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MILITARY ACTIVITY OF LAST KISH ATAMAN OF ZAPOROZ’KA SICH 

PETRO KALNYSHEVSKY IN TOTALITARIAN HISTORIOGRAPHY 

The article shows that the Soviet, including Ukrainian Soviet historiography, 

developed contradictorily, had its own specificity, which was conditioned by the 

historical conditions of the time. During the Stalinist repressions, it lost its scientific 

functions, turned into an ideological maid of power. During the Brezhnev period, 

Ukrainian historiography was influenced by the negative effects of authoritarianism, 

the policies of total russification, the persecution of dissent. Diaspora historians have 

defended the national traditions of Ukrainian historiography. It was proved that the 

military activity of the Cossack ataman of Zaporoz’ka Sich P. Kalnyshevsky wasn’t 

studied specifically, some pages of his biography were falsified or silenced. The 

Zaporozhian leader was mentioned in the context of the Russian-Turkish wars of the 

eighteenth century. The main purpose of the article is to reflect the issue of the 

military art of the Cossack ataman of Zaporoz’ka Sich P. Kalnyshevsky by the Soviet 

historiography during the time of totalitarianism. There are analyzed the features of 

the scientific works on this problem in the conditions of monopolization and 

sovietization of historiography, total introduction of the methodology of party and 

class interpretation of the historical process. 

Key words: military activity, kish ataman, Petro Kalnyshevsky, Zaporoz’ka Sich, 

historiography. 

 

ВІДОБРАЖЕННЯ ВІЙСЬКОВОЇ ДІЯЛЬНОСТІ ОСТАННЬОГО 

КОШОВОГО ОТАМАНА ЗАПОРОЗЬКОЇ СІЧІ ПЕТРА 

КАЛНИШЕВСЬКОГО ІСТОРІОГРАФІЄЮ ТОТАЛІТАРНОЇ ДОБИ 

У статті відображено, що радянська, зокрема й українська радянська 

історіографія, розвивались суперечливо, мали свою специфіку, яка 

зумовлювалась тогочасними історичними умовами. В період сталінських 



репресій вона втратила свої наукові функції, перетворилась в ідеологічну 

служницю влади. У добу брежнєвщини українська історіографія перебувала під 

впливом негативних наслідків авторитаризму, політики тотальної 

русифікації, переслідування інакомислення. Історики діаспори виступили на 

захист національних традицій української історіографії. Доведено, що 

військова діяльність кошового отамана Запорозької Січі П. Калнишевського 

спеціально не вивчалась, окремі сторінки його біографії фальсифікувались або 

замовчувались. Запорозький керманич бігло згадувався у контексті російсько-

турецьких війн ХVІІІ ст. Основна мета статті: з’ясувати висвітлення 

питання військового мистецтва кошового отамана Запорозької Січі 

П. Калнишевського радянською історіографією доби тоталітаризму. 

Проаналізовано особливості наукових праць із даної проблематики в умовах 

монополізації та радянізації історіографії, тотального запровадження 

методології партійно-класового трактування історичного процесу.  

Ключові слова: військова діяльність, кошовий отаман, Петро 

Калнишевський, Запорозька Січ, історіографія. 

 

ОТОБРАЖЕНИЕ ВОЕННОЙ ДЕЯТЕЛЬНОСТИ ПОСЛЕДНЕГО 

КОШЕВОГО АТАМАНА ЗАПОРОЖСКОЙ СЕЧИ ПЕТРА 

КАЛНЫШЕВСКОГО ИСТОРИОГРАФИЕЙ ТОТАЛИТАРНОЙ ЭПОХИ 

В статье показано, что советская, в частности, украинская советская 

историография, развивались противоречиво, имели свою специфику, которая 

предопределялась тогдашними историческими условиями. В период сталинских 

репрессий историография потеряла свои научные функции, превратилась в 

идеологическую служанку власти. В брежневские времена украинская 

историография находилась под воздействием негативных последствий 

авторитаризма, политики тотальной русификации, преследования 

инакомыслия. Историки диаспоры выступили на защиту национальных 

традиций украинской историографии. Доказано, что военная деятельность 

кошевого атамана Запорожской Сечи П. Калнышевского специально не 

изучалась, отдельные страницы его биографии фальсифицировались или 

замалчивались. О запорожском атамане бегло вспоминали в контексте русско-

турецких войн ХVІІІ века. Основная цель статьи: выяснить освещение вопроса 

военного искусства кошевого атамана Запорожской Сечи П. Калнышевского 

советской историографией периода тоталитаризма. Проанализированы 

особенности научных трудов по данной проблематике в условиях 

монополизации и советизации историографии, тотального утверждения 

методологии партийно-классовой трактовки исторического процесса.   

 Ключевые слова: военная деятельность, кошевой атаман, Петр 

Калнышевский, Запорожская Сечь, историография. 



 

The process of national and cultural revival was stopped brutally in Soviet 

times, especially in the late 1920s and early 1930s, in Ukraine. It was required the 

«unity of thought» in the field of historical disciplines instead of objective researches, 

which were achieved by the defeat of scientific institutions and the prohibition of 

entire scientific fields, the elimination of the Ukrainian-language press. There were 

neglected elementarily the issues of the formation of Ukrainian statehood, the history 

of the Ukrainian Cossacks was distorted. 

The Soviet, including Ukrainian Soviet historians, didn’t pay attention to the 

participation of the kish ataman P. Kalnyshevsky in Russian-Turkish wars, and in 

particular his military art in the same context. Accordingly, during this period there 

was a small amount of works devoted to the Cossack leader. The reason should be 

seen in the establishment of ideological, censorship constraints and in the domination 

of the social aspect of the personal in the history. The person, the personality were 

moved to the last plan, while the society with division into categories was one of the 

first places. The emphasis was on the interests and antagonism of various social 

groups, while much less were studied the individual requests of a particular person.  

It is possible to distinguish two historiographic stages, taking into account the 

peculiarities of the historical process of Soviet power, depending on the level of 

research on this topic: the first one – 20-30th years of the XX century, characterized 

by the lack of research of the military aspect of the history of the New Sich; the 

second – 40-80-ies of the XX century, marked by some progress in the study of this 

problem. 

Already in the late 1920’s there was an appeal to the military service of the Sich 

Cossacks, though in the context of studying the issues of socio-economic and 

political structure of Zaporizhzhia. Thus, in the scientific investigations of 

M. Slabchenko [26, p. 159–252] and M. Kyrychenko [16] is the information about 

the types of defensive structures of the Army Nyzove, designed to withstand the 

attack of the enemy: city-foburgs, beckett and military settlements. Historians note 

the existence of six such foburgs in the years of New Sich: Kodak, Perevalochna, 



Myshuryn Rig, Samar, Stone zaton, Romankovo. Beckets, whose purpose was to 

observe the movement of the Tatars and the Nogaiians, were located in the east and 

south in front of the cities-foburgs. M. Slabchenko observes that the indicated points 

did not provide reliable and timely protection of the Cossack liberties from the 

attacks of the enemy, given their small number and location far from each other: 

«The foburgs, obviously, were too small to be able to resist such influences... The 

Russian government strove its borders and line of defense as far forward as possible, 

while Sich, on the contrary, was pulling its limits to itself. The Zaporozhians sword 

was smaller than Russian ... The line of foburgs should either increase or strengthen. 

Sich chose the last. Strengthened the line of foburgs primarily through the so-called 

bekety, ...where guarded predominantly the appointed small Sich zalogs» [26, 

p. 170]. 

Fragmentary information about the military art of the Zaporozhian Cossacks of 

the times of Nova Sich (reconnaissance, tactics) was reflected in the article by 

O. Ryabinin-Skliarevsky published in 1927 by the historical section of the VUAN 

«The Zaporozhian revolts of the Dons Cossacks 1771–1774 and the beginning of the 

Zadunaysky Kish» [25, p. 65–83]. In the context of the disclosure of complex 

relationships between Zaporozhian Elders and ordinary Cossacks, the historian 

reveals their participation in the Don expeditions of 1771 and 1772. 

On so-called times of «the decline of the Cossack army» [18, p. 225], its 

organization, weapons and «army in battle» [18, p. 288] is mentioned in the book by 

I. Krypyakevych «The History of the Ukrainian Army» [18], published in Lviv in 

1936. First of all, the historian states the fact of the loss of the New Sich of its 

military position and its complete dependence on the Russian Empire. Accordingly, 

during the period of the Russian-Turkish wars of the eighteenth century, carrying out 

guerrilla raids and conducting operations on the Dnieper, «the Zaporozhians were 

unable to make trips independently» [18, p. 231]. 

From the 40’s of the twentieth century the source base of the problem is 

enriched by publications of documents on the history of Russian-Turkish wars of the 

XVIII century [28], which are useful in clarifying the fighting functions of Cossacks 



during these events. The activation of researches on the history of martial arts of Sich 

Cossacks was promoted by the celebration of the 300th anniversary of the so-called 

«Reunification of Ukraine with Russia» and in this context the corresponding 

position of Soviet historiography. 

Thus, in the early 1950’s was published the first solid work of O. Apanovych [2] 

on the history of Ukraine from the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries, in which the 

military service of the Cossacks of the times of Nova Sich was set as a separate 

problem. The historian draws attention to the disclosure of such aspects as 

mobilization and manning, its tactics, armaments, and so on in the context of the 

study of the participation of the Zaporozhian Army in the Russian-Turkish war of 

1735–1774. However, the time of writing has affected on the views of the author. The 

influence of Soviet ideology is clearly traced through the characterization by 

O. Apanovych the Zaporozhian Army as «one of the guns of the Russian feudal state 

in the accomplishment of the tasks of its internal and foreign policy» [2, p. 134]. The 

researcher emphasizes also that Russian military art had a beneficial effect on the 

Zaporozhian Army, since, «under the direct control of Rumyantsev and Suvorov, 

who in every way developed the specific qualities of Cossack troops and skillfully 

used them. Zaporozhian Cossacks improved their tactical receptions and improved 

individual sides of their military organization» [2, p. 109]. 

The historian covered the status of the Cossack Army, the absence of an age 

rating in the army, unlimited term nature of service, investigating the participation of 

Cossacks in the Russo-Turkish War of 1768–1774. It is noted that the manning of the 

Army Nyzove was very slow before the campaigns, which, according to the author, 

were the reason for the massive evasion of the wealthy Cossacks from the service and 

the sending of hired laborers instead of them. 

In terms of the characteristics of the Army Nyzove as a combat unit, 

O. Apanovych divides it into a cavalry and infantry, in which is dedicated a special 

place to the Zaporozhian cavalry, since it was only the Cossack who could provide 

himself with a horse. So, going on a campaign, «a proper Cossack» was supposed to 



have two horses, while «the military officer acted on a campaign with 16 horses, a 

colonel with eight, and a regimental commander with three horses» [2, p. 120]. 

Attention is drawn in this study to the strategic features of the Cossacks military 

art: blows from the flanks and the rear, the use of the reserve, the creation of 

ambushes, the use of such kind of combat activity as «searches». It is stated the 

priority of their avant-garde, reconnaissance and outpost border guard service during 

the protection of Russian borders during the XVIII century. 

In general, O. Apanovych points to the unity of the «two fraternal peoples», 

which corresponded to the Marxist-Leninist methodology of that time, as well as 

other contemporary Soviet historians, assessing the actions of the Russian and 

Zaporozhian Army in the Russian-Turkish wars of the designated time. Of course, in 

such lines is difficult not to notice the idealization of the relationship between the two 

military forces. As we know from the documents, the Cossacks suffered repeatedly 

from the tyranny of representatives of the Russian army. Therefore, there is no reason 

to talk about any «unity». A joint study by K. Huslysty and O. Apanovych 

«Zaporoz’ka Sich and its progressive role in the history of the Ukrainian people» [11] 

expands information about the participation of Zaporozhians under the leadership of 

P. Kalnyshevsky in the Russian-Turkish war of 1768–1774. The authors reflect the 

key aspects of tactical maneuvers of the Cossacks in the Russian army. It is analyzed 

the blocking of hostile castles by Cossacks as a way of diverting significant forces 

from the main theater of combat operations and intelligence activities. It is 

emphasized the role of the Cossack army in the combat cover of the main forces. The 

place of the last kish ataman P. Kalnyshevsky was not reflected in the events under 

consideration, looking at the methodology of the study, along with the 

characterization of the Cossacks’ combatants as part of the Russian Army. 

The monograph of O. Apanovych «The armed forces of Ukraine in the first half 

of the XVIII century» [3] is devoted to the participation of Zaporozhians in the 

Russian-Turkish war of the first half of the existence of the New Sich. The book, like 

the previous publications of the historian, has a number of shortcomings. The reason 

for this is seen in the use of the information material of O. Apanovych previous 



article when it was written about the war of the second half of the XVIII century, 

without taking into account the essential differences and features that existed in the 

conduct of hostilities during the war of 1735–1739. In addition, O. Apanovych used 

also during the preparation of the monograph the archival material covering the 

military events of the second half of the XVIII century and in no way connected with 

the events of the 1930’s. Considerable attention is paid by the historian on the 

analysis of the relations between the Cossack army and the Russian army as military 

units. It is noted that during the military operations «kish ataman was a subject of the 

Russian commander-in-chief» [3, p. 104]. «The leadership of the Russian command 

was limited only in strategic tasks» [3, p. 105], and the tactical actions of the 

Cossacks were solved more often on their own, but the dependency outraged 

Zaporozhians. It caused protests, discontent, and even cases the disobedience. The 

text even used the sentence, which stated that «Russian officers highly assessed the 

combat power and military skills of the Zaporozhian Army. The text used even the 

sentence, which stated that «Russian officers assessed highly the combat power and 

military skills of the Zaporozhian Army. They even sought to enter the kurens as 

honorary members» [3, p. 125]. However, it does not have factual and documentary 

confirmation such a desire from the part of Russian officers in the first military 

campaign, while this was pronounced attitude towards the Cossacks from the side of 

representatives of the Russian leadership in the second Russian-Turkish war. 

The study of a wide range of archival materials, literature, published sources 

allowed O. Apanovych to carry out an analysis of the socio-economic aspect of the 

Russian-Turkish war, to observe the dependence of the structure and material and 

technical provision of the Cossack armed forces on the level of economic 

development of the Cossack economy and the differentiation of the Cossacks as a 

state. 

Russian historians, studying the armed forces of the Russian army and their 

participation in the Russian-Turkish wars, didn’t mention the participation of 

Cossacks in it, or gave them a minor, secondary role. Thus, Yu. Klokman calls in his 

work «Field Marshal Rumyantsev during the Russian-Turkish War of 1768–1774» 



[17] the duties of the Cossacks were only defensive functions, noting that 

«Zaporozhian Cossacks were supposed to carry on their boats attacks on enemy of 

vessels located above Silistriya, and not to let them go further on this fortress» [17, 

p. 134]. 

In turn, O. Druzhynina [12] argues that the situation of the Zaporozhian 

Cossacks was better than other Ukrainian Cossack detachments during the war. It was 

explained by such reasons as the need for the Cossack service and the fear of Russian 

leadership against the possibility of the Zaporozhians moving to the enemy’s side. To 

keep the Zaporozhians under their authority, according to the author, Russian nobles 

made a thoughtful political step. They signed up to Zaporozhian Kurens in order to 

demonstrate their commitment. We find the names of P. Panin, H. Potiomkin, 

O. Prozorovsky among them [12, p. 36]. 

We found thementions of the participation of the Army Nyzove in the Russo-

Turkish War during the New Sich times in the works of R. Peresvietov [22], 

S. Solovyov [27], L. Bezkrovny [6], N. Poliovy [23], Kh. Kachalov [15], 

H. Nekrasov [21]. 

The collective publication of the ten-volume «History of the Ukrainian SSR» 

[14] took a certain niche in the historiography of the Zaporozhians’ military art in the 

period under investigation. There is given the information on the Russian-Turkish 

wars of the XVIII century in the third volume, published in 1970. The assessment of 

the fighting of Zaporozhian Cossacks is devoid of a clearly defined character and is 

filed fragmentarily, based on the coverage of the military actions of the Russian 

army. If the reference to the Cossacks was minimized during the first war, then 

considering the military campaign of 1768–1774, much more attention was paid to 

the combat raids of the Cossacks. The activity of the Zaporozhian Cossacks was 

masked under military raids and the merits of the Russian-Ukrainian army, which 

doesn’t allow to recreate the place of the Army Nyzove at the events of that time. 

In the second half of the twentieth century appeared the specialized researches 

of military activity of the Zaporozhian Cossacks. So, V. Fomenko, as one of the first, 

explored the plan of the Zaporozhian shipyard [29]. Despite the fact that it was 



repeatedly mentioned in historical sources and in special military-engineering studies, 

the plan of the Zaporizhzhia shipyard hasn’t previously been the subject of historical 

research, which makes this article even more important from a scientific point of 

view. 

Noteworthy are also the articles by O. Apanovych [4; 5], published in the late 

80’s – early 90’s of the twentieth century. Although they have been given little space 

to the XVIII century military affairs, their value is to outline (as opposed to its 

previous publications) the role of the Zaporozhian troops during the Russo-Turkish 

wars, which conducted rigorous combat raids both on land and on waterways. It is 

necessary to include the collective work of Yu. Mytsyk, S. Plokhiy and 

I. Storozhenko [20] dedicated to the Ukrainian Cossacks to this period. 

The specificity of the development of historical science in this period 

predetermined the priority of the socio-economic aspect of the study of the history of 

Zaporoz’ka Sich. The emphasis was placed on the «class struggle» that existed 

among the Cossacks, first and foremost, in the confrontation between the elders and 

the simple Cossacks. As a result, monographs are dominated by the negative 

coverage of the elders in general, as well as kish ataman P. Kalnyshevsky, in 

particular. 

On the background of research on socio-economic relations in the Sich, it was 

highlighted the issue of the participation of P. Kalnyshevsky in suppressing the 

Haydamak movement. One of the first highlighted this aspect V. Hrekov in the 

articles published on the pages of «Ukraine», entitled «Zaporozhian Kish and 

Koliyivschyna» [10]. According to the historian, the Zaporozhian elders sympathized 

with the Haidamaks, providing secret assistance to the rebel. P. Kalnyshevsky, being 

the chief ataman, personally allowed the Cossack poor to go to Poland to try to help 

the Ukrainian people in the struggle with the Polish gentry for their civil rights and 

for religion. D. Kulynyak holds the same point of view. He believes that 

P. Kalnyshevsky, being the kish ataman, was forced to perform imperial orders [19]. 

A typical example of the embodiment of Soviet ideology in historical science 

was the work of V. Holobutsky «Zaporoz’ka Sich in the last years of his existence» 



[8], in which P. Kalnyshevsky is presented as an omnipotent ruler with oligarchic 

inclinations, destroying the democratic traditions of the Zaporoz’ka Sich. 

P. Kalnyshevsky «was one of the initiators of the decision, which envisioned the 

strengthening of the power of the elders over the Cossacks and the expansion of its 

powers. This decree, in particular, provided for the right of the elder to punish anyone 

who tried to commit a violation of the established order in the Sich or to express 

disobedience to the leadership of Kish» [8, p. 96–97]. The decision of the ruling is 

considered by the historian as one of the key reasons for the long-term stay of 

P. Kalnyshevsky in the post of kish ataman. Covering the participation of the 

Cossacks in the Russian-Turkish war of 1769–1774 concerns mainly the preparation 

for military activities and its defense activities. The researcher is at the opinion that 

the participation of Cossacks in the war significantly limited the Cossack self-

government in the Sich. V. Holobutsky notes that preparations for the war began by 

the Cossacks in the autumn of 1768, justifying this by the instructions of the military 

chancellery on November 13, 1768, in which it was stated that the owners of 

winterers should equip their servants in case of the appearance of the enemy. What 

about the rest of the Cossacks, they need to have two horses and a gun. The given 

number of Cossack detachments in the Russian army at the beginning of the war 

complements factual the picture. It is reported that «at the end of September 1769, 

7,400 Cossacks, headed by P. Kalnyshevsky, departed to the Bug to guard the border 

from Orlyk and Hard to the Mertvi Vody River. The second part of 2 200 Cossacks 

descended along the Dnipro River in 38 ships» [8, p. 107]. According to 

V. Holobutsky, Zaporoz’ka Sich sent about 11,000 soldiers to the Russian army. 

According to the author, this situation was used by the Crimean Khan, who broke 

with his army the defense of the corps of General von Berg and plunged into the 

territory of Zaporizhzhia. 

V. Holobutsky calls the Zaporozhian army in his study «Zaporozhian Cossacks» 

[7], as one of the most trained military units in the structure of the striking forces of 

the Russian army. Zaporozhians showed incredible courage and heroism during the 

Russo-Turkish wars [7, p. 379–380; 8, p. 512]. Brief information about the military 



merits of P. Kalnyshevsky contained in the writings of the Soviet researcher 

H. Frumenkov [30]. 

The problem of the participation of P. Kalnyshevsky in Russian-Turkish wars 

was not adequately covered in the works of the Ukrainian diaspora historians. It was 

obviously due to the lack of access to the sources and scientific literature. An 

indication of this is "the request of B. Bidnov in a letter to D. Yavornytsky to send at 

least an instance of «Sources on the history of Zaporozhian Cossacks» [1, p. 31–32]. 

Being outside the Soviet political regime, Ukrainian diaspora scholars were free of 

ideological canons and methodological dogmas inherent in the period of the USSR’s 

existence, but didn’t have the opportunity to objectively study the history of the 

Cossacks in connection with the lack of access to historical sources. 

Consequently, the analysis of the Soviet historiography of the problem shows 

that the development of historical thought was controversial, specifically, due to 

specific historical conditions. Soviet historians were captured by Stalinist stereotypes, 

Marxist-Leninist ideology, falsification of events and facts, and the intervention of 

the Communist Party structures in defining the subjects of research. 

At this time appeared separate works about the Cossacks as a military force and 

the study of the military service of the Zaporozhian Cossacks in the Russian-Turkish 

wars of the XVIII century. The introduction of a new archival material for scientific 

circulation served to expand the subject field of the problem at this stage. Historians 

reveal along with the ideological estimates of the Zaporozhian army as a secondary 

component of the Russian army, at the same time, the concrete facts of military 

activity of the Cossacks in the second half of the XVIII century, emphasized the key 

aspects of their strategy and tactical maneuvers. 

Along with the coverage of the military activities of the Zaporozhians of the 

Pidpil’nens’ka Sich, historiographical analysis proves the absence of works that 

would be directly dedicated to the military skill of the last kish ataman. For the most 

part, the figure of P. Kalnyshevsky is assessed negatively, mainly in the context of 

considering his place in the current political events. The military aspect of his 

activities, in fact, fell out of sight of historians. The reason for this should be seen not 



only in the priorities of the Soviet, including the Ukrainian Soviet historiography, the 

establishment of censorial restrictions, but also in the theoretical and methodological 

principles of the development of contemporary historical science. 

Under the conditions, when historic science became in the Ukrainian SSR a 

servant of the anti-Ukrainian regime, the research centers of the Ukrainian diaspora 

focused on those most important studies of the history of Ukraine, that were falsified 

or suppressed by Soviet historiography. 
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