In both episodes, Vasnetsov’s warriors became understood as timeless 
soldiers willing to defend a Russian and then Soviet landscape whenever 
called to do so. Warriors therefore became an important element in the cre-
ation of a Russian bulwark myth, one that stressed how the steppe needed 
to be defended against all invaders. Th e painting, in other words, provided 
a call for mobilization, a crucial component of bulwark myths. Th rough the 
stories told about the bogatyri in Vasnetsov’s canvas, we can begin to trace 
how the painting served as an embodiment of an always-evolving Russian-
ness and how fi rst Russian and then Soviet critics made claims upon the 
painting, mobilizing the canvas and the warriors within it. In both episodes 
recounted below, Russian and Soviet critics transformed the three warriors 
on horseback into living, breathing contemporaries and the land around 
them into a real landscape that even gave off  a smell. Th is canvas bulwark 
thus speaks to how odor is not just a biological or psychological phenom-
enon but a historical and cultural one as well.7 Th e painting, as more than 
one viewer commented, “smelled like Old Rus,” therefore providing the 
canvas with the emotional, intimate appeal that called on viewers to act as 
the warriors did and to defend the Russian soil.

A Whiff  of the Past: 
Making History, Painting Canvas Bulwarks

Before turning to what Viktor Vasnetsov wrote about his work and what 
others had to say about it, we should look at the painting itself.

Across an enormous canvas, three warriors rest on horseback (Figure 
12.1).8 Th e fi gure on the far left of the painting is stern and bearded and 
draws his sword from a scabbard. Next to him, in the middle of the scene, 
the biggest of the three warriors shields his eyes from the sun as he gazes 
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out in the distance. A mace is slung around his right arm while he clutches 
a  rogatina, a spearlike weapon preferred by ancient Slavs, in his left hand. 
Th e last warrior, and the only one without a beard, also focuses his eyes in 
the same direction, clutching his bow, ready to let loose an arrow if need 
be. Th e three warriors, as virtually everyone who gazed at the painting 
knew, were the three most famous medieval bogatyri from Russian leg-
ends: Dobrynya Nikitich, Ilia Muromets, and Alyosha Popovich. Nikitich 
was known in the legends that had circulated over the centuries for his 
courage, Muromets for his physical and spiritual strength, Popovich for his 
cleverness. Th ey also symbolized three social estates: Popovich the priests 
(the popular stories about him state he is the crafty son of a priest), Niki-
tich the nobility (the  byliny tell of his close connections to the Kyivan Rus 
princes), and Muromets the peasantry (in the legends, he was the son of a 
peasant from the village of Murom).9

Th ey stand on a borderland, the steppe region just as it gives way to 
woodlands in the southwesternmost regions of the Russian Empire, the 
hooves of the horses fi rmly planted on Russian soil. Th ey sit in a defen-
sive position, ever ready to drive enemies off  the soil. Th is painting, then, 
reclaims the myth of the “lands of the Rus,” which Geoff rey Hosking has 
characterized as “the master image” that princes and chroniclers used from 
the eleventh to the fi fteenth centuries to “conjure up the idea of what they 

Figure 12.1. Viktor Vasnetsov, Bogatyri, 1898.  Photograph by anagoria. Wiki-
media Commons, public domain.
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were fi ghting to unite and to defend.”10 Vasnetsov has transferred this me-
dieval concept to the nineteenth century, transforming the borderlands of 
Old Rus into Russian national territory.

Th e painting also transfers the notions of unity and defense present 
in the medieval “master image” into a more modern setting. Vasnetsov 
himself participated in this retrofi tting: according to the legend the artist 
liked to tell, his warriors emerged out the Russian soil itself. When he was 
working at the artistic community at Abramtsevo, an estate near Moscow 
owned by the industrialist Savva Mamontov (1841–1918) and by the 1870s 
and 1880s ground zero for artistic attempts to invent Russianness, Vas-
netsov gazed at the land around him and saw medieval warriors lurking 
beneath the bark of local trees. Later, after he had fi nished his painting, 
the painter declared that the Abramtsevo forest was nothing less than “our 
mother Russia.” “Like those oaks,” he declared, timeless warriors and a 
timeless patriotic-religious spirit also grew, for Russia (or its trees, or its 
defenders) is “not something you can catch with your bare hands.” “She,” 
Vasnetsov claimed, “is not afraid of snow storms or hurricanes, or the pass-
ing centuries.”11 From the get-go, therefore, or at least from the moment he 
had fi nished Warriors and it had been sanctifi ed as Russian national art, 
Vasnetsov imagined his art to be a patriotic landmark.

Vasnetsov, the son of a priest and grandson of an icon painter, grew up 
in a village within the Viatka district. He always claimed that he developed 
an interest in the tales, legends, and faith of Russia’s narod. One of the 
favorite subjects of these stories, and one that matters for the painting 
he later completed, was Ilia Muromets, who had long been a popular per-
sona in the byliny and  lubki. At the time Vasnetsov was contemplating the 
trees at Abramtsevo, Russian ethnographers were also recording and tran-
scribing some of the epics. In 1871, for example, Aleksandr Fedorovich Gil-
ferding (1831–1872) translated a version of “Ilia Muromets and Nightingale 
the Robber” in the Olonets province. In it, Muromets is characterized as 
a “famous Holy Russian bogatyr,” with an unerring sense of rightness and 
devoutness.12

Muromets often quarrels with Prince Vladimir and other aristocrats, as 
many songs illustrate, but he is always ready to defend his land (usually the 
city of Kyiv) and his faith. Here, too, a certain historical retrofi tting is tak-
ing place: these nineteenth-century versions of Russian folktales lay claim 
to the heritage of Kyivan Rus for the Russian Empire. Th e soil that Mur-
mets traverses—made up in the tales of swamps, streams, birches, grasses, 
meadows, dark woods, and hills—is Russian, the very same soil on which 
Vasnetsov spotted his warriors.13

Th is sort of characterization appealed to the budding artist. By 1858, 
when he was ten, Vasnetsov had already begun to develop a talent for paint-
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ing. He started formal training at a seminary, working with an icon painter 
in Viatka. His work gained him acceptance to the Imperial Academy of Arts 
in 1867, just four years after a group of painters had declared their secession 
from that institution and launched the Association of Traveling Art Exhib-
its. Th us, Vasnetsov went to Petersburg at a time when the realist artistic 
revolution was  under way in Russia, but it was a movement that young 
Vasnetsov only took part in later, after the association had adopted its 
name,  Peredvizhniki (“Wanderers” or “Itinerants”), in 1870. Championed 
by the critic Vladimir Stasov (1824–1906) and by the Moscow prince-
industrialist Pavel Tretiakov (1832–1898), the wanderers laid the founda-
tions of a national artistic culture in Russia, one promoted by the critic and 
made permanent by the industrialist’s building of a museum bearing his 
name to house Russian art.

Vasnetsov’s journey from potential icon painter to national painter re-
fl ected broader artistic and historical trends in the region. By the late nine-
teenth century, an increasing number of painters working across imperial 
borders in Central and Eastern Europe also saw their canvases as sites to 
articulate national traditions. Th ese history painters have not been well ex-
plored by scholars,14 yet their works in many ways furthered the ongoing 
constructions of nationhoods in important ways. A host of artists began 
to capture national traits in their canvases, helping in the process to build 
artistic bulwarks. Jan Matejko (1838–1893), Ilia Repin (1844–1930), Vasily 
Surikov (1848–1916), Vasnetsov (1848–1926), Mykola Pimonenko (1862–
1912), Alphonse Mucha (1860–1939): this is a list of fairly well-known 
painters in Eastern Europe, yet their works, particularly the “national” can-
vases they painted in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries have 
not been studied as important sites of memory, nationhood, and historical 
interpretations.

Warriors emerged out of these regional, transnational, and transimpe-
rial concerns. In many ways, the history painters who created canvas bul-
warks evolved out of the discussions in the 1830s and 1840s in Central 
and Eastern Europe, when romantic nationalism took hold in the region. 
As Serhiy Bilenky argued in his recent book, East European intellectuals 
in those decades imagined the “representation of nation-ness” in the re-
gion, or “a vision and division of geographic, symbolic, and social space, 
which eventually resulted in the unmaking of some national projects and 
the making of others (or, to use Alexei Miller’s terms, how nationalists in 
the region superimposed ‘ideal fatherlands’ on each other).”15

His book is explicitly comparative in approach and charts the process 
of how romantic ideas of nationality entered these lands by the 1830s and 
1840s as well as how intellectuals fused language, religion, history, and 
institutions to envision separate nations that often overlapped with each 
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other. Central to these discourses, as Bilenky discusses, is how Orthodoxy 
and Catholicism functioned within them—Orthodoxy could refer to Rus-
sians and/or Ukrainians; but Catholicism was Polish. Th e result was a series 
of “nation-centered idioms” created by diff erent groups, some overlapping, 
others competing, even within a single national imagining (Ukrainianness, 
for example). Bilenky’s focus is on intellectuals and writers, but the national 
imaginings they conjured up were ones that artists reworked later in the 
century, transferring ideas of ideal fatherlands onto canvases.

Paintings such as Vasnetsov’s depiction of medieval warriors, Ilia Re-
pin’s Zaporozhtsy pishut pismo turetskomu sultanu (“Reply of the Zapor-
ozhian Cossacks to Sultan Mehmed IV of the Ottoman Empire,” 1891), Jan 
Matejko’s Bitwa pod Grunwaldem (“Th e Battle of Grunwald,” 1878), and 
his Jan Sobieski pod Wiedniem (“Jan III Sobieski in the Battle of Vienna,” 
1883) functioned as canvas bulwarks, for they provided important visual 
representations of antemurale myths. Although the Polish antemurale 
christianitatis version is the most well known,16 Russia also developed its 
own bulwark myth. Vasnetsov’s painting provided four key features of an 
antemurale myth: demarcation, defense, protection, and commitment.17 
Th e warriors on horseback stood on a clearly demarcated steppe, they were 
ready to defend it and protect others who lived on it, and they were com-
mitted to this defense as long as needed. Vasnetsov’s painting served as a 
“boundary-defi ning mechanism,” or rather a “boundary-reclaiming mech-
anism,” as Pål Kolsto discusses in his contribution.

In order for Warriors to function as a canvas bulwark, however, viewers, 
critics, and state offi  cials had to talk about the three, talk to them, and con-
vince them and others that they were needed to defend the Russian soil.18 
Vasnetsov’s canvas, in other words, had to come to life and be embraced 
as a living entity, containing warriors who would inspire viewers to defend 
their motherland.

When the painting fi rst debuted, it was discussed within the contexts 
of Vasnetsov’s other works, particularly his recently completed religious 
frescoes in Kyiv, and as part of ongoing debates about Russian national art. 
Vasnetsov befriended Wanderers such as Ivan Kramskoi (1837–1887) and 
Ilia Repin, and communicated with them for years, but his work repre-
sented another path in the journey to Russian national art. In the traces he 
has left (letters, biographical accounts), Vasnetsov emerges as an artist who 
married his interest in Russian folklore and Russian national traditions to 
his sense of himself as a Russian, Orthodox believer.19

In a sense, though, this fairly consistent worldview created two Vas-
netsovs in the 1870s and 1880s, at least among the critics and other artists 
who began to interpret his work. One was the younger  peredvizhnik, an art-
ist who created national works such as Chaepitie v traktire (“Tea Drinking 
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at a Tavern,” 1874) and Vitiaz na rasputie (“Th e Knight at the Crossroads,” 
1878). Th e other Vasnetsov was the deeply religious painter who agreed in 
1884 to spend fi ve years in Kyiv working on the frescoes for a new cathe-
dral, St. Vladimir’s, that told the history of the conversion to Orthodoxy in 
988. Of course, these two Vasnetsovs were one and the same person—he 
consistently joined his interest in Old Russia, in its traditions and its faith, 
to his work, regardless of where he found himself. His Kyiv commission 
helped to testify to that city’s status as Russian, in a sense prefi guring his 
canvas containing the three warriors: both projects imagined Kyivan Rus as 
a Russian national heritage and by extension, viewers as “children of Rus.”20

Th e problem in making Vasnetsov and his canvases into subjects came 
with how that art became public in the late nineteenth century, as Katia 
Dianina has recently argued. Art, she writes, became a familiar marker of 
national belonging in the decades after 1860s, in part because of the explo-
sion of newspaper culture and in part because of the public exhibitions that 
the itinerants pioneered. At the same time, Russian national art provoked 
heated debates: few agreed about the details, but the conversation itself 
mattered a great deal in establishing artistic culture as Russian and an im-
portant aspect of belonging.21

Vasnetsov’s bifurcation occurred in these intense debates: for some, par-
ticularly Stasov, he was a national painter and his warriors defended Rus-
sian land; for others, he was a Russian Orthodox painter, whose frescoes 
helped to create a new, national, religious art and whose warriors defended 
a sacred realm. David Jackson has noted how Vasnetsov’s “divergence from 
mainstream realism exercised not only his contemporaries but later taxed 
Soviet art historians.” In a paradoxical sense, Jackson argues, his work is 
“not dissimilar to the paradigm of Soviet Realism in that it encompasses 
mass aspiration through the medium of popular culture and seeks to im-
age romantically what should be, rather than what is, a form of ‘true lies.’” 
Vasnetsov, though, looked backward, to “what might have been” based on 
“traditional religious values,” ones he expressed in his other works and at 
St. Vladimir’s Cathedral in Kyiv.22 Ultimately, Jackson sees Vasnetsov as an 
artistic outgrowth of the mid to late nineteenth-century “Slavic revival” 
and a painter who possessed “more of a religious than national tempera-
ment, but the two were deeply intertwined.”23

Vasnetsov himself viewed his painting as a living thing that could inspire 
others. While at Abramtsevo, he wrote that he was thinking of the “good, 
strong” bogatyri.24 In an October 1897 letter to Mamontov, Vasnetsov de-
clared that he “has only one motherland . . . Rus,” which he gladly gave his 
heart to.25 He later recalled that the image was “not a painting” but some-
thing constantly present, like life itself.26 His art and faith were linked: as he 
wrote in a letter from 1891, “Praise be to God, we share a love for and solace 
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in art.”27 Stasov, however, tended to interpret Vasnetsov as an artist for “the 
people” and one who dramatically captured “ancient Rus” in meaningful 
ways.28

In these readings, “Rus” and its borderlands become imagined as a Rus-
sian bulwark in need of defense. At the same time, the critic did not men-
tion Vasnetsov’s work on St. Vladimir’s and the religious component to 
his painting. Instead, Stasov declared in 1899 that Vasnetsov’s works, now 
prominently displayed at the Tretiakov Gallery, had already entered “into 
our souls and hearts,” making them religious-like in their eff ect.29 Th ey cap-
tured the  mudrost narodnaia (people’s wisdom), none better than War-
riors, which Stasov was already declaring to be one of the best paintings 
“in the history of Russian art.”30 Muromets, in Stasov’s viewing, stands ever 
ready to strike the enemy, while Dobrynya also wields his Slavic sword, 
ready to defend against the enemy. Alyosha, the youngest, is less serious 
but no less ready to fi ght. In the way he describes the warriors and even 
their horses (Alyosha’s is said to be concentrating, not on heroic deeds of 
the past but on the here and now of the land beneath him); Stasov trans-
forms the three into contemporaries.31 Th is imagining, in other words, be-
came the fi rst attempt to mobilize Vasnetsov’s canvas bulwark: the warriors 
were not just from the past, they could guard the Russian land in the pres-
ent. Other spectators wrote similarly about Vasnetsov’s canvas.32

Stasov, in his book, enshrined Vasnetsov and his canvases as the best 
examples of “real” Russian history: in these paintings and in Warriors 
particularly, authentic Russian national history resided, for they captured 
traditions not borrowed from elsewhere.33 Th e bogatyri, in other words, 
were made to fi t within the infl uential critic’s view that Russian art should 
liberate itself from Western conventions and that true national art would 
portray the people’s lives and teach them how to live.34

Th e same year Warriors appeared, however, the painter was celebrated 
in one of the fi rst full-length books dedicated to his work. Th e work cele-
brated in it was not his famous painting but the images he had completed 
for St. Vladimir’s Cathedral in Kyiv (Figure 12.2).35 A. Sobolev referred to 
Vasnetsov’s work as a “powerful example of our national saying: the news 
is delivered from heart to heart.” He concluded that Vasnetsov’s work was 
both an example of Russian religious painting and a work that inspires au-
thentic feelings in Russian Orthodox Christians.36 When he was at work in 
Kyiv, the artist wrote friends and colleagues, including Mamontov, letters 
fi lled with his sense that he was doing “God’s work,” at various times even 
sending Easter greetings.37 In an 1891 Novoe vremia (New Times) article 
about St. Vladimir’s, M.M. Ivanov (1859–1935) wrote that the artists who 
worked on it helped to establish “examples of a new religious style of paint-
ing,” singling out Vasnetsov in this regard and for his ability to capture “our 
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national outlook, through our stories, through the way we were, through 
our regions, where the smells of Rus and the Russian soul are.”38

Th e cathedral now contains “a new, national trend,” one that is not lo-
cated only in Kyiv but is “for all Russia,” for it captures the religious aspect 
of national art.39 Th is sort of characterization continued: writing in the 

Figure 12.2. Viktor Vasnetsov, Kreshcheniie Rusi, 1896.  Special stamp to com-
memorate the 1,025th anniversary of the Christianization of Rus by the Rus-
sian Post, Publishing and Trade Centre “Marka,” 2013. Design of the souvenir 
sheet by A. Moscovets. Scanned by Dmitry Ivanov. Wikimedia Commons, 
public domain.
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religious journal Mir Bozhii (God’s World/Peace), S. Makovskii mused in 
1898 that Vasnetsov, who had mostly become known for his art based on 
folklore, had managed at St. Vladimir’s to capture a spirit of  narodnost that 
also included religious themes.40

Vasnetsov connected his work on Warriors to his faith, writing to V.T. 
Georgievskii in March 1898, “I am now busy fi nishing Warriors, and by Eas-
ter, if God grants it, they will be completely done.”41 He also wrote Stasov in 
May 1898 and stated that while the work was about Old Rus, it was also re-
ligious in orientation because “I am a true Orthodox, Russian believer” and 
“We are all born into the Orthodox Church, live with an Orthodox God, and 
will die with Him.”42 Later that year, Vasnetsov again wrote to his critical pa-
tron, saying that the biography Stasov had written about him was only partly 
true, in that while he did indeed love epic tales and considered himself to be 
a painter of narodnost, he also inherited “religious and philosophical ideas” 
from his father and transferred this inheritance to his canvas.43

When Warriors appeared, Stasov was not the only one to anoint it as 
a national epic. Petersburgskaia gazeta (Petersburg Newspaper) declared 
it to be “one of the most signifi cant works of art” in Russia and one where 
“in it, one can sense the power of the russkii narod (Russian people).”44 
Writing again in God’s World/Peace, S. Makovskii connected the painting 
to the artist’s work in Kyiv, asserting, “Currently, everyone’s attention is 
devoted to his huge canvas, Bogatyri.” Although Makovskii praised that 
work and others with medieval themes, he noted, “Along with the good 
in the exhibit comes the bad” and cited some of the artist’s portraits: “No, 
Vasnetsov is not a portraitist!”45 In the end, though, Makovskii concluded 
that Vasnetsov’s work on historical themes also made him  svoi khudozhnik 
(our artist).46

What this inclusion meant, of course, depended on the way you viewed 
Vasnetsov and what, at least by 1900, was his most famous canvas. Regard-
less of which Vasnetsov you gravitated toward, by the turn of the twenti-
eth century it was clear that Viktor Vasnetsov had captured the spirit of 
Old Rus and its warriors on canvas: his Warriors, in short, functioned as 
a canvas bulwark that was redolent of Old Rus and that asked onlookers 
to consider its warriors as contemporaries ready to rise to the defense of 
the motherland. Th e painting captured what Molly Brunson has argued 
(in reference to Repin’s 1885 Ivan Groznyi i syn iego Ivan 16 noiabria 1581 
goda, “Ivan the Terrible and His Son Ivan”) is “the unique potential of the 
painterly medium to represent history, to lift it into the present and into the 
human.”47 Russian critics helped to identify the warriors as living, breathing 
people and the landscape around them as a living space, one that even gave 
off  an odor. Artist and critics alike helped to transfer the ancient soil of 
the Kyivan Rus borderland into the more modern soil of Russia, providing 
the origin story so vital to political myths. Th e bogatyri spoke to viewers, 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 9:40 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



330 STEPHEN M. NORRIS

inspired them, and provided them with the spirit necessary to defend the 
present-day motherland.

Smelling Rus: Mobilizing the Russian Spirit 
in the Soviet Century

In November 1938, Vasnetsov’s bogatyri made an appearance in Pravda 
(Th e Truth). On the back page of the newspaper, an article announced the 
opening of an exhibition of Russian historical works at the Tretiakov Gal-
lery. More than 600 paintings fi lled thirteen rooms at the museum, includ-
ing a number singled out by Pravda. Among them was Th e Warriors. Th e 
laconic description simply noted that the exhibit had opened, that visitors 
could now see historical themes and historical canvases on display, and 
that they would witness a monumental assembly of art from the eighteenth, 
nineteenth, and twentieth centuries assembled from across the USSR.48

Despite the dry tone, Pravda’s article spoke of an important event and an 
important process underway in Joseph Stalin’s (1878–1953) Soviet Union. 
Th e event was the exhibition itself, which was nothing less than a rein-
troduction—and perhaps better explained as a reincorporation—of tsarist 
national art into Soviet culture. Literaturnaia gazeta (Literary Newspaper) 
announced that the rationale for the show was “the workers’ enormous in-
terest in history, particularly the heroic past of the Russian people.”49

Vasnetsov’s Warriors appeared along with Repin’s Ivan the Terrible and 
His Son Ivan, 16 November 1581, Vasilii Surikov’s Pokoreniie Sibiri Iermakom 
Timofeevichem (Th e Conquest of Siberia by Iermak, 1895), Utro streletskoi 
kazni (Th e Morning of the Streltsy Execution, 1881), Pavel Vereshchagin’s 
(1842–1904) 1812 canvases, and many others. Th e show, as correspondence 
and comments in the offi  cial visitors’ book indicate, helped visitors, in the 
words of one, “to reinforce our grasp over the history of our state’s devel-
opment.”50 Th is revival, as David Brandenberger notes, came at a time in 
Stalinist culture when martial themes dominated and when, as a guidebook 
to a Hermitage show dedicated to the subject declared, “in the past, much 
like today, the Russian people have had to wage just wars against foreign 
invaders who try to shatter the unity and inviolability of our motherland.”51

Th e process is what Kevin M.F. Platt and Brandenberger have usefully 
labeled “epic revisionism”—that is, how heroes from the Russian national 
past came to fi gure prominently in Stalinist public culture to a degree in 
the late 1930s that they even overshadowed the heroes of the Russian Rev-
olution and civil war.52 Platt and Brandenberger (and their fellow authors) 
focus on writers and historical fi gures within this process (i.e., Leo Tolstoy 
[1828–1920], Mikhail Lermontov [1814–1841], Aleksandr Nevskii [1220–
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1263]), but we might extend it to include works of art that represented 
both cultural and historical fi gures. Th e 1938 Tretiakov exhibit, in short, 
reinstated both Vasnetsov and his Warriors as national heroes, while taking 
any association with Russian Orthodoxy away from them. Just as Vasnetsov 
reclaimed these ancient warriors for a nineteenth-century Russian nation-
alist narrative, so too did this twentieth-century exhibit reclaim Vasnetsov 
for a new narrative: Ilia Muromets and his fellow warriors still guarded 
Kyivan Rus, but they now guarded a Soviet motherland.

In the offi  cial book printed for the exhibition, M. Aptekar situated the 
work on display within a very particular, and typically teleological, histori-
cal framework. Th e historical paintings represented a perfect point where 
factual-based history met legendary stories in a format easily accessible 
to the masses. Previously, Aptekar wrote, “the people” consumed myths, 
legends, and stories. Th is “history” gave way to history as a science, one 
based on facts, but many of these works were not available to the masses. 
What was needed, he declared, was a format in which people could  vdokh-
nut vozdukh proshlogo (inhale the air of the past).”53 Th e history painters 
accomplished this feat, and it was still meaningful to “the people of the 
great Soviet Union,” for they can see in the works  tak bylo—tak budet (so 
it was, so it will be).54 Knowing the past, Aptekar declared (paraphrasing 
Karl Marx [1818–1883]), was a way to achieve the radiant future of com-
munism. Russian historical painting, because it was realistic and accessible 
to all, represented a path to this future.

Within this framework, Vasnetsov initially received short shrift. Aptekar 
does not mention him or any of his works by name in his catalog. Instead, 
Repin and his fellow “wanderers” Surikov and Vereshchagin received the 
most attention. In their historical works, particularly those that deal with 
Peter I, one can see “the foundation of the great Stalinist communist democ-
racy,” which was tied to the history of “our great motherland.”55 Vasnetsov, 
although included, was still too problematic, too religious, his works per-
haps smelling too ancient.

Yet Warriors emerged from the exhibition to stand guard again. Th e same 
year the exhibit opened, Alexander Gerasimov (1881–1963) fi nished his 
canvas Stalin i Voroshilov na progulke v Kremle. Dva vozhdia posle dozhdia 
(I.V. Stalin and Klimentii Voroshilov in the Kremlin after the Rain, 1938). 
Th e painter claimed he drew inspiration from Vasnetsov’s famous canvas: 
“I admit that this picture was constantly before my eyes; there are three 
warriors there, and here stand two warriors—our Soviet ones.”56 Review-
ing the Tretiakov exhibit, N. Morgunov, writing in Krasnaia zvezda (Red 
Star), declared that Warriors embodied “all the distinctive, immemorial 
characteristics of the great Russian people,” traits that included strength, 
invincibility, nobility, great folk wisdom, a hatred of enemies, and selfl ess 
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bravery. Morgunov concluded that these characteristics are present in all of 
Vasnetsov’s works as well as the best works in the exhibition, which marked 
a great “political-educational event,” for it captured the heart of the Russian 
people.57

In a sense, these words became a template for evaluating Vasnetsov’s 
canvas thereafter. Th ey also served as the fi rst attempts to use Warriors 
for the repurposing of the nineteenth-century Russian bulwark myth into 
a Soviet bulwark myth. Gerasimov and Morgunov claimed the Soviet peo-
ple needed to unite, to be inspired by these canvas warriors, to breathe 
in their spirit. In writing these words, they were updating the version of 
the bulwark myth that Vasnetsov and his critics articulated a few decades 
earlier. Morgunov authored a full-length study of Vasnetsov in 1940 that 
resuscitated the historical painters and their works of the late nineteenth 
century, declaring Vasnetsov to be an exemplary practitioner of national 
art. Morgunov devoted six of forty-fi ve pages to Warriors. He traced its 
origins to the early 1880s, seeing the canvas as the result of a long process 
and therefore the culmination of Vasnetsov’s career. Warriors emerged in 
this retelling as an attempt to fi nd, capture, and then render Russianness 
itself. Vasnetsov’s painting depicted defense of the motherland as a timeless 
quality all viewers should embrace: the warriors stood on the soil of ancient 
Rus, but the very same soil now formed the Soviet motherland.

Th e long quest to realize this masterpiece, which took twenty years, al-
lowed Morgunov to ignore the artist’s work on St. Vladimir Cathedral in 
Kyiv, a project that gets only one paragraph. Instead, throughout the 1880s 
and 1890s Vasnetsov painted subjects close to that of the bogatyri—Ivan 
Tsarevich na serom volke (Ivan Tsarevich Riding the Gray Wolf, 1889), for 
example—while his real work was in making his Warriors come alive. Th e 
result, at least in this Soviet retelling, was that this painting came to sym-
bolize his entire life’s work and that even contemporaries viewed it as a na-
tional one. Morgunov quotes Repin, who stated that the bogatyri represent 
“all the strength and might of the Russian people.”58

By 1940, in other words, Vasnetsov had come to be seen in the USSR 
as a supreme realist artist who captured the essence of Russianness, and 
his Warriors now became his most famous work, the result of heroic labor 
across two decades. It is Repin’s characterization, as Morgunov concludes, 
that makes the painting “understood and close to the workers of the USSR” 
as well as to “all good people in our socialist motherland.”59 Vasnetsov, the 
biography notes, died in 1926, but his life after 1898 was fi nished in two 
pages—his real signifi cance, the book indicates, ended in 1898.

Th e warriors guarding the Soviet-Russian motherland in 1938 and 1940 
were mobilized for a real war in 1941. Vasnetsov’s heroes became emblems 
of the military might and strength of the Russian people.60 One writer de-
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clared that Vasnetsov’s painting, despite being completed in “an age of 
reaction,” should be understood as one in which the artist “saw the slum-
bering gigantic strength of the Russian people and believed that in the not 
too distant future it would awaken and display itself in all its bogatyri-like 
power.”61 Another report written after the war had ended suggested that 
the Red Army had fought “for peace in the world” and vigilantly guarded 
“the borders of our Motherland.” Th ese warriors of the present “especially 
cherish these images of the defenders of the Russian land, just keepers of 
the people’s peace.”62 Vasnetsov’s warriors still demarcated an important 
border (in 1941, between the socialist world and the fascist one), they still 
defended national soil, they still protected an Orthodox population (now 
citizens of the “socialist paradise”), and they were still committed to their 
duties. Even in the Soviet Union, Warriors functioned as a canvas bulwark.

In fall 1946, the very same 1938 Hermitage exhibition, which was called 
the “Martial History of the Russian People,” reopened. Similar shows ap-
peared in Moscow too—Vecherniaia Moskva (Evening Moscow) ran an 
August 1947 piece with a picture of visitors in front of Vasnetsov’s War-
riors.63 One visitor wrote in the Tretiakov’s guest book that “just a glimpse 
of the historic jewel paintings of the great artists awakens in you a sense of 
internal strength in an instance,” concluding that “here is the Russian spirit; 
here is the smell of Rus.”64 By 1946, in yet another publication devoted to 
the artist, A.K. Lebedev could open with the words “who does not know his 
Warriors who so carefully guarded ‘our earth,’”65 noting that the painting 
emerged out of the 1870s’ and 1880s’ interest “in Russian national stories, 
in bogatyri epics, in Russian national songs, and in national history.”66 Once 
again Vasnetsov’s Kyiv work is relegated to secondary status (a page and 
a half ) to get to the end of Warriors, which is declared to “symbolize the 
greatness, bravery, beauty, and strength of the Russian people.”67 In this 
biography, the artist, having completed this monumental, timeless work 
dies twenty-eight years later in the very next paragraph.

For the centennial of Vasnetsov’s birth, Pravda featured an article cel-
ebrating his Russianness, noting how his art captured narodnyi (the na-
tional), and once again declaring Warriors to be his most monumental 
work, which captured “okhrana zemli russkoi (the guardians of the Russian 
land).”68 V. Zhuravlev, the author of the article, praised Vasnetsov’s histor-
ical works and declared Th e Warriors to be timeless fi gures, calm, assured, 
and still guarding “our motherland.” By the time of his centenary, therefore, 
Vasnetsov and his most famous painting could already be slotted into fa-
miliar scripts, even if they had not existed a decade before.

In a book published to celebrate the birthday, M.Z. Kholodovskaia 
quoted Stasov at the outset to frame the study in terms of Vasnetsov’s con-
nection to the Russian people before moving on to a potted biography of 
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the artist’s life. Th is retelling had some new elements sprinkled in—early 
on he quotes the artist’s belief that he “always and only lived in Rus”69—
but mostly the story is familiar, including how Vasnetsov connected factual 
history to canvas. Once again, his work in Kyiv is relegated to minor sta-
tus, still holding steady at one paragraph and without a single illustration 
devoted to it. Once again pride of place is given to Warriors, the germ of 
which was planted in the early 1880s and evolved over “nearly 20 years.”70 
Vasnetsov’s “patriotic” canvases include Old Rus, they are dear to the hearts 
of the masses, but they still do not smell of the Orthodox faith.

Th is retrofi tting continued during the Nikita Khrushchev (1894–1971) 
era, representing one small example of how the culture of Stalinist nation-
alism survived the dictator’s death. In a 1959 book devoted to the painter’s 
life and works, Nataliia Morgunova-Rudnitskaia stuck to the parameters 
established twenty years earlier. Vasnetsov is declared to be “one of the most 
famous and well-loved names among Russian artists,” because his works 
perfectly captured Russian history and contained the elements of mogu-
chii i velikii narod (the mighty and great people) (echoing Ivan Turgenev’s 
[1818–1883] famous idea of the “great, mighty Russian language”).71

In this retelling of previous retellings, Morgunova-Rudnitskaia situates 
the birth of Th e Warriors in the early 1870s, when Vasnetsov began to paint 
folkloristic and historical themes that culminated in his best-known work, 
Warriors (and she asks the rhetorical question “Who does not know Bo-
gatyri, . . . and his other pictures on historical and legendary themes!”).72 
Th e 1959 story culminates with his 1898 painting (his work in Kyiv gets 
one parenthetical statement), which the author argues is “the synthesis of 
Vasnetsov’s ideas about the lofty qualities of the Russian people and the 
expression of his deep love for them.” Th e three warriors were “the result of 
his profound understanding of and deep knowledge of the oral traditions, 
history, and everyday life of the people.”73 Th ese combinations make the 
bogatyri timeless, ever ready “to protect the borders of the Russian land 
and look carefully into the distance.”74

Th ese articles—from Zhuravlev’s to Morgunova-Rudnitskaia’s—illus-
trate that for bulwark myths to be long lasting, they need to be continu-
ously invoked. Vasnetsov’s canvas functioned as an expression of a Russian 
bulwark myth precisely because so many people constantly wrote about it 
using similar terms and using it as a means to call for unity, to ask others to 
be inspired to defend the motherland. Just twenty years after Th e Warriors 
made a triumphant reentry, this time into Soviet culture, the stories about 
them and their creator became fi xed.

Th e ancient bogatyri were timeless, ready to guard the motherland when-
ever she called. Th eir creator was always searching to fi nd the trio of guard-
ians, worked hard to capture their lofty qualities, and painted a masterpiece 
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that spoke to his love for the Russian people. His earlier canvas bulwark 
had now become a Soviet bulwark myth: if Vasnetsov and his contempo-
raries had to envision the Ukrainian borderlands as Russian by seeing the 
warriors as timeless “children of Rus,” now the trio guarded Soviet land 
and protected the Soviet border. By the 1950s, Vasnetsov’s warriors also 
guarded postage stamps, cigarette cases, postcards, and other objects. Th at 
the very same painter spent years living and working in Kyiv to paint fres-
coes in a church and that his warriors may have been Orthodox believers 
did not feature in this biographical refashioning in the life of a painting. 
Th is is the view of the three warriors that dominated the rest of the So-
viet era: once the heroes of byliny, the bogatyri appeared on late Soviet 
ephemera and even starred in Aleksandr Ptushko’s (1900–1973) fi lm Ilia 
Muromets (1956).75

Conclusion

Pravda also celebrated Vasnetsov’s 150th birthday in 1998. Fifty years after 
the communist newspaper helped to ignite the public process of turning 
the artist’s warriors into a Soviet bulwark myth, the same paper again high-
lighted “the warrior of the Russian brush (the title of the article).” “Today,” 
wrote Larisa Iagunkova, “when the Russian man is standing at a crossroads,” 
the canvas could yet again rally the “defenders and saviors of Rus.”76 No 
other painting or work of Vasnetsov’s is mentioned in the birthday article. 
Of course, Vasnetsov’s 150th birthday was in 1998, nearly seven years after 
the USSR’s collapse and a time when Pravda was operating on life support 
and no longer appearing daily. By that time, Vasnetsov and his most famous 
work had been reinterpreted yet again by late Soviet critics, who helped to 
restore the artist’s religiosity to the interpretations of his paintings.77

Iagunkova’s article was not celebratory, but a lament. By 1998, Vas-
netsov’s bogatyri had become commercial icons, guarding the labels of beer, 
cigarettes, candies, and other items for sale in the new Russia. Th e Pravda 
piece in a sense lamented this seemingly sad state of the once-mighty war-
riors and the loss of their Soviet era status as patriotic defenders of a so-
cialist motherland. Th e piece, however much it might be seen as a relic of 
old times, also indicates just how powerful the Soviet era imagery of the 
bogatyri was and just how persistent the use of the canvas to articulate a 
bulwark myth could be.

Ten years later, in 2008 the St. Petersburg publisher Aurora put out a 
glossy, expensive coff ee table–style book about Vasnetsov. Titled Viktor 
Vasnetsov i religiozno-natsionalnoie napravlenie v russkoi zhivopisi kontsa 
XIX—nachala XX veka (Viktor Vasnetsov and the Religious-National Turn 
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in Russian Painting at the End of the Nineteenth and Beginning of the 
Twentieth Centuries), the book perfectly captured the dominant trend in 
understanding Vasnetsov since the end of communism. Th e biography of 
the painter and his most famous creation are reversed (or perhaps they 
come full circle). Th e introduction starts not with the Wanderers or the so-
ciopolitical signifi cance of the Russian realism they advocated but with the 
emergence of a particularly Russian version of national-religious art that 
had deeper roots but that became even more signifi cant in the mid-nine-
teenth century. Vasnetsov was still born into a world of peasants and folk-
tales, but now the author writes that in his work, “Vasnetsov sang the glory 
of the Russian land—the guardian of Orthodoxy.”78

Th e fi rst work reproduced in this retelling is Th e Warriors, which is 
described along with his other paintings on Rus and on Russian folklore 
themes as religious in nature. Th e bulk of the chapter, however, is devoted 
to Vasnetsov’s work at St. Vladimir’s, which is described in great detail. 
Th e author concludes this biographical sketch by declaring that Vasnetsov 
ultimately presented Russia with the images of its “heroic (bogatyrskaia) 
history and its unique culture, illuminated by the true faith.”79

Yet Th e Warriors still could be mobilized as part of a revitalized antemu-
rale myth. By the time the 2008 book appeared, the St. Petersburg-based 
animation studio Melnitsa had made three movies starring the three war-
riors in Vasnetsov’s painting (they have subsequently made three more 
fi lms starring the trio).80 In them, and in the 2008 book cited above, the 
trio made famous in Vasnetsov’s painting could again defend a revital-
ized Russian motherland and protect a renewed Russian border: in these 
reinventions of the bulwark myth, the setting in Kyivan Rus spoke to the 
contested nature of Russian-Ukrainian relations after the collapse of the 
USSR. Muromets and his comrades could again be cast as “children of 
Rus” guarding Russian soil. Vasnetsov’s canvas was also mobilized in other 
ways. In 2012, the school systems in Zheleznogorsk, in the Krasnoiarsk 
region, developed a curriculum unit titled Bogatyri zemli russkoi (Heroes 
of the Russian Land). Young students are asked to pretend they are in an 
art museum and see Vasnetsov’s most famous painting (along with some 
other works).81

Th e curriculum guide for teachers envisions having the teacher act as a 
tour guide who elicits responses that situate the three warriors as timeless 
defenders of the Russian land. Th e overall aims, however, are twofold: to 
reinforce knowledge about Russian epics and heroes of wars and to intro-
duce ideal images of masculinity to boys. At the end of the guide, the boys 
are asked to draw an image on the theme “I am a future defender,” while 
the girls are asked to complete a drawing on “what we want to see our boys 
become when they grow up.”
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Vasnetsov’s Warriors has a story worth telling. Th e painting’s role in fi x-
ing an important image of border guards ever ready to protect their land 
took time to develop and required some creative interpretations, partic-
ularly during the Soviet era, when Vasnetsov’s religiosity (and that of his 
canvases) caused consternation. Yet the bogatyri have remained as an im-
portant symbol of Russianness. Th ey can be mobilized to defend the steppe 
borderland however it is imagined, ever ready to defend changing Russian 
values. Th e three can also be imagined as defenders of a more sacred, Or-
thodox landscape, as the recent coff ee table book illustrates. And fi nally, 
the curricular use of the three warriors attests to how the bogatyri have 
helped to construct a particular form of Russian masculinity across more 
than a century.82 Th e painting has proved malleable yet vital to the articula-
tion of a specifi c Russian bulwark myth.

In a sense, Vasnetsov’s canvas bulwark proved to be so successful be-
cause it functioned as a national image that allowed critics to “see” the na-
tion as a “vivid, palpable, and tangible” thing. One important aspect of this 
role was the way that critics in both the Russian Empire and the Soviet 
Union used Warriors to identifi ed the steppe as Russian soil, to articulate 
the notion that this landscape needed to be defended, and to argue that the 
three warriors on it embodied the masculine, patriotic essence needed to 
inspire viewers to defend the borderlands. No doubt they will continue to 
be called on to defend the Russian soil and act as a canvas bulwark again 
and again.
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CHAPTER 13

Antemurale Th inking 
as Historical Myth and 

Ethnic Boundary Mechanism

�
Pål Kolstø

In 1969, the Norwegian anthropologist Fredrik Barth (1928–2016) wrote 
an article that fundamentally changed our understanding of how ethnic 
groups and social identities are constituted.1 Th e traditional view had been 
that groups are held together by the “cultural stuff ” they have in common, 
but this proved problematic for various reasons. Th e common culture ap-
proach implicitly ignored cultural diff erences within groups, made it diffi  -
cult to explain cultural change, and did not suffi  ciently allow for cultural 
overlap and continuity between and among groups. Barth saw the bound-
ary between groups as the locus of identity formation and diff erentiation. 
As a social anthropologist, he focused on the role of boundary markers—or 
 diacritica—in relations between ethnic groups. Later researchers have ex-
panded this approach to include the study of nationalism,2 macroregions,3 
and social groups in general.4

As with all pioneer works, Barth’s new approach has been readjusted and 
refi ned by later scholars. He had focused primarily on material and visible 
objects as boundary markers; however, boundaries of the kind we are dis-
cussing here are not something “out there” but are located in “the minds of 
the beholders.”5 Almost all features of culture may become the substance of 
a boundary if they distinguish one’s own group from surrounding groups. 
Th is was emphasized by one of Barth’s earliest disciples, the U.S. politi-
cal scientist John Armstrong (1922–2010), who saw various kinds of sym-
bols and myths as equally important for the drawing of ethnic and other 
cultural boundaries as the material diacritica that Barth had focused on.6 
Armstrong did not develop his ideas on the construction of ethnic myths 
in any great detail, but ten years ago I made an attempt to fl esh them out in 
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a rudimentary typology of boundary-constituting myths. I identifi ed four 
diff erent historical myths:7

1.  the myth of  antiquitatis (being those who arrived fi rst in a particular 
territory and therefore had a particularly strong claim to it);

2.  the myth of being sui generis (being in possession of a unique culture 
not shared by anyone else);

3.  the myth of  martyrium (having been chronically victimized through-
out the ages and thereby able to claim the moral high ground); and

4.  the myth of being antemurale (being the defenders of a larger civili-
zation faced with outside assailants).

Th e list is not exhaustive; other myths can no doubt be identifi ed. Moreover, 
these four are not mutually exclusive: members of a group may draw on 
several myths simultaneously, even when that might seem logically impos-
sible. In particular, the two last myths—martyrium and antemurale—often 
go hand in hand. Nor is this surprising: the valiant guardians defending a 
larger civilization against the enemy at the gates—or the frontline defend-
ers of civilization as such against barbarism—will naturally incur suff ering 
and death in the course of their battles.

Th is chapter further develops my concept of the antemurale myth as a 
boundary-defi ning mechanism. I argue that the understanding of the world 
as being populated by antagonistic civilizations—most famously associated 
with U.S. political scientist Samuel Huntington (1927–2008)—easily lends 
itself to antemurale thinking. However, whereas Huntington saw religions 
as the main ingredients of the world civilizations, I contend that no “objec-
tive” religious diff erence is necessary in order to construct an antemurale 
boundary. Indeed, political and cultural activists may employ antemurale 
arguments to distinguish their group or their country from a neighboring 
group or country that traditionally adheres to the same religion. Th is is not 
to say that antemurale boundary drawing is totally haphazard or that all 
kinds of mental maps and identifi cation structures are equally probable. 
Certain patterns can be discerned, but they seem to be infl uenced more 
by power diff erentials between groups than by religious or other cultural 
diff erences.

While my observations are too few to allow me to off er any “sociological 
laws” or regularities, I venture a hypothesis: that weaker groups (smaller 
groups, groups with few material resources, and groups with unclear or 
weak collective identity) are likely to employ antemurale arguments to dis-
tinguish themselves from stronger, overweening neighbors; whereas stronger 
groups (larger groups, groups with more material resources, and groups 
with a robust self-awareness) will tend to  de-emphasize their identity dis-
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tance from culturally similar neighboring groups and subsume them under 
their own instead.

Th e Myth of Being Antemurale

Historically, the antemurale concept derives from the designation of cer-
tain Central and Eastern European countries in the late Middle Ages and 
early modern era, such as the Habsburg monarchy, Venice and Poland, as 
antemurale christianitatis, as amply documented in other chapters in this 
book. Th e fi rst to use this concept were Popes who wanted to rally support 
for a concerted Christian mobilization against the Ottomans in order to 
evict the Muslims from Europe. Th e antemurale message addressed the 
frontline countries bordering on Muslim areas that would inevitably be 
heavily involved in this battle. Often, however, the religion to be defended 
was more narrowly defi ned as Western Christianity, or Roman Catholi-
cism, rather than Christianity as such. Th e Poles, therefore, also defended 
their country and the civilization it represented against another Christian 
nation, the Orthodox Muscovites.8 Similarly, the Croats often viewed the 
position of the Orthodox Serbs as highly suspect. In many cases they were 
placed “beyond the pale” or “outside the gates.”9

As we shall see, in contemporary usages of the antemurale myth, the 
imaginary wall may similarly be drawn in such a way that an Orthodox 
population ends up on the outside. At the same time, we can note that 
antemurale self-legitimation has also been used within Western Christen-
dom, as when Protestants have vilifi ed—even demonized—Catholic Chris-
tians. After the  Reformation, England and Holland saw themselves as the 
bulwarks of Protestant liberty against Catholic despotism.10

One might think that in today’s secularized Europe the very concept 
of antemurale countries would be anachronistic: however, while most 
Western Europeans may not profess any strong religious identity, the an-
temurale mental frame is fl exible enough to be adapted to new historical 
circumstances. For instance, in the twentieth century many anti-Commu-
nist Poles updated the anti-Russian antemurale myth to be directed against 
Soviet atheists. In most contemporary incarnations, the concept of being 
“European” has been retained but is now more related to secular values—
individualism, entrepreneurial spirit, respect for human rights, and so on. 
In this incarnation of the myth, being “European” and being “Western Eu-
ropean” are also confl ated.

Typologically, the myth of antemurale diff ers greatly from the myth of 
being sui generis. Rather than insisting on the uniqueness of the group, 
as the  sui generis  mythomoteurs11 do, the group is now included in some 
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larger and allegedly superior cultural identity that enhances its status vis-
à-vis the other groups that do not belong. Rather than drawing a border 
around the group, equally strong on all sides, the diff erences that distin-
guish the group from one specifi c neighbor are magnifi ed out of all propor-
tion, while boundaries in other directions are de-emphasized.

Th e murus, or the Wall, is the ultimate boundary metaphor, the fi nal 
line of defense of the cosmos or order against the forces of chaos and disor-
der. Th e antemurale myth stresses not only that “our” group is an integral 
part of “the true civilization” but also that it represents its very outpost. 
Th roughout history, the Wall has again and again been assailed by the dark 
forces of the other side, and the group has been chosen by Divine Provi-
dence to sacrifi ce itself in order to save the civilization of which it is a part. 
Th e antemurale myth often acquires messianic overtones: the group—in 
the modern era increasingly identifi ed as “the nation”—is seen as a col-
lective Christ that gives its life for others. Th e main characteristics of an 
antemurale nation, then, can be summarized as a perception of belonging 
to a superior civilization; a geographically peripheral position within that 
civilization, directly confronting an allegedly inferior civilization; a hyper-
trophic understanding of the diff erences between these civilizations; and a 
messianic obligation to defend, and if necessary die for, the larger civiliza-
tion to which one belongs.12

Antemurale myths may be symmetrical or asymmetrical. We can fi nd 
instances in which both opposing groups agree that a civilizational wall sep-
arates them but at the same time hold diametrically opposed views as to just 
who represents the forces of cosmos and of chaos. At other times one group 
may de-emphasize—perhaps even deny—the cultural diff erence between 
themselves and a neighboring group, while this neighbor will do its utmost 
to erect an identity barrier between them, even going to ludicrous lengths to 
prove the insuperable diff erences. While asymmetrical myths are probably 
more common, Europe versus the Islamic world in the Middle Ages was an 
example of a symmetrical antemurale myth. Th e Muslim Arabs and Otto-
mans were, no less than the Christian Europeans, convinced that they rep-
resented a superior civilization, the only true one: they were defending the 
“true faith” against the barbarians of the North. As Bernard Lewis explains,

In this holy war, Europe was a frontier to which the Ottomans, and indeed 

many other Muslims, looked in much the same way as Europeans were to 

view the Americas from the sixteenth to the eighteenth century. Beyond the 

northern and western frontier lay rich and barbarous lands to which it was 

their sacred mission to bring religion and civilization, order and peace.13

In most instances, antemurale mythmaking is obviously an instrument of 
politics—as are, indeed, all historical myths—designed to strengthen the 
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in-group in question vis-à-vis other groups that are seen as threatening. To 
call it a political device is to emphasize the element of power and power re-
lations. Antemurale myths are normally invoked by smaller and vulnerable 
groups in order to enhance their relative power in one direction by latching 
on to a larger, powerful group in another direction. Th ey try to enlist the 
support of stronger groups by claiming that they share with them not only 
a common identity/culture/history but also a common enemy. Th is is often 
a crucial method of recruiting allies. If the frontline states are the ones 
that will have to bear the brunt of the battle and suff er more human loss as 
the defenders of the gate, reasons of equity and “burden sharing” dictate 
that nations safely located to the rear, far removed from the danger and 
the Wall, must contribute more otherwise. Power politics is by no means a 
matter of counting cannons, manpower, and economic strength only: it also 
includes strategies of legitimization.14

Th e task of constructing, interpreting, and manipulating worldviews 
normally falls on intellectuals. Th ey are the ones who provide the vocabu-
lary and the arguments for particular ideologies. However, as Karl Mann-
heim (1893–1947) has pointed out,15 intellectuals are often  freischwebende 
(free fl oating) and may pursue their own agendas, which do not necessarily 
coincide with the interests of the state as the current state leaders defi ne 
them, or even with the perceptions of the average member of the public. 
State leaders may draw on the services of the  mythmaking intelligentsia 
whenever they feel this may be useful and then discard them as a nuisance 
when the intellectuals come up with utopian or crackpot ideas that cannot 
be harnessed to power politics. If and when intellectual antemurale ideas 
fail to resonate in the corridors of power as well as among the population 
at large, the mythmakers consign themselves to cultural isolation even in 
their own countries, as “voices crying in the wilderness.”

Contemporary Usages of the Antemurale Myth: 
Milan Kundera and Samuel Huntington

Some of the most striking examples of antemurale mythmaking today may 
be found in Eastern Europe, and, remarkably, the tropes and categories em-
ployed are often quite similar to the medieval prototype. Th e Wall is fre-
quently invoked by using religious language, even if the setting has become 
thoroughly secular. An example of this is the article “Th e Tragedy of Cen-
tral Europe” that Czech novelist Milan Kundera published in the New York 
Review of Books in 1984, when the Cold War was at its coldest. As “Central,” 
Kundera defi ned the parts of Europe that belonged culturally to “the West” 
but that after World War II had ended up politically in “the East.” Kundera 
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has often been interpreted as making a plea for the acceptance of “Central 
Europe” as an old and well-established but little recognized geographical 
subunit of Europe. Some of his remarks do allow such an interpretation, 
but that was not his main message. Instead of a tripartite Europe consisting 
of West, Central, and East, Kundera’s vision of the continent was bifur-
cated. Th ere are only two Europes—West and East:

“Geographic Europe” (extending from the Atlantic to the Ural Mountains) 

was always divided into two halves that evolved separately: one tied to an-

cient Rome and the Catholic Church, the other anchored in Byzantium and 

the Orthodox Church. After 1945, the border between the two Europes 

shifted several hundred kilometers to the West, and several nations that had 

always considered themselves to be Western woke up to discover that they 

were now in the East.16

Th e fact that, at the time when Kundera was writing, there were three Eu-
ropes was considered a historical aberration and the result of a political 
crime. Europe had been divided twice over: by a centuries-old cultural fault 
and now by a new political “iron curtain.” In Kundera’s ideal world, one of 
them—the political (and physical) wall—could and should be done away 
with; the cultural divide would remain.

According to Kundera, this cultural divide of Europe follows religious 
lines: the 1054  Great Schism between Orthodoxy and Catholicism estab-
lished an insurmountable barrier. Only the Catholic and Protestant parts 
of the Communist Bloc would qualify for inclusion in his category of “Cen-
tral Europe.” In his essay Kundera was exclusively occupied with Russia as 
Central Europe’s “constituting Other”17 and brushed aside the fact that the 
traditional faith in many parts of the region that ended up to the east of the 
Iron Curtain after 1945 has long been Orthodox Christianity. Th is was the 
case with Romania and Bulgaria, while Yugoslavia (according to Kundera’s 
religious criterion) would be cut in two parts: the northern regions adhere 
to Roman Catholicism; further south and east, Orthodoxy predominates, 
along with Islam. Southeastern Europe was conspicuously absent from 
Kundera’s mental map; this region did not fi t into his dichotomous model 
and was simply ignored.18

In 1989 Kundera’s dream was realized: the Berlin Wall came tumbling 
down, and with it the entire political bifurcation of Europe. Certain half-
hearted attempts were made to create new Central European regional col-
laboration structures, but with few results. Instead, the Catholic countries 
of “the new Europe” (U.S. defense secretary Donald Rumsfeld’s phrase) all 
strove to be included in Western political structures—NATO (North Atlan-
tic Treaty Organization) and the EU—as rapidly as possible, and they even-
tually succeeded. With their newly acquired Westernness, their centralness 
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could be tossed aside as a stepping stone. After the EU accession of Poland, 
Hungary, Slovakia, and the Czech Republic, Central Europe lost its  raison 
d’être as a political program.19 Th e concept continued to be used as a loose 
geographical designation but was infrequently evoked in political discourse.

In 1993, another famous article, this time by the U.S. political scientist 
Samuel Huntington (1927–2008), made waves by employing analytical 
frames remarkably similar to those of Kundera.20 Huntington, who had 
earlier written a euphoric book on the unstoppable march of democracy 
throughout the world,21 had turned pessimist and no longer expected “the 
West” to be able to export its societal model to other continents. Using 
a geological metaphor, he now divided the world into cultural “tectonic 
plates,” each of which represented one of the world’s great civilizations. 
World civilizations were doomed to collide at the edges: metaphorical vol-
canoes and earthquakes erupted, producing dangerous and volatile confl ict 
zones. Huntington predicted that the deadliest violent confl icts worldwide 
would explode precisely along the “fault lines”—another geological meta-
phor—between civilizations.

Historically, as pointed out above, civilizations have been defi ned mainly 
through religion, and this is also how Huntington saw them.22 Most of 
his categories had religious designations—Islamic, Hindu, and Buddhist. 
However, some macroregions did not fi t readily into this pattern, so the 
civilizational categories of “Latin America” and “Africa” were defi ned along 
other lines, or not defi ned at all.23 And, oddly, Huntington split Christen-
dom up into two subgroups, “Western” and “Orthodox.” It was not imme-
diately apparent why this division should be more fundamental than, for 
instance, the distinction between Shia and Sunni in Islam; nor was the fact 
that Protestantism and Catholicism should be lumped together in one cat-
egory, while Eastern Orthodoxy—which in many theological and ethical 
questions has more in common with Catholicism than has mainstream 
Protestantism—was separated.

A remarkable consequence of Huntington’s model was that Eastern 
Christians were presented as having more in common with Muslims than 
with their Western coreligionists. His civilizational map of Europe fea-
tures a thick line running between “Western Christianity circa 1500,” to 
the West, and “Orthodox Christianity and Islam,” to the East.24 Th is line, 
which follows precisely the line that Kundera one decade earlier had drawn 
between East and West, represents the “Eastern boundary of Western civ-
ilization,” according to Huntington. Even more than Kundera’s idea of a 
captured Western Europe, Huntington’s conception illustrates how old re-
ligious categories can be manipulated to fi t contemporary political needs.

Not surprisingly, Huntington’s model was enthusiastically embraced by 
politicians and intellectuals in the frontline states (as he defi ned them)—
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Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Slovakia, Hungary, and Croatia.25 All 
of them ended up on the western side of the civilizational fault line. Th e 
fact that on his map they also became antemurale states was an important 
bonus. Th eir exposed position as outposts bordering on alien civilizations 
to the east could be exploited for all it was worth to lobby for economic 
support from the stronger and richer nations that belonged to the same 
civilization: the West.

For the political leaders in Ukraine, Belarus, and Romania, however, the 
situation was more problematic. During the  Counter-Reformation, “ Uni-
ate” churches—that is, churches that recognize the authority of the Roman 
Pope but have an Orthodox liturgy and rituals—had been created in the 
Western parts of all of them, and so the civilizational fault line on Hun-
tington’s map ran straight through these countries. He chose to ignore—or 
was ignorant of the fact—that the Uniate churches in Ukraine and Belarus 
today cover only a minuscule part of the population. Even so, Huntington 
insisted that, not only historically but even today, “Ukraine. . . . is a cleft 
country with two distinct cultures. Th e civilizational fault line between the 
West and Orthodoxy runs through its heart and has done so for centu-
ries.”26 Apparently contradicting himself, however, two pages down he de-
clared, “If civilization is what counts, . . . violence between Ukrainians and 
Russians is unlikely. Th ese are two Slavic, primarily Orthodox people who 
have had close relationships for centuries and between whom intermar-
riage is common.” For many Ukrainians this analysis was hardly reassuring: 
it left them in limbo as neither East nor West.

Moving the Wall further East: Antemurale Th inking in 
Orthodox Countries toward an Orthodox Neighbor

Huntington had off ered his model not as a blueprint for aggression but, on 
the contrary, as an invitation to Russia to “live and let live.” Indeed, the very 
concept of antemurale presents the frontline population as defenders of the 
religion/civilization, not as attackers. Th e logic behind both the  Great Wall 
of China and the Berlin Wall—and behind the entire Iron Curtain—was to 
leave the Outsiders alone as long as they left the people on the Inside in 
peace. Typically, Huntington was highly critical to NATO expansion too far 
eastward; only those parts of Europe that rightfully belonged to the West by 
dint of historical religion ought to be invited in:

NATO expansion limited to countries historically part of Western Chris-

tendom. . . guarantees to Russia that it would exclude Serbia, Bulgaria, Ro-

mania, Moldova, Belarus, and Ukraine as long as Ukraine remained united. 
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NATO expansion limited to Western states would also underline Russia’s 

role as the core state of a separate, Orthodox, civilization, and hence a coun-

try that should be responsible for order within and along the boundaries of 

Orthodoxy.27

Th e losers in this “spheres of interest” thinking were those Serbians, Bulgar-
ians, and others who identifi ed themselves with Europe (or simply wanted 
to take part in the higher standard of living in the West) and sought to be 
let in. For them, this kind of civilizational thinking was simply a sellout, 
especially if they also saw Russia as an overhanging threat to both their se-
curity and their national identity. Precisely because they shared a common 
historical religion with Russia—and often also spoke similar Slavic lan-
guages—many Russians tended to regard them simply as “little brothers.” 
Th e looming shadow of Russia was particularly ominous where there was 
a common border with Russia and where the territories that now made up 
their nation-states had historically been part of the Russian Empire. Th is 
was the case with three nations: Belarusians, Ukrainians, and Georgians.

Th e Georgians could take some comfort in the fact that they speak a 
non-Slavic language; they could thus be more secure in their self-identity 
and in their cultural distance from Russia and all things Russian. Th e Bela-
rusians and Ukrainians, however, were keenly aware that many Russians 
denied the existence of separate Belarusian and Ukrainian identities alto-
gether. In the prerevolutionary Russian Empire, the people whom we today 
call “Russians” were referred to as Velikorossy (Great Russians). Th e con-
cept of “Russians” was also used, but as a collective noun that comprised 
three branches—the Belarusians and the Ukrainians, in addition to the 
Great Russians.28 Th e same triune way of thinking is refl ected in much con-
temporary Russian political rhetoric, as when in one and the same speech 
it can be claimed that “Ukrainians and Russians are brotherly people” but 
also that “Ukrainians and Russians are one people” (see below).

Confronted with the threat of being gobbled up by their overwhelming 
eastern neighbor, some Belarusian, Ukrainian, and Georgian intellectuals 
and politicians in diff erent periods of nation building have sought refuge 
in antemurale mythologization. Th ey insist that a massive civilizational 
chasm separates them from the Russians. Th is boundary cannot be defi ned 
by religion—Eastern Orthodox on both sides—so it must be demarcated by 
something else. Typically, that is a rather vague notion of “Europeanness” to 
which they claim to belong. However, this identity will separate them from 
the Russians only if the Russians can be fi rmly excluded from this same Eu-
ropean civilization—a corollary they are normally prepared to draw.

Exactly which civilization Russian culture is held to belong to may diff er 
in these narratives. Sometimes Russia is said to be a continent unto itself, 
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a separate entity between East and West—a notion that many Russian in-
tellectuals have toyed with throughout the ages.29 At other times, Russia 
is said to belong to a Eurasian civilization, benefi ting from its intermedi-
ary location between Europe and Asia and drawing impulses from both of 
them. Th is is a position shared by some Russian intellectuals, fi rst devel-
oped by the Eurasianists in European exile in the 1920s and picked up again 
by Russian neo-Eurasianists, such as Alexander Dugin, today.30 And fi nally, 
Russian culture can be depicted as being primarily or essentially Asian/
Oriental, behind a deceptive European mask. Th is viewpoint does not fi nd 
any supporters in the Russian identity debate but is occasionally set forth 
by anti-Russian antemurale thinkers in the neighboring states.

I now turn to some antemurale ideas presented in the identity debates in 
the three Orthodox countries that fl ank Russia to the West and South—Be-
larus, Ukraine, and Georgia. No claim is made that they represent a dom-
inant narrative in their respective countries; quite the contrary, a strong 
case can be made that in Belarus, in particular, such perspectives are mar-
ginal.31 In Ukraine and Georgia they are more widespread, but here also 
these ideologemes have fl uctuated, refl ecting the ups and downs of politi-
cal relations with Russia and, not least, the military confrontations between 
these countries and Russia since 2008. No doubt, the connection between 
action and discourse is dialectical: antagonistic discourse and demonizing 
narratives about the Other may precipitate violent actions, but, conversely, 
warfare leading to suff ering and death will inevitably be refl ected in per-
ceptions of the enemy, whoever that may be.

Belarusian Antemurale Th inking

Belarusian national identity is generally regarded as quite vague and inse-
cure, the country being squeezed in between two nations with a long cul-
tural history and robust self-confi dence—Poland and Russia.32 Any attempt 
the Belarusians might make to distance themselves from the Poles would 
risk throwing them into the embrace of the Russians, and vice versa. Th ere-
fore, the dominant tendency in Belarusian identity building has focused 
on the sui generis myth: to carve out an identity that diff ers from both the 
eastern and western neighbor, focused on the Belarusian language and the 
Uniate Belarusian Church.33

Historically, Polishness has probably exerted a stronger pull on Belarusian 
intellectuals than has Russian culture; in 1863–1864, for instance, many of 
them made common cause with the insurrectionaries in the second Polish 
rebellion. All this changed, however, in the second half of the twentieth 
century, when Belarus was rebuilt after the devastations of World War II 
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and brought back onto its feet in a Sovietized Russian mold. An increasing 
number of Belarusians in general and intellectuals in particular traded in 
their Belarusian language in favor of Russian, and in the secularized So-
viet society the religious tradition of  uniatism could no longer function as 
a bulwark against Russian infl uence.  Perestroika, however, saw the emer-
gence of a fl edgling Belarusian nationalist movement, modeled on similar 
movements in the Baltics and in Ukraine, and attempts were again made to 
construct a unique Belarusian national identity. Spearheaded by Belaruskii 
Narodnyi Front (“Th e Belarusian Popular Front,” BPF), these attempts 
yielded meager results. Th e BPF rhetoric then grew increasingly shriller 
and relied on stark antemurale tropes.

A typical exponent of the strident and uncompromising BPF language 
was Genad Saganovich, who in April 1993 wrote an article in the Belarusian 
newspaper Narodnaia gazeta (Popular Newspaper).34 Under the title “Th e 
Russian Question from the Viewpoint of a Belarusian,” he argued that the 
Russians had never managed to formulate a national idea or to develop 
a national consciousness. Th e medieval doctrine of “Moscow as the third 
Rome” had rapidly been transformed into an imperial ideology; being 
God’s “chosen people” became a Russian national idea. Under Soviet rule 
this imperial consciousness was strengthened even further.

If someone living in Russia previously saw himself fi rst and foremost as a 
subject of the tsar, then under the new conditions he identifi ed himself with 
the state powers and its organs—the army, the police, and other oppressive 
structures. Th is had dire consequences for Russia’s relationship with Belarus. 
As Saganovich saw it, for two entire centuries, war had defi ned the rela-
tionship between the two neighboring peoples. Anticipating Huntington’s 
article by a few months, Saganovich proff ered an analysis quite in line with 
the “clash-of-civilizations” thesis:

Whenever I look to the past, each time I become convinced that at least 

from the beginning of the thirteenth century and until the annexation of the 

Belarusian region, each century drove us further apart. . . . So, yes, I dare to 

say that these were two diff erent worlds, two diff erent societies. Th e defi ning 

quality of the former was democracy and freedom, of the latter, totalitarian-

ism and despotic rule.35

Similar ideas were also propounded by BPF leader Zianon Pazniak, who in 
1993 participated in a roundtable discussion organized by the Belarusian 
journal Neman.36 Pozniak’s main message was that “a national state is the 
highest cultural and social value achievable,” and “without a national con-
sciousness no independent, free, and strong state is possible.” Th is should 
be the ultimate aim of all Belarusians, he maintained. Pazniak saw Belarus 
as occupying an important geopolitical position between East and West, 
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but he rejected as dangerous nonsense any talk about a national mission as 
“a bridge between Europe and Asia.”

Belarus is not a “bridge,” but a country of the eastern part of Europe with a 

European people with a specifi cally European history and culture. It was torn 

from the structures of European civilization by force and experienced horri-

ble destruction, but now we again stand before the possibility of resurrecting 

as a nation and returning to the fold of its historically, traditional cultural-na-

tional life. Belarus is Europe.37

Pazniak’s reasoning here echoed Kundera’s 1984 article—with the import-
ant diff erence that he had moved the civilizational wall through Europe 
considerably eastward.

Russia was decidedly not part of Europe, but it was not exactly Asia ei-
ther, Pazniak maintained. In his view, “If only what we had found to the east 
of Belarus had been Asia, I think things might have been easier for us. Th e 
diffi  culty consists precisely in this that we are confronted with a peculiar 
country and a peculiar phenomenon—Aziachina (Asianness) dressed up 
in European clothing.” Th is made it more diffi  cult to detect the true nature 
of Russia and created an extremely sinister situation. In the view of the 
BPF leader, the border between Belarus and Russia represented a classical 
civilizational boundary: Belarus was a prototypical frontline state, an an-
temurale nation.

Th e next year Pazniak repeated many of the same points in an article in 
Popular Newspaper, this time with rather transparently racist overtones.38 
Explaining why Russia represented a deadly threat to Belarus, he resorted 
to historical determinism. An imperial state with an imperial public con-
sciousness, an imperialist expansive policy, and a multinational structure, 
he argued, can never become democratic:

Democracy and imperialism are incompatible. Th ey are antipodes. Th e exis-

tence of the Russian state is dramatic for the Russian society itself primarily 

because as a result of its imperial content no polnotsennaia (full-fl edged) Eu-

ropean Russian nation has been formed. Th is is loskutnyi (a scrappy) people 

with no clearly delineated national territory, interspersed with Finno-Ugric, 

Turkic, Mongolian and other enclaves.39

Th is article brought a fl urry of irate rebuttals and may well have adminis-
tered the coup de grace to BPF-type nationalism.40 Th e Belarusian popula-
tion at large was not receptive to BPF’s ideas—as indirectly acknowledged 
by Pazniak himself. For instance, he pointed out that since independence 
was achieved in 1991, the publication of books in the Belarusian language 
had been severely curtailed but “hardly anybody seems to notice.” Belaru-
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sians clearly preferred to read books in Russian. So much for that massive 
civilizational gap between Belarusness and Russianness!

Ukraine as an Antemurale Country

Volodymyr Kravchenko points out in this volume that even though Ukraine 
for centuries represented the border region between the Catholic, Ortho-
dox, and Muslim worlds, antemurale historical mythology did not develop 
in eighteenth-century or early nineteenth-century Ukraine, primarily be-
cause Ukraine was subsumed under the larger  russkii mir (Russian world) 
concept. Antimurale crept into Ukrainian historiography only with the writ-
ings of Mykhailo Hrushevskyi (1866–1934) in the early twentieth century. 
For Hrushevskyi, the important identity wall was not against the Crimean 
Tatars, Ottomans, or other Muslim groups but against another Orthodox 
people and fellow Slavs, the Russians. Since then, antemurale perceptions 
have permeated Ukrainian nationalism, and always with the sharpest edge 
against the Russians.

Andrew Wilson has described Ukrainian nationalism as “a minority 
faith.”41 Even so, nationalism in Ukraine is clearly a stronger societal force 
with deeper historical roots than anything we can fi nd in Belarus. In the in-
terwar period, some right-wing Ukrainian intellectuals propounded an illib-
eral variety of nationalism that is often referred to as “integral nationalism.”42 
One of the most infl uential and prolifi c of these writers was Dmytro Dontsov 
(1883–1973), who later exerted considerable infl uence on several Ukrainian 
nationalist parties and movements, particularly in western regions.43

Dontsov expounded his ideas in various books, the most important 
of which was Pidstavy nashoi polityky (Th e Foundations of Our Politics, 
1921).44 Here, he presented Ukraine as squeezed in between two funda-
mentally diff erent mental worlds—Europe and Russia. To say that this was 
a clash between two “civilizations” would be inaccurate, since Russia, in his 
view, did not represent any kind of civilization but the opposite—barba-
rism. Even worse, Russia was obsessed by a messianic mission to impose its 
barbarous culture upon the outside world: in earlier times through the idea 
of “Moscow as the third Rome” and, later, through the  Th ird International. 
Th e formidable task placed upon the Ukrainian nation was to be at the 
forefront in the battle to stem the advances of Russia:

Th is our eternal struggle against the chaos from the East, in defense of the 

entire culture of the West—through our own statehood and culture—pre-

cisely this defi nes the Ukrainian national idea, and this must be the founda-

tion of our entire political program. And truly, which of the two principles on 
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this continent that will be victorious—the European or the Muscovite—will 

depend upon the part Ukraine will play in this battle.45

Dmytro Dontsov belonged to the extreme right, but antemurale thinking 
in Ukraine is not restricted to integral nationalists. Th e political elite across 
the board agrees that in order to build a Ukrainian nation-state, Ukraine 
needs a unique and separate national culture and identity, and this can be 
created only by emphasizing the cultural distance from Russian culture and 
language. Th at is the main reason virtually all Ukrainian politicians at the 
national level—even those from the Russian-speaking East—have rejected 
all demands to elevate Russian as a second state language as soon as they 
achieve positions of power in Kyiv.46 Th e best example is perhaps Leonid 
Kuchma from the eastern city of Dnipropetrovsk, who, during the presi-
dential elections in 1994, campaigned on a ticket to elevate the status of 
Russian, a pledge that made him popular among voters in the eastern parts 
of the country. However, when he was installed in offi  ce in Kyiv this prom-
ise was soon forgotten.47 Precisely because the cultural distance between 
Ukraine and Russia is so short, it seems vitally important for Ukrainian 
state leaders and intellectuals to exaggerate it out of all proportion.

Th ese attempts at cultural disentanglement may become rather ludi-
crous, as when certain linguistic diff erences between the two languages are 
adduced as evidence that “there exists no European nation more diff erent 
from the Ukrainian than the Russian.”48 But serious scholarly publications, 
like Politychna Dumka (Political Th ought), have also published articles 
aimed at underpinning an understanding of Ukrainian culture as signifi -
cantly more European than the Russian. Discussing “Ukraine and Russia in 
the context of European values,” an article in that journal in 1993 claimed 
that the basic Russian ideas were “primitive collectivism and equality, as 
well as illusions of social equality and justice, and hatred toward the rich.” 
Th e Ukrainian people, by contrast, had luckily avoided the infl uence of the 
peasant community—the mir—and had instead developed concepts of the 
free life derived from the Cossack philosophy and free spirit as well as from 
the Magdeburg laws found in earlier times in some West Ukrainian cities. 
Th erefore, “it is Ukraine (more than Russia) that is the carrier of the Euro-
pean mentality, which has been forming for centuries on the foundation of 
Ukraine’s history, traditions, systems of values and of everything else that 
refl ects the spirit of a nation.”49

Th e same kind of rhetoric can be found today. For Ukrainian politicians, 
the war in Eastern Ukraine—which they with good reason see as a Russian 
proxy war—has further accentuated the urgent need to distance themselves 
from all things Russian. Th us, in spring 2015 President Petro Poroshenko 
claimed on several occasions that Ukraine is a  forpost (“outpost” or “ad-
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vance post”) of European civilization in the struggle for freedom and de-
mocracy.50 “Outpost” is a military metaphor, and this is pure and undiluted 
antemurale rhetoric. Exactly in which direction the frontline between Eu-
ropean Ukraine and its un-European enemy was running was not quite 
clear in Poroshenko’s statements. On one occasion, he referred simulta-
neously to Ukraine’s participation in World War II, when the enemy was 
Nazi Germany, and to the war in  Eastern Ukraine. With its heroism and its 
sacrifi ces in the struggle for the liberation of Europe, Poroshenko declared, 
the Ukrainian people had made an invaluable contribution to the victory 
over Nazism in 1939–1945, adding, “and today Ukraine is also an outpost 
of European civilization in the struggle for freedom, democracy, and Euro-
pean values.” Ukrainian sacrifi ces in World War II—when Ukrainians were 
fi ghting in the ranks of the Soviet Army—and in the most recent war on 
Ukrainian territory were presented as two sides of the same coin. “Ukraine 
is defending not only its own country but also the Eastern world  rubezh 
(frontier) of democracy and freedom. Ukraine today is a genuine outpost of 
Europe. Th erefore, we selfl essly uphold our right to be an inalienable part 
of European civilization.” Poroshenko’s choice of words here makes sense 
only if we assume that he is excluding Russia from European civilization.51

Georgia

In Georgia we can fi nd two discourses on Georgian-Russian relations, one 
focusing on the similarities between the two countries, the other under-
lining diff erences. Th e emphasis on dissociation dominates, while voices 
stressing the common features of Russian and Georgian cultures represent 
a self-critical opposition.52 Former president Mikheil Saakashvili is among 
those who on occasion have handed out sweeping characterizations of the 
entire Russian people in commenting on the actions of the Russian state. 
For instance, at a joint press conference with U.S. Secretary of State Con-
doleezza Rice after the  August War in 2008, Saakashvili called the Russian 
troops “coldblooded murderers and barbarians.”53

Th e Russians behave as if they lived in the eighteenth or nineteenth century. 

Th e only diff erence is that in the past there were no stock exchanges or live 

television. But their habits, expressions, and passion for alcohol remain the 

same. In the past, no one took pictures of their robbery while today the TV 

footage shows how they load toilets onto their tanks. One might think that 

they are barbarians from a bygone century.54

While it is not diffi  cult to understand why negative portrayals of Russians 
and Russia would proliferate after the August War, it is worth noting that 
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they can also be found in Saakashvili’s earlier utterances. Th us, for instance, 
in 2006 many Russians became upset when it was reported that Saakashvili, 
at the Sixteenth Economic Forum in Poland, had compared the Russians to 
the nomadic Huns, who invaded Europe from Asia in the fourth century.55

At other times, however, Saakashvili has emphasized Russia’s strong 
cultural traditions. In an interview with Belarusian television in 2010, he 
remarked, “I am perhaps the last, or penultimate, Georgian president who 
can quote Pushkin, Lermontov, Brodsky, and Esenin.”56

Negative characteristics of Russians dominate in the Georgian media 
discourse. For instance, under the headline “Russia—the Belly of Evil,” the 
writer and academician Nodar Koberidze quoted novelist Grigol Robakidze 
(1882–1962), who had once warned, “Th e Russian is a Scythian with Mon-
golian eyes, a horrible, wicked race, hateful toward all that is human.” Th is 
hatred toward humanity, Koberidze claimed, stems from the inferiority 
complex that the Russians cannot rid themselves of. “When they came out 
of the woods, they realized that they were not up to such things as adminis-
tering a state, and called in the Scandinavians, the so-called Varangians [to 
do it for them].”57 In October 2008, some two months after the August War, 
the Georgian movie director Otar Ioseliani told the Ukrainian newspaper 
Ezhenedelnik 2000 (Weekly 2000):

Russia has never psychologically grown out of serfdom even after it was abol-

ished. First and foremost Russia represses its own people, who continue to 

live in slavery. . . . We will never have peace with Russia! If previously we felt 

contempt for them, now a feeling of hatred has appeared.58

At the same time, it has been important for most Georgian intellectuals 
to emphasize that Georgia, in contrast to Russia, is a European country 
through and through. In April 1999, the Georgian prime minster Zurab 
Zhvania (1963–2005) declared from the rostrum of the Council of Europe: 
“I am a Georgian, consequently I am a European.”59

In 2006 Saakashvili maintained that the Georgians have been Europeans 
ever since Prometheus was chained to a rock in Georgia and since the Argo-
nauts came to this country in search of the Golden Fleece.60 Saakashvili has 
often pointed to Georgia’s Christian identifi cation, stressing how Georgia 
had received the Gospel long before most contemporary West European 
nations: “We are not the new Europe or the old Europe; we are the ancient 
Europe.”61 Avto Dzhokhadze, executive director of the Caucasus Institute 
for Peace, Democracy and Development, points out that in the Georgian 
self-perception, its geographical position makes the country a “forward 
boundary of Christian Europe,” a kind of antemurale christianitatis.62

While concepts of Georgia as a European country have dominated the 
political discourse in Tbilisi since independence, alternative views exist as 
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well. Some scholars and analysts argue that Georgia lies at a crossroads of 
civilizations, straddling the border between East and West. For instance, 
Gigi Tevzadze, rector of Ilia Chavchavadze State University, has stressed 
the importance of the idea of a crossroads of cultures in Georgian cultural 
and intellectual self-identifi cation.63 Similarly, historian Nino Chikovani of 
the Department of Cultural Studies at Tbilisi State University has argued, 
“Georgia has always been a contact zone, a crossroads of Western and East-
ern civilizations.”64 In the 1990s, the idea of a crossroads was promulgated 
by President Eduard Shevardnadze (1928–2014): the history of Georgia 
was formed by the Silk Road, he explained, while another type of East-West 
connection, the pipelines, symbolizes Georgia’s future.65

Russian Attitudes toward Th eir Orthodox Neighbors

Identity formation is not only relational; it is also reciprocal. How Russia’s 
nearest Orthodox neighbors perceive Russia is strongly infl uenced by how 
Russia views them.

As in Georgia, we can fi nd in Russia two discourses, one emphasiz-
ing dissociation while the other highlights shared features of Russian and 
Georgian cultures. However, whereas the former discourse dominates in 
Georgia, Russians tend to stress commonality. In Russia the message that 
Russia and Georgia are closely related, fraternal peoples— bratskie narody—
has been offi  cially endorsed by both Dmitry Medvedev and Vladimir Putin. 
Th e 2008 August War is presented as a regrettable but temporary aberra-
tion from what has been and should remain a fraternal relationship be-
tween the two countries. However, no one in Russia has any doubts about 
who is the older and who is the younger of these two “brothers.”

As early as his fi rst statement after the start of the August War, Putin 
declared, “In Russia we have always had an enormous respect for Geor-
gia. Th e Georgian people we regard as fraternal.” Prime Minister Putin ex-
pressed the conviction that this positive attitude would survive “in spite of 
the criminal policy of the current leadership in this country.”66

Th is conciliatory message was soon repeated by other Russian offi  cials,67 
becoming a standard ingredient in political statements. In a meeting be-
tween Russian civil society activists on 19 September 2008, then President 
Medvedev stated:

To us it is axiomatic that the Georgian people are of course not to be blamed 

for the aggression and the genocide [of the South Ossetian people]. Th is is 

the guilt of the criminal and irresponsible regime that unleashed this war. . . . 

For centuries relations between our peoples have been fraternal.68
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Th e bratskie narody metaphor is a  cliché from the Soviet terminological 
repertoire, but it should be recognized as more than a knee-jerk reaction 
inherited from the Communist past. It also refl ects the inequality in the 
relationship between Russians and Georgians, which should sensitize us 
to the importance of power relations in the study of reciprocal identity 
formations. Russian leaders employ the same kind of fraternal terminol-
ogy toward the Ukrainians as toward the Georgians, but they go one step 
further, denying any diff erence between the two peoples. In his landmark 
speech on 18 March 2014 in the Kremlin, celebrating the incorporation of 
the Crimean oblast into the Russian Federation, President Putin employed 
the brotherly peoples metaphor.69 

However, he also made another claim, apparently very similar but in fact 
radically diff erent: Russians and Ukrainians, he maintained, are “one peo-
ple.” It is not clear how this is to be interpreted, but it sounds very much 
like a throwback to the prerevolutionary concept of the tripartite Russian 
nation, consisting of a Great Russian, a Malorusskii, or “Little Russian,” and 
a Belarusian branch—with no doubt as to which group naturally takes the 
lead in this trinity. By subsuming the Ukrainians under a common national 
identity umbrella, Putin eff ectively wiped the separate Ukrainian nation 
out of existence. Interestingly, this element in his rhetoric predates the 
2014/2015 Ukrainian crisis. As early as September 2013, Putin made the 
same claim: “We [Russians and Ukrainians] are  odin narod (one people).”70 
It is against this background that the Ukrainians’ insistence on an iden-
tity wall separating them from their mighty northern neighbor must be 
understood.

Conclusions

Identities are always relational. You defi ne who you are through a contrast 
with the Other. Th e boundary is the locus of identity formation—with in-
dividuals as well as with collectives, including ethnic groups and nations. 
Furthermore, as Iver B. Neumann has pointed out, in these processes the 
neighbors you want to dissociate yourself from are more important than 
the ones you want to emulate.71 Th erefore, antemurale theories tell us not 
only something about how a nation or ethnic group perceives one of its 
neighbors but also something about their self-perception.

Identity relations, like other relations, involve power. Russia is a much 
larger, stronger, and more populous state than its Orthodox neighbors and 
has to a considerable degree infl uenced their history, while they have gen-
erally played far more limited roles in Russian history.
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In confl ict situations involving two culturally related nations, the larger 
and more powerful nation will tend to underscore similarities and down-
play diff erences, whereas the smaller and weaker one will insist that the 
boundary between the two is strong and real. Th e larger group has an inter-
est in subsuming its neighbors under some common identity since this may 
legitimize continued hegemony, while the weaker part may fall back on a 
combination of two diff erent strategies.72 It may claim to be unique, sui ge-
neris, one of a kind. But those who stand alone in the world are vulnerable 
and exposed, so a sui generis identity is often supplemented with the claim 
that “our nation” is indeed a member of a larger community—but that is 
a diff erent community from the one dominated by the (former) hegemon. 
For some politicians and intellectuals in Georgia, Ukraine, and Belarus this 
alternative community is Europe. Th eir political leaders have gone out of 
their way to stress that their countries belong to European civilization and 
that they have an important contribution to off er to this value community. 
Th ey should be recognized as outposts of European civilization toward the 
East, defenders of the gate, or, as it was called in medieval and early modern 
Europe, nations antemurale.73

If the sui generis myth is a strategy of dissociation, antemurale thinking 
represents a new association. Of course, membership in the new com-
munity cannot shield the country from the former hegemon if the hege-
mon also belongs to it. With Georgia, Ukraine, and Belarus, antemurale 
thinkers in these countries must convince their fellow Europeans—and 
themselves—that Russians are not Europeans and do not belong inside 
the gates.

Th e myth of being antemurale is a boundary marker created to empha-
size the cultural distance between groups. It maximizes the eff ect of this 
boundary by claiming that it represents a civilizational divide. Th e evidence 
mustered is cultural: historical, religious, linguistic, and so on. As I see it, 
however, it is not these cultural diff erences per se that drive the mythogen-
esis but concerns about power and power relations. Whatever else the an-
temurale myth has been in the history of European nations, it is primarily 
a weapon in the hands of weak nations confronted by what they perceive as 
strong and aggressive neighbors.

Pål Kolstø is a professor of Russian and post-Soviet studies at the Univer-
sity of Oslo, specializing in nationalism, nation building, ethnic relations, 
and unrecognized states in the former Soviet Union. He is the author or 
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CHAPTER 14

Concluding Th oughts on 
Central and Eastern European 

Bulwark Rhetoric in 
the Twenty-First Century

�
Paul Srodecki

Being a forewall of the European hinterland that lies farther to the West has 
been one of the most popular topoi within the national discourses all over 
Central and Eastern Europe at the latest since the late Middle Ages and 
remained a main autostereotype in these regions during the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries. Th e  Russian Revolution of 1917 and the founding 
of the Soviet Union in 1922 even led (especially in Poland) to an increase 
in the use of the bulwark rhetoric in the interwar period. And even if the 
popularity of the antemurale myths somehow suff ered after 1945, when the 
entirety of Eastern and a large part of Central Europe fell into the Soviet 
sphere and Communist-led regimes were established (being a bulwark now 
meant defending the “free” Communist East against the “unfree,” imperi-
alistic and capitalistic West). All over this region the old antemurale topoi 
continued to serve as useful propagandistic tools of the anti-Communist 
underground and had an obvious revival after the breakdown of the Soviet 
Union and its satellite states in 1989–1991. Deeply engraved in national 
historical consciousnesses and collective memories, we can fi nd legacies 
and modifi cations of the antemurale topoi all over the abovementioned 
regions today.

Th e enlargement of the European Union in 2004 did not only increase 
its population considerably. With the admission of the ten new accession 
countries, the borders of the now  25-member Union, which, following the 
accessions of Romania, Bulgaria, and more recently Croatia, now consists 
(before Brexit) of twenty-eight states, were advanced far to the East. From 
the very beginning, a lively security debate accompanied the expansion of 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 9:40 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 CONCLUDING THOUGHTS 375

the EU, combined with old ideas of Europe as a stronghold. Even before 
the actual enlargement, however, the new EU eastern border was often 
understood by politicians, journalists, and scientists as an economic and 
cultural demarcation line and was stylized as a bulwark protecting “fortress 
Europe.”1

Poland’s eastern border was of particular interest to the Western public: 
1,200 Kilometers Bulwark of the West. A Journey Along the New Eastern 
Border of the EU was the title of a documentary on the eastern Polish bor-
der with Ukraine, Belarus, and the Russian exclave of Kaliningrad shot by 
director Christoph-Michael Adam in spring 2003 and shown on the Ger-
man public television channel Phoenix.2 Th e following example shows that 
this idea also resonated outside of Europe: as early as August 2000, Steven 
Erlanger titled his New York Times article “Poland Finds Itself the Border 
of West Europe” and stated dryly, “Th is is the border where Europe ends.”3

At the same time, the enlargement in 2004 also opened doors for further 
states to join the EU, for example Ukraine. Ukraine’s geostrategic signifi -
cance was also described with antemurale topoi. In October 2000 Markus 
Wehner predicted in the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung that Ukraine would 
become an important partner in European security policy soon after Po-
land’s accession to the EU, and thus be a bulwark against illegal migration, 
drug smuggling, and illicit arms traffi  cking.4 However, the EU’s tightened 
border policy after the turn of the millennium also caused sharp criticism, 
especially in the left-leaning political camp. For example, the World Social-
ist Web Site, the online information center of the Trotskyist International 
Committee of the Fourth International (ICFI), alleged that the EU had 
turned its “external borders into a veritable bulwark against . . . refugees for 
whom it has become impossible to enter legally.”5

Around the turn of the millennium, however, this bulwark discourse 
could mainly be found in Poland itself. It was charged with a lot of pathos 
and openly linked to older national self-portraits. Th e conservative daily 
newspaper Rzeczpospolita (Commonwealth or Republic) described the im-
pending relocation of the EU’s external border to Bug River in September 
1998 as  przedmurze gospodarcze (an economic forewall), adding with some 
pride, “Polish customs offi  cers will protect the entire European Union.”6 In 
this context, traditional national topoi of the forewall of Christendom were 
reactivated by Polish journalists, as summarized in an article by the jour-
nalist and satirist Józef Burniewicz:

In the Middle Ages, Poland was the pinnacle of the Papal empire against its 

eastern neighbors. . . . Today, our country, turned historically into the right 

direction, has taken over the role of the forerunner of EU interests. And true 

to the Sarmatian tradition, they guard these interests even at the expense of 

their own, that is our interests.7
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Hence, we can fi nd some interesting parallels as well as slight diff erences 
between antemurale thinking of the past and present. As Liliya Berezhnaya 
and Kerstin Jobst demonstrate in their chapters, at the turn of the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries the denominational aspect still played a 
crucial role in the popularization of the antemurale topoi.

In Poland and Hungary, however, the secular momentum within the bul-
wark rhetoric has been more and more important since the very beginning 
of the nineteenth century. Defending Europe now also meant defending its 
secular values and the achievements of the Enlightenment against a des-
potic and barbarian East (i.e., Russia). As in the past, today it is paramount 
with regard to the “Othering” of Islamic societies and Russia (as demon-
strated in Pål Kolstø’s contribution). In fact, what has remained very signif-
icant for antemurale rhetoric since the early modern period is its alienating 
use to exclude political or religious dissidents within one’s own country. 
And even if the question of inner societal walls, as shown by Jürgen Heyde 
and Ciprian Ghisa in the earlier examples, is today less articulated in some 
parts of Central and Eastern Europe, being a bulwark against inner enemies 
still plays a major (if not the main) role in the political discourse, especially 
of today’s Poland and Hungary.

Th e Ukrainian Confl ict and the European Refugee Crisis

Th e fact that the bulwark discourses analyzed in this book have not lost 
their relevance is shown by the recent events in Ukraine. Against the back-
drop of the developments on the so-called Euromaidan between November 
2013 and February 2014, as well as the subsequent tensions between Kyiv 
and Moscow over the Crimea and the status of the Russian minority in 
eastern and southern Ukraine, the bulwark argument was or is still used 
as a propaganda tool by the respective parties of the confl ict, although it 
does not have such a long tradition in Ukraine as it does in other national 
traditions, as shown by Volodymyr Kravchenko in this volume. For the 
pro-Western Euromaidan movement as well as the West per se, Ukraine is 
considered as a “bulwark against Russian imperialism,”8 while the Crimea 
itself has served, as Kerstin Jobst points out, as a bulwark due to Othering 
of the non-Orthodox societies. Th e project to build a 2,295-kilometer-long 
and heavily fortifi ed defensive belt on the Ukrainian-Russian border was 
characteristically named  Stina (wall) and was presented to the world public 
in autumn 2014 as a “European bulwark” against a genuinely “aggressive 
Russia” by  the Ukrainian prime minister Arsenii Iatseniuk.9

Since the outbreak of the Ukrainian crisis, on the other hand, Moscow 
and the pro-Russian separatists in eastern and southern Ukraine have never 
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tired of referring to the outpost role of Russia and the Russian-speaking 
regions in Ukraine against the west Ukrainians, who have since been de-
nounced as neofascist puppets of the “imperialistic” United States and the 
EU.10

In turn, the crisis in Ukraine in 2014 brought vast parts of Central and 
Eastern Europe into the center of the West’s attention, as the British publi-
cist Nile Gardiner summarized in early June 2014, “By its sheer size alone, 
as the largest post-communist nation in the European Union, Poland car-
ries signifi cant weight. [It is] really the frontline of the NATO alliance, and, 
together with the Baltic states, a bulwark against Russia.”11

Remarkably, this mixture of bulwark and messianic topoi is currently 
also experiencing a renaissance of interest in public debates in Poland and 
Hungary. Against the backdrop of the Ukrainian crisis and the current ref-
ugee issues, there is a growing body of populist opinion from the right, very 
strong in both countries, polemicizing against the “new threats” from the 
East and reactivating old antemurale images.12

However, whereas in the  run-up to the EU accession of both countries 
in 2004, as shown before, the focus in the bastion rhetoric was more on the 
inclusion and the emphasis on belonging to a community (in this case, Eu-
rope or the European Union), the weight has clearly shifted to an excluding 
momentum: the defense of one’s own country in particular or of one’s own 
culture in general (i.e., Europe or the “Christian Occident”) against several 
 out-groups who are considered genuinely hostile is now in the foreground. 
Th e Hungarian state, for instance, once again sees itself as a bulwark of 
Western civilization against the “wicked” Muslim world—a bulwark, ac-
cording to messianic ideas, abandoned by the rest of Europe, as recently 
described by Hungary’s foreign minister Peter Szijarto: “What happened 
[the refugee problem] is the consequence of the failed migration policy of 
the European Union and the irresponsible statements made by European 
politicians.”13

Similar Islamophobic slogans, fi lled with bulwark metaphors, can also 
be heard from the Polish Right. In September 2016, Elżbieta Witek, for 
instance, at that time press offi  cer for the ruling  Prawo i Sprawiedliwość 
(“Law and Justice,” PiS) party, equated Poland’s negative attitude on the ref-
ugee issue with the country’s perseverance in the days of the early modern 
anti-Turkish and anti-Muscovite wars. It was the Poles who had once pro-
tected Europe from external enemies, and it is Poland again that is saving 
Europe from the new “fl ood of Islam.” Th e merits of Poland have long been 
forgotten and repressed by Europe. According to Witek, all proposals from 
Brussels or Berlin regarding the division of refugees within the EU were 
not a sign of solidarity but rather a reckless dictation. In the past, Poland 
repeatedly risked its own welfare for the freedom of Europe:
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Th e Poles have shown for centuries that freedom is a fundamental thing for 

them. Poles fought for the freedom of the United States, they were the most 

loyal soldiers of Napoleon, they co-liberated Belgium and the Netherlands 

[from National Socialist Germany], they took part in the Battle of Monte 

Cassino. We stopped the Turks [before Vienna 1683] as well as the onslaught 

of the Bolsheviks in 1920.14

Here Witek played on the numerous Polish-Turkish wars of the late Middle 
Ages and early modern times with the  Battle of Vienna in 1683 as its cul-
mination as well as the  Miracle on the Vistula in Warsaw’s Polish culture of 
remembrance in the wake of the Polish-Soviet war of 1919–1921.

Against the backdrop of this anti-Islamic mood in many parts of the 
population as well as in politics, it is not surprising that in Poland and 
Hungary, the  Pegida ( Patriotische Europäer gegen die Islamisierung des 
Abendlandes, “Patriotic Europeans against the Islamization of the Occi-
dent”) movement, which originated in Germany, quickly found many im-
itators. In winter 2015–2016, for example, several major demonstrations 
 Przeciw islamizacji Europy (Against the Islamization of Europe) took place 
in the largest Polish cities.15 Unlike in Germany, however, the high atten-
dance at such questionable events was not limited to a specifi c part of the 
country. While west of the Oder-Neisse border the Pegida demonstrations 
were mostly in the four-digit area in the new federal states, and the number 
of right-leaning  so-called patriots were limited to a few hundred in West 
Germany, in Poland the demonstrations were quite large-scale events in all 
parts of the country. Unlike in Germany, the left-wing counterdemonstra-
tions were also usually limited, even counting the counterdemonstrations, 
to just a few dozen persons, in comparison to the rest of Poland.

In Warsaw, for instance, Robert Winnicki, the leader of the  far-right na-
tionalistic party  Ruch Narodowy (National Movement), declared that the 
goal of all such rallies held in Poland was to defend or repress the “immi-
grant raid” on Europe. In the eyes of the Polish new right-wing movement, 
Poland is now serving as a shining example for the whole of Central Europe 
and has taken on the leading role in this region as a defender of European 
culture and values. According to Winnicki,

Central Europe is in a moderately good situation, because we do not have 

millions of Muslims at home, just like Germans do. Th e Germans envy us 

that we are a country so homogeneous—religiously homogeneous. Very 

good, we want to take care of it. We do not want Islamic districts in Poland.16

Th e marches of the Polish branch of the Pegida movement, which at-
tracted several thousand visitors, were fi nancially supported by the  Młodzież 
Wszechpolska (All-Polish Youth), various ultras movements from the 
football milieu and right-wing populist, Euroskeptic and open-right par-
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ties such as the aforementioned National Movement,  Kukiz’15, KORWiN 
(renamed Wolność, which means “Liberty,” in October 2016) and  Kongres 
Nowej Prawicy (Congress of the New Right). According to Winnicki, the 
demonstrations in Poland are only one part of a larger anti-Islamic move-
ment in Europe.

Poland in particular—and here Winnicki refers to older bulwark pic-
tures—would, as in previous centuries, play one of the most important 
roles in it and help “to build Europe into a fortress”17 and to defend it against 
external enemies: “We want Poland to stay Poland; that there would be 
no Islamic neighborhoods here. Th at, by Western-European model, there 
were no robbers, rapes or even murders. We simply want to stop the wave 
of invasion of people from foreign cultural circles.”18 Representative of the 
Islamophobic attitude of the demonstrators was also the statement of the 
member of the  Sejm (Polish Parliament) Adam Andruszkiewicz said, “We 
as the Polish people have the right to say whether we want Islamic immi-
grants or not. We say we do not want them. Period!”19

Bulwarks against Western Decadence: 
Central European Euroskepticism

Andruszkiewicz, who is a member of the newfound nationalistic party 
 Wolni i Solidarni (Free and Solidary), originally got his parliamentary seat 
as a candidate on the list of the right-wing populist movement Kukiz’15. 
Th e latter won 8.8 percent of the votes in the 2015 parliamentary elections, 
making it the third strongest faction behind PiS and  Platforma Obywatel-
ska (“Civic Platform,” PO). In another statement made on the public news 
channel TVP Info in early January 2018, Andruszkiewicz emphasized the 
tight relations between the nationalistic movements in Poland and Hun-
gary and outlined the picture of both countries as defenders and support-
ers of the “real” European cause while simultaneously fi ghting the Islamic 
threat from the East and the decadent and corrupt (because mainly left-
wing) West:

Th e mad policy of France and Germany can lead to the breakdown of the 

project of a united Europe. It is not Poland and Hungary who want to destroy 

the idea for Europe, but we want a Europe of the fatherlands, not a Europe 

of Tusk, Juncker, and Timmermans, a Europe under the sign of the crescent. 

It is Poland and Hungary that are becoming the real Europe, and the rest of 

Europe is becoming a place where you can even die on New Year’s Eve.20

Th is picture is also shared by Jarosław Kaczyński, the leader of the gov-
erning national-conservative PiS, who called the refugee crisis the biggest 
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threat for Europe in decades. Simultaneously, he repeatedly spoke of “for-
tress Poland” and “fortress Europe” in his speeches—cleverly using these 
terms rhetorically as synonyms.21

Th e parliamentary elections in October 2016 also turned it into a vote 
on the country’s immigration policy. With this rhetoric, the party chairman 
of the PiS joined the long line of right-wing populist Western and Central 
European parties, such as the French  Rassemblement National (National 
Rally)—better known as the  Front National (National Front)—led by Ma-
rine Le Pen, the UK Independence Party led by Nigel Farage, the Hungar-
ian Orbán-led party Fidesz—Magyar Polgári Szövetség (Hungarian Civic 
Alliance, Fidesz)—the Austrian Freiheitliche Partei Österreichs (“Freedom 
Party of Austria,” FPÖ), the Dutch Partij voor de Vrijheid (“Party for Free-
dom,” PVV) with its openly anti-Islamic leader Geert Wilders, and not least 
the German Alternative für Deutschland (“Alternative for Germany,” AfD). 
Th e repeated slogan that one should not make decisions for the people 
against their will proved to be a skilful move by the former prime minister 
Kaczyński. Th is statement implied that the previous, quite  open-minded 
policy toward receiving refugees of the liberal-conservative PO, which was 
in power previously, was against the interests and desires of its own people 
and was therefore illegitimate.

Equating fortress Poland with fortress Europe should also give support-
ers as well as undecided voters an inclusive sense of belonging to some-
thing greater. Th e Euroskeptic PiS thus instrumentalized Europe for the 
courtship of its own voters and suggested that, in their anti-Islamic at-
titude, they wanted only the best for the rest of the continent, while the 
ruling PO, Brussels, as well as other left-wing EU states, including Angela 
Merkel’s Germany, acted against Europe. On the other hand, Kaczyński en-
deavored to highlight the threat scenarios that had repeatedly been prop-
agated as an appendage to the bulwark in the centuries before, which had 
warned against the fl ooding of Christian Europe by an essentially hostile 
and aggressive-expansionist Islamic world. Poland as a “land of freedom” 
will continue to defend the “freedom of Europe” from the unfree world of 
Islam in the future, Kaczyński said.22

Ironically, despite all the anti-Islamic, anti-immigrant, homophobic, and 
 Euroskeptic positions he and his party took all those years, Kaczyński calls 
the Poland under the rule of PiS an “island of tolerance,” as he stated in 
September 2017 at one of the monthly marches to mark the 2010 Polish Air 
Force Tu-154 crash in which  inter alia his twin brother died:

And be sure that we will have such a Poland. Nobody will impose on us from 

the outside. Even if in certain matters we remain alone in Europe, we will 

remain and we will be this island of freedom, tolerance, all that was so pres-
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ent in our history. I repeat: the victory is close, we must simply continue pa-

tiently, with a full determination to move forward. As in these processions.23

Interestingly, Kaczyński’s statements are similar to those of other right-
wing politicians all over Europe. Meanwhile, anti-Islamic slogans are so-
cially acceptable in large parts of the population in Germany, France, the 
United Kingdom, the Netherlands, Belgium, Switzerland, Denmark, Nor-
way, Sweden, Italy, and other countries. Along with Poland, they played 
a major role in election campaigns in Austria, the Czech Republic, Slo-
vakia, and Croatia. Most recently, the Euroskeptic right-wing Slovenska 
demokratska stranka (“Slovenian Democratic Party,” SDS) rallying around 
its leader Janez Janša, who mainly built his campaign on anti-immigrant 
rhetoric, won the run for Slovenian parliament in June 2018—although a 
center-left coalition was fi nally formed around the second largest party, the 
List of Marjan Šarec, as the country’s fi rst minority government and, thus, 
the SDS had to go into opposition.

But it is Viktor Orbán, Janša’s personal long-time ally from Hungary, 
who—in a similar fashion as Kaczyński and all the other right-wing pol-
iticians in Poland—in the last years mostly took advantage of the anti-
Muslim atmosphere among his own population. Th us, it is not surprising 
that the Islamophobic statements of Orbán as well as of other Hungarian 
politicians from Fidesz or (even more alienating) the ultraradical nation-
alist Jobbik Magyarországért Mozgalom (“Th e Movement for a Better 
Hungary,” Jobbik) resemble the slogans of the Polish right-wing mentioned 
above: Islam must be banned and Muslims generally driven out of Hungary 
and Europe. Th ese and similar slogans have been recited time and time 
again by representatives of Fidesz and Jobbik over the past three years.

At the end of 2015, Orbán, an avowed Euroskeptic who opposes any fur-
ther EU integration, compared his tough stance on the refugee issue with 
the perseverance of the medieval  Kingdom of Hungary against the Otto-
man threat, citing the status of the country as one of Europe’s fi rst “strong-
holds.” Th e Hungarian prime minister compared the barrier fence built 
against illegal migrants along Hungary’s borders with Serbia and Croatia 
in 2015 with a new bulwark against Islam.24 Stopping illegal migrants was 
Orbán’s core policy during his election campaign for a third straight term 
in winter and spring 2018: “Migration is like rust that slowly but surely 
would consume Hungary,” the prime minister said at his fi nal rally in April 
2018.25

A popular motif in this revived bulwark rhetoric is the merging of old 
ideas in Poland and Hungary, according to which both countries would 
defend Europe from the East, on the one hand, and their own countries 
from the aggressive and dominant West, on the other. Both contemporary 
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Poland and Hungary would stand here as fi rm bulwarks of Christian Eu-
rope against Russia and the Islamic world, and, on the other hand, they also 
would fi ght against the supposedly socialist and thus politically diseased 
secular EU often denounced as a  Euro-kolkhoz. Here again, as in the case 
of Ukraine, Georgia, and Russia as scrutinized by Pål Kolstø in this book, 
old resentments associated with the negative experiences of the commu-
nist era were refreshed and connected with the bulwark topos and spread 
to Brussels. Józef Burniewicz sarcastically summarized these bidirectional 
bulwark stereotypes in his abovementioned article:

It turns out that the weather-beaten idea that Poland must be a fi rewall of 

something in this part of Europe because only then it will mean something, 

is still up to date. . . . Th e brave soldier Švejk would say with certainty that a 

country that, at the expense of its citizens, protects the EU’s interests from 

its eastern neighbors and the Roman Curia’s interests against its Western 

neighbors, suff ers from schizophrenia.26

Healing Europe from external as well as internal threats became the 
core rhetoric of the national right in Poland and Hungary. Just recently, 
against the background of the Polish Independence Day commemorations 
in November 2017, Kaczyński underlined Poland’s past and present role as 
a defender of Latin Christianity. In a sense, the leader of the PiS referred to 
older bulwark topoi when describing the Poles (meaning, of course, only 
the Catholic majority) as the only European people who fi nally and suc-
cessfully will heal what is, in his eyes, a diseased Europe. He sees Europe as 
overrun by mostly Muslim immigrants and totally paralyzed and impris-
oned by Brussels’ bureaucracy: “Being a Pole . . . means being somebody 
who matters. Moreover, it means being someone who points the way for 
today’s sick Europe toward recovery, the way toward fundamental values. 
Th e way back toward true liberty, the way toward victory and strengthen-
ing of our civilization based on Christianity.”27

Th is rhetoric, built upon deeply Euroskeptic ideas of the Polish branch 
of  Eurorealism,28 however, was nothing new for Jarosław Kaczyński. It was 
found as early as the 2005 political program. While running for the Polish 
presidency, Kaczyński’s brother Lech specifi ed the main targets of the PiS 
in the foreword of the strategic paper “Polska katolicka w chrześcijańskiej 
Europie” (Catholic Poland in Christian Europe):

For the decisive majority of us, the politicians, the activists and the mem-

bers of PiS, the Catholic faith is simply the truth that gives us direction for 

our life and activity. For all of us, it is a value that has to be respected and 

defended. Th e content of this compendious work . . . is the commitment of 

PiS in the service of Christian values. It primarily covers our activities in the 
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national fi eld, in all dimensions—from the material and tax laws of the family 

to the systemic foundations of the moral order. However, it goes further—it 

also shows the work of the members of PiS in the Strasbourg Parliament for 

Christian Europe. For we are aware that, as Julian Klaczko wrote, an indepen-

dent Poland will not survive in Europe that is hostile to our values.29

Th ese views are eagerly supported by the Catholic Church in Hungary and 
Poland, which is another parallel to the interwar period. Bishop László Kiss-
Rigó of Szeged-Csanád gave the clearest expression to this new antemurale 
scenario, built upon fear, when he stated, “Th is is an invasion. Th ey come 
here crying ‘Allahu Akbar.’ Th ey want to take over.”30 Th us it is hardly sur-
prising that the newly built 175-kilometer (109-mile) long and four-meter 
(13-foot) high fence along the southern border to Serbia is described exalt-
edly by the Hungarian Right as a new bulwark of Christianity.31

Interestingly, Polish and Hungarian Euroskepticism is not limited to 
these countries. It is a phenomenon very well known in other European 
countries. And as in Poland and Hungary, it is very often mixed with an-
temurale pictures. In Germany, for instance, the new right-wing involved 
in the Pegida movement sees itself as the new bulwark against a hostile 
non-European world, that is, the Islamic countries as well as “degenerate” 
enemies within as leftists, liberals, or other political activists who do not 
share their worldviews. Interestingly, in doing so they take up the bulwark 
rhetoric of the national-socialists from the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s, who 
stylized Germany and (in the end days of World War II) Europe as a bul-
wark against savage Eastern Judeo-Bolshevism.32

Th e bulwark topos is even more popular these days in Austria, which—
like Poland and Hungary—can look back on a long tradition of using this 
rhetoric. Similar to both countries, the so-called  Türkenkriege—the early 
modern wars against the Ottoman Empire—as well as the two sieges of 
Vienna in 1529 and in particular 1683 play a major role in the Austrian 
collective memory and self-consciousness. Th is “frontier orientalism,” as 
pointedly described by Andre Gingrich, has been one of the main recurring 
topics within Austrian nationalist discourse in the past few decades.33

And as in Polish and Hungarian right-wing parties, in Austria, anti-Is-
lamic views have noticeably increased in the past several years in the po-
litical scene. A leading role here plays the nationalist conservative and 
populist party FPÖ, which gained 26 percent of the vote in nationwide 2017 
legislative snap elections and entered government as the junior partner of 
the winner, the Euroskeptic Österreichische Volkspartei (“Austrian People’s 
Party,” ÖVP), with its chancellor Sebastian Kurz. Rejecting Islam from Eu-
rope is one of the major pillars of the FPÖ, as stated by one of its leaders, 
Johann Gudenus: “Islam has nothing to do with Europe. Islam is not part of 
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Europe; it is not part of it. Th e misconception that there could be a Euro-
pean Islam has long been refuted.”34

Vienna and its history as a city, which resisted Ottoman armies in the 
early modern period twice, especially make the Austrian capital a sought-af-
ter goal for a lot of contemporary right-wing activists from all over Europe. 
Th us, it should not be surprising that Geert Wilders, the founder and cur-
rent leader of the Dutch Euroskeptic and populist PVV, openly referred in 
his speech held in Vienna in March 2015, which was cited by many right-
wing magazines, internet blogs, and forums, to the Austrian capital’s role 
as Europe’s forewall against Islam:

Vienna is a worldwide symbol of resistance to Islam. In Vienna, the Islamic 

invasion of the West was stopped in 1683. Islam was defeated at the gates of 

Vienna. All of you and I are inside these gates. In the city that Islam could not 

defeat. And we have a clear message for Islam—the same message that king 

Jan Sobieski had when he hurried to Vienna in 1683 to defend the city from 

the Turks: Th ey will not defeat Vienna! Th e clear message we have is that we 

will defeat Islam!35

While referring to Sobieski and picking up the Polish momentum in the 
Austrian antemurale topoi, Wilders very fi nely showed in his speech the 
fl exibility of the Central and Eastern European bulwark rhetoric, which—
as it used to be in early modern times—returned to be a more and more 
transnational phenomenon. Wilders’s speech also demonstrates the pan-
European popularity of the bulwark myth. Th e strong affi  nity for the Cen-
tral and Eastern European anti-Islamic and Euroskeptic governments and 
political parties can be found everywhere else among right-wing activists 
all over Europe. For them, these regions are portrayed as “the last barrier 
between Christianity and Islam” and the old and new self-declared bulwark 
status serves somehow as a holy grail. Th e Italian journalist Giulio Meotti 
summarizes it like this: “Like it or not, the last chance to save Europe’s roots 
might well come from the former communist members of the EU—those 
who defeated the Ottomans in 1699 and now feel culturally threatened by 
their heirs.”36

Th e Modern Bulwark Myth and the “Politics of Eternity”

As clearly demonstrated in other chapters of this book, the modern bul-
wark motives in these regions are a sort of what Timothy Snyder recently 
described as “politics of eternity.”37 Although Snyder used this metaphor 
to describe Russian politics, especially under the rule of Vladimir Putin, 
the term suits states in which the bulwark idea counts as one of the es-
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sential self-describing national myths very well. Snyder’s “politics of eter-
nity” places “one nation at the center of a cyclical story of victimhood,” in 
our case the messianic victimhood of a country (Poland, Hungary, Austria, 
Croatia, Ukraine, Georgia, etc.) that is situated at the frontier of a cultural 
circle (Christian Europe) and that has, for centuries, eagerly and self-
sacrifi cingly defended the hinterland from the supposedly barbarian and 
uncivilized out-groups (Muslims, schismatics, heretics, Muscovites, Bol-
sheviks, Asians, Africans, etc.).

Such constructions of alterities and alienities are constitutive for the 
bulwark topoi of frontier societies.38 In this kind of alienating rhetoric, the 
periphery experiences an appreciation in importance, since it takes on im-
portant strategic functions as the defender of the cultural center lying far-
ther inland. Whereas one hundred years ago antemurale topoi were mainly 
brought to the wider public via newspapers, propaganda posters, school-
books, maps, or paintings, as presented in this volume by Philipp Hofeneder, 
Stephen Norris, and Steven Seegel, today mass media such as television, 
radio, and, last but not least, the internet play the most important role in 
disseminating the picture of the aforementioned countries as bulwarks of 
the European hinterland and underlining their messianic mission.

It is not surprising that the bulwark topos was willingly instrumental-
ized by the national movements of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries 
in Central and Eastern Europe. Th e outpost rhetoric was used to reinforce 
and legitimize concepts of national or imperial identities and—as in the 
case of the Second Polish Republic in the interwar period—the resurgent 
striving for regional supremacy.

To this day, as shown in many chapters of this book, the image of a “fore-
wall” or “bulwark” has remained an important, integrative anchor of iden-
tity and collective memory in Central and Eastern Europe. Interestingly, on 
the one hand, this bulwark rhetoric serves in the countries of the former 
mentioned region—Poland, Hungary, Croatia, Germany (in particular the 
new federal states), Austria, and so on—to demarcate from Eastern Eu-
rope and Asia (or even Africa), which are defamed as barbarous and back-
ward, as well as from the “decadent” and “degenerated” West with the EU 
and Brussels as the representative aims of criticism of the new right-wing 
movements. Th us, it is not surprising that the idea of Central or of East 
Central Europe as in-between regions arose in these countries—beginning 
with the German idiom  Zwischeneuropa concept from Oskar Halecki’s 
“Jagiellonian Europe,” who called the Eastern part of Central Europe “the 
borderlands of Western civilization.”39 For the latter, the antemurale topoi 
that occurred in Poland, Hungary, Croatia, and Austria in the Middle Ages 
and were strengthened in the early modern times were mirroring like noth-
ing else the frontier self-attribution of these countries.
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Drawing a signifi cant line to delimit this part of Europe from a suppos-
edly “backward” and often disavowed as “semi-Asian” Eastern Europe still 
plays a major role in the current national self-consciousnesses of Poland, 
Hungary, Croatia, and other East Central European countries.40 Interest-
ingly, on the other hand, the bulwark topoi were also successfully adapted 
by some Eastern European and Caucasian countries—for example, Ukraine, 
the Baltic states, and Georgia—to diff erentiate from the regions that lie 
more in the East (especially Russia and the Islamic world) and to underline 
their own allegiance to the European culture and value community by si-
multaneously denying their belonging to Eastern Europe or Asia.

However, this is nothing new to the bulwark rhetoric, for it has served—
as demonstrated by Kerstin Weiand, Pål Kolstø, Heidi Hein-Kircher, and 
my own contribution on the Christian Right in interwar Poland and Hun-
gary—as a principle for orientation since the late Middle Ages, attributing 
several countries with a sense of their own “Europeanness,” that is, the affi  l-
iation to a Christian Occident or, in secular discourses, to Europe and the 
West. What is more, as far as domestic policy is concerned, it also forms 
the foundation for a rhetoric that promotes the exclusion of political oppo-
nents and dissidents. In this sense, twentieth-century Turkish nationalists 
in Zaur Gasimov’s contribution have much in common with the contempo-
rary national right policies of the Kaczyńskis or Orbáns. Being against such 
policies means undermining the Polish, Hungarian, Russian, Ukrainian, 
and other countries’ bulwarks set against external and (what seems even 
more important nowadays in these societies) internal enemies, so the ar-
gumentation that is often leveled goes. Th en again, in the self-conceptions 
of the right-wing parties, undermining the  antemuralia means doing harm 
to their own nation as a whole and, supposedly as a consequence, to the 
European hinterland in particular.

Th e aforementioned examples from the past two decades show that the 
autostereotype of being a rampart nation is as present today in Central and 
Eastern Europe as it was in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. To con-
clude, the bulwark topoi have been reloaded under the auspices of current 
resurgent nationalisms and populisms. And as in the past, they have defi -
nitely reinforced these movements. Th eir still valid fl exibility is mirrored 
in their wide use within the modern mass media, especially in the various 
political portals, blogs, vlogs, forums, and such on the internet. Now the 
bulwark argument serves as a useful tool of the political Right that helps to 
exclude and alienate the presumed outer and inner enemies.
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