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RUSSIAN HISTORIOGRAPHY OF THE PETROVSKY ERA

Abstract: This paper deals with the development of Russian historiography during the reign of
Peter the Great. During the reign of this reformer ruler historiography was modernized in line with
other general reforms. There was a significant increase in the number of documents that were created
as a result of the establishment of new departments and sections in the state administration. These
documents would become historical sources for writing contemporary history, which, among other
things, had the task of glorifying the actions of rulers. Historiography was also modernized in terms
of methodology because Western models of that time became generally accepted.
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he rapid development of historiography in Russia occurred in the era of Peter the

Great and the first decades after his reign. The sweeping reforms that were

implemented at that time changed Russia fundamentally. State institutions were
organized after an absolutist model. The reforms were implemented in the army, the navy,
the political and economic systems, education and the church. There were almost no parts
of public affairs in Russia that were left intact. The establishment of institutions modeled
on Western European absolute monarchies inevitably led to an increase in bureaucracy,
which was organized into various “sections”, “administrations”, “departments” etc., and
thus started producing piles of archival (historical) material.! This was particularly evident
in the diplomatic service, which had to keep records and leave detailed reports on their
activities according to the new rules. For example, before Peter I’s departure on his ‘Great
mission’ to the West at the end of 1696, the diplomatic administration was instructed to
prepare a study on the external relations of Russia with the countries to which they planned
to go and on the titling practices of their rulers and aristocracy since 1580.2 Since the time
of the reign of Peter the Great a rule was introduced concerning the keeping of official

1 Molchanov 2003: 12-34; Kostomarov 1992: 213-232.
2 Rogozhin 2004: 86-87; Karpov 1997: 26-29.
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‘journals’ and records of military maneuvers and military and naval campaigns, which were
written by commanders of units. Another significant source are the official court reports —
journals, a kind of chronicles which recorded daily activities of emperors and court services.
All these notes would become very useful sources for the history of that time because they
recorded in detail all the important facts following the model of western bureaucracy.®

After the abolition of the Patriarchate in 1721 and a direct subjugation of the church
to state authorities, Peter issued several decrees regarding the collection of historical sources
which had previously been kept in monasteries or in “dilapidated church towers”.* Thus,
keeping chronicles and writing history was slowly transferred from the church to the state.
Peter was personally involved in giving recommendations on how history should be
written.> Apparently relying on western models from previous centuries, he recommended
to Russian authors to stop writing history since the ancient times using the Biblical form
and instead to write secular history, the focus of which would be the Russian state. Of
course, special attention had to be paid to him personally and they were supposed to describe
his campaigns, reforms and other events.®

These expectations were partially fulfilled by Alexei llyich Mankiev, who wrote the
book The Core of Russian History.” The author claims that he was personally “ordered” by
the emperor to write a work which would primarily describe “His Imperial glorious deeds
and splendid victories over the enemies”.

Alexei llyich Mankiev (Mankievich) was of Polish origin. He served in the Russian
diplomacy as a secretary of the embassy in Sweden. Because of the Northern War he spent
as much as 18 years in captivity in Sweden, where he wrote his book some time around
1715. After the liberation, again in Russian service, he participated in the establishment of
the borders after the Treaty of Nystad. He died in 1723. Although narrative sources claim
that he personally showed his work to Peter, it was not published until 1770, when it was
edited by G. F. Miller, a Russian academician of German origin. The Core of Russian
History was written on the basis of Russian chronicles, as well as foreign books available
to the author in Sweden. Mankiev tried to analyze and interpret the events that he was
describing. Although he began his book with Biblical genealogies, he actually wrote a
secular history and made a serious critique of the sources, both Russian and foreign ones.

3 Rogozhin 2004: 87-88.

4 Gerasimenko 2002: 27-28.

5 The propensity of Peter the Great for history is obviously linked to the beginning of his education. His biographers
claim that N. M. Zotov, his teacher, told his student about the works of St. VIadimir, Alexander Nevsky, Dmitriy
Donskoy. Peter often read imperial genealogies, the Nikon Chronicle and other old chronicles. He obviously
read the works of classical literature, becuase later in his writing he mentioned the fall of Carthage and of
Constantinople.

6 Gerasimenko 2002: 27-28.

7 A. U. Maukues f0po Poccuiickoti ucmopuu, couunennoe Omudxchum cmonvhuxom u Oovigwum ¢ Llleeyuu
pesudenmom, KHazb AHOpeem Sroenesuuem XuikogviM, 6 Nob3y pPOCCULICKAZO HOHOWECMEd, U O 8Cex O
poccuﬁcmd ucmopuu Kpamkoe noHAmue umems odnceiarnwux 6 nedams M300HHO€, c npebumosueM o
couunumene ceil Knueu, u o gamuruu kuazel Xuaxoswvix, [npeauci. I. ®. Musepa], Mocksa, ITedaTaHo mpu
I/IMHepaTOpCKOM MOCKOBCKOM YHPIBepCI/ITeTe, I/I)KZ[I/IBCHI/IGM KHHUTOIIpOAAaBIAa U YHI/IBepCI/ITeTCKaFO
Tepennerunka Xpucruana Pugurepa, 1770, Oowvem: [16], 392, [8] c.; 8° ; The book was reprinted in 1784, 1791.
and 1799.
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The book which he finished approximately in 1715 covered the period until 1712, which
partially fulfilled the emperor’s desire to describe “his famous actions”.® In a “rationalist”
manner Mankiev deduced a genealogy of the Russian (and Polish) people from Meshech,
the sixth son of Japheth, and added that the Russian people “do not fly in the sky and do not
take gods, heroes, refugees or outlaws as ancestors, like the Greeks and Romans did”.® He
was among the first to conduct a periodization of Russian history. According to him, there
are 5 eras: 1) from Rurik (whose origin derives from the Roman emperors) to Andrei
Bogolyubsky and Vsevolod the Big Nest; 2) from the Mongol invasion to Ivan Il1; 3) from
the death of Ivan Il to the death of Fyodor Ivanovich; 4) from Boris Godunov to Mikhail
Romanov, and 5) from Mikhail Romanov to the imperial rule of Peter the Great (ending
with 1712). The book deals mainly with political history and glorifies autocracy. It is
interesting that simultaneously with Russian history Mankiev paid close attention to the
most important events in Europe (the discovery of America, the English revolution, etc.)
thus placing Russian history in a more general context.'°

Other historians of the Petrovsky era include: Fyodor Polikarpov, Peter Pavlovich
Shafirov and Boris Ivanovich Kurakin.

Polikarpov, a director of the Moscow typography, was educated in the spirit of the
Russian culture of the 17th century and he did not favor the reforms carried out by Peter the
Great. He studied at the Slavo-Greek-Latin Academy, which was prestigious at the time,
and later became a teacher there. He translated books from classical languages and was
considered a connoisseur of Russian antiquities. Under his administration and supervision
the Moscow typography printed the famous “Slavic” primers and grammars, some of which
(the speller of Theophanes Prokopovich and the grammar of Meletius Smotrytsky) were
among the major textbooks that Serbs used in the first half of the 18th century.'! In 1708
Peter the Great commissioned Polikarpov to write the history of Russia on the basis of
yearbooks and other documents of Russian origin, but without covering the creation of the
world and the history of other countries. Polikarpov was explicitly instructed to start his
presentation from the 16th century (the beginning of the centralization and union of the
Russian states into one powerful country) and to finish it at the reign of Peter the Great with
the intention to justify the introduction of absolutism. Polikarpov wrote a shorter and a
longer version of the commissioned book, but neither of the versions were “favorable”
enough for the emperor so the book remained unpublished.

Peter Pavlovich Shafirov (1669-1739) was well educated. He spoke French, German,
Latin, Polish and Dutch. This enabled him to occupy a high position in the diplomatic
service. He not only translated diplomatic documents for Peter the Great, but also books
from various fields of science and literature, which were assessed as useful to the emperor.
As such, he was a member of the Great Embassy in the period 1697-98. On that occasion
the emperor himself became convinced of his abilities and played a major role in the choice
of Shafirov as Peter’s Vice-Chancellor in 1709. He participated in the negotiations

8 Obolensky 1858: 19.

9 Mankiev 1770: 5

10 Rogozhin 2004: 93-94.
11 Mladenovi¢ 2004: 519.
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concerning the alliance of Russia, Poland and Denmark against Sweden in 1699 and in all
major diplomatic actions during the North War and the war against Turkey. At the end of
Peter’s reign he fell out of favor, but then he was reinstated again. He played an important
role at the court even with Peter’s heirs. As a very knowledgeable man dedicated to the most
important state affairs, he was suitable for writing history, which was probably suggested
by F. S. Saltykov, the Russian ambassador in London. Shafirov’s work with a renaissance
title: Reflections on the laws and reasons of his Imperial Majesty Peter | ... to start a war
against the Swedish king Karl XII in 1700, and which of the warring parties showed more
affection toward reconciliation, and who was responsible for an extension of the war where
a lot of blood of Christians was spilled and a lot of countries were destroyed... All described
impartially, on the basis of ancient and new acts, contracts and records of military
operations, with moderation and truth...!?, was written with obvious political ambitions to
justify the long and bloody war before the Russian and European public, but also to justify
Russia’s pretensions to the Baltic coast on the basis of a series of documents published in
the book. This was supported by the fact that already in 1717 the book was translated into
German and was distributed all over Europe.'® Later it was reprinted on the eve of the
signing of the Treaty of Nystad.!* The book can be considered a defense of Peter the Great
and especially his foreign policy. However, it also had a very large original significance
because it used and partially published documents connected with the relations between
Russia and Sweden since mid 16th century until the Northern War.

Prince Boris Ivanovich Kurakin (1676-1727) belonged to the highest Russian nobility.
He was a brother-in-law of Peter the Great since he married the sister of the emperor’s first
wife Evdokia Lopuhina. He participated in the Azov campaigns in the period 1695-1696,
while in the battle of Poltava in 1709 he commanded the elite Semyonovsky regiment.
During his diplomatic service, he traveled in several missions and was a permanent Russian
ambassador in Rome, England, Hanover, Holland and France. Besides the great diplomatic
and military experience he also possessed a rich collection of letters and documents, which
was the basis for several books which can be considered historical. He wrote The Diary and
Travel Observations, which covered the period from 1705 to 1708 when he stayed in various

12 PaccyxeHne, Kakne 3aKOHHbIC NPHYMHBI €ro LApcKoe BeiumdecTBO IleTp mepBblii Lapb W MOBEIHTEINb
BCEPOCCUICKHMHI M NPOTYast, U IPOTYAs, ¥ POTHass: K Ha4aTuio BoitHbl npotuB Kopons Kapona 12, IlIBeackoro
1700 romy umen, U KTO U3 CUX 0OOUX MOTEHTATOB B BPeMs CeH NpeObIBAIOLICH BOMHBI 00Jee YMEPEHHOCTH U
CKJIOHHOCTH K IPHMHPEHHIO IIOKA3bIBal, M KTO B NPOAODKEHHE OHOHM C TOIb BEIMKHM PA3IHTHEM KPOBHU
XPUCTHSHCKOH,  pa30peHHeM MHOTHX 3eMelIb BUHOBEH; U C KOTOPOI BOIOIOIIEH CTpaHbI T2 BOMHA 110 IIPaBHIAM
XPUCTHAHCKHUX H NOJIUTHYHBIX HAapoxoB Oonee BeeHa. Bee GecnpucTpactus GyHIaMEHTaNbHO U3 JPEBHHX H
HOBBIX aKTOB U TPAaKTAaTOB, TAaKOK M M3 3allACOK O BOMHCKHX OICPalUsAX OIMCAHO, C HaIexalel
YMEPEHHOCTHIO H UCTUHHOH. Tak 4To B MOTPeOHOM ciIydae MOXKET Bce, a HMeHHO: IlepBoe OpHIHHATbHBIMU
JIpeBHUMH, Mex KopoHamu Poccuiickoit u IlIBenckoil MOCTaHOBICHHBIMU TpaKTaTaMH, I'pPaMOTaMH |
KaHIEIPCKUMH TIPOTOKOJIAMHU, TAKOXX MHOroe M 6e3 IMPHCTPaCTHBIMU ['HCTOPUSMU CO CTOPOHBI POCCHHUCKOM
JOKa3aHO, ¥ JIOOOMBITHBIM IIPEeCTaBIeHO OBITh; ¢ comsBoneHus Ero Llapckoro BemmuectBa Bcepoccuiickoro
coOpaHo M Ha CBET M31aHo B napctByronieM CankmurepOypxe, Jlera Tocnonns 1716, a nanewarano 1717, £°, 10.
The second edition was published in 1721.

13 Raisonnement was fur rechtmassige Ursache Se. Cz. Majest. Petrus der Erste Czaar der Reussen etc. etc. etc.
gehabt den Krieg wieder den Konig in Schweden Carolum den XII-ten A Christi 1700 anzufangen.

14 Pekarsky 1862: 212-219.
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diplomatic missions in Eastern Europe. In an autobiography entitled The Life of Prince
Boris Kurakin he described his life from 1676 to 1710 and all the important events in the
empire, including Peter’s reforms, at the same time publishing the lists of state expenditures
and revenues. In The Records of the Russo-Swedish War, which included the year 1710, he
used the memories of his contemporaries and the press of the time. He explained in detail
the military and diplomatic events related to this war.?® His most important historical work
is The History of Emperor Peter Alekseevich. The emperor’s biography is divided into three
parts in which Kurakin elaborated internal politics and reforms, the war with Sweden and
the diplomacy of the Petrovsky time. The special value of work lies in numerous
descriptions of Peter’s contemporaries as well as in impartial descriptions of the emperor’s
adversaries. This book was supposed to be only a segment of the unfinished History of the
Slavic Russian Empire for which Kurakin wrote a detailed outline. He had planned to use
reliable sources and cover the period from the earliest Kievan princes to his own time.6

Theophanes Prokopovich (1681-1736) is one of the most important figures in the
intellectual and spiritual life of the Petrovsky era. He left a deep trace in historiography.

He was born to a merchant family in Kiev, as Eleazar (Elisha) Prokopovich. He
graduated from the Kiev Mohyla Academy and then in 1698 he went to Rome to continue
his education. To be admitted to the seminary of St. Athanasius in Rome, which was
managed by the Jesuits, he transferred to the Uniat Church and became a monk in the local
monastery of St. Basil the Great. During his education, he drew attention to himself with
his diligence and erudition, so Pope Clement XI himself proposed that he remain in Rome.
He declined the offer and upon the completion of his training he returned to Kiev, where he
was re-baptized in an Orthodox rite and in 1704 became a monk called Theophanes. During
his education in Rome he was introduced to the western science and became a follower of
the views of Descartes and Bacon. He gained a dislike of Catholic proselytism, whereas
Protestant rationality and pragmatism were considerably closer to his heart.*’

After returning to his homeland, he taught theology, rhetoric, philosophy and poetry
at the Kiev Mohyla Academy. Soon after that he wrote a tragicomedy Vladimir, in which
he glorified the victory of Christianity over paganism and mocked superstition. He became
a fervent supporter of the Petrovsky reforms, of Peter’s absolutism and reorganization of
Russia after the Western models. It was not unknown even to the ruler, especially after the
panegyric which Prokopovich wrote in the praise of Peter’s victory at Poltava in 1709. The
emperor received him in his camp during the Pruth River Campaign in 1711, after which
Prokopovich become rector of the Kiev Mohyla Academy. The emperor invited himin 1716
to move to St. Petersburg, where he preached and published his works. Then in 1718 he was
ordained the bishop of Pskov and in 1720 he was ordained the Archbishop of Novgorod. He
became one of the most loyal associates of Peter the Great in the reform of the church and
in 1720 he personally wrote the “The Spiritual Order”, which abolished the Patriarchate in
Russia and introduced the Synod, where Prokopovich had the main say after the death of
Stephen Javorski. In addition to numerous panegyrics and commendable letters to Peter

15 Shenudzhen 1999:112.
16 Rogozhin 2004: 96-99.
17 Nihikov 1977: 12-45, Smirnov 1994: 29.
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about his reforms, military and naval victories,'® and the benefits of the worldly power over
the religious one, he also wrote a catechism and a primer. The primer Ilepsoe yuenue
ompoxom®® would have a significant impact on the development of education among the
Serbs in the 18th century, since a large number of items arrived with the teacher Suvorov
from Russia. Later it would be repeatedly reprinted in the Rimnik printing house.?°

Prokopovich’s tragicomedy Vladimir was one of the first dramatic works with national
and historical themes in Russia. That Prokopovich was a connoisseur of history is evidenced
by the fact that, during the visit of Peter the Great to Kiev, he held a welcoming speech in
which he described in detail the history of the city and the industry of Prince Vladimir and
Yaroslav the Wise.?! As a teacher of rhetoric in the Kiev Mohyla Academy, he wrote in his
textbook a treatise on writing Russian history. He called for a precise definition of the
methods used in Russian historiography. History, according to him, should expose the facts
about the past, based on which it would be possible to learn some lessons so as not to repeat
the mistakes of the past in the present. According to him, one of the tasks of the future
Russian historiographers was to be subjected to the criticism of fabrications and lies of
foreign (Catholic) writers against the Orthodoxy and Russia. Russian historians throughout
the 18th century had to comply with this principle and it would be adopted by Jovan Raji¢
in a modified version and he would even quote it in the preface to his History.??

In the treatise On Imperial Authority?® and The Commendable Letter on the occasion
of the birth of Prince Peter Petrovich, Prokopovich justified the absolutism introduced by
Peter the Great and specified the elements that may be subsumed under the theories of
natural law and social contract. Among other things, he said: “Among the laws that exist in
human nature we include: striving to preserve and extend the life of the individual and his
kin...” In the second place he stated that democracy, the rule of aristocracy or election
monarchy after the Polish model were a source of many problems and that the form of
government should be adapted to the “nature” of the people.?*

The most important Prokopovich’s historiographical work is The History of Peter the
Great from Birth to the Battle of Poltava...?> When writing this book he used the material
from the diplomatic administration, military diaries, official court journals and other
authentic materials. In addition, as one of the sources he mainly used Reflections, the already
mentioned book by P. P. Shafirov. This rich historical material rendered the book very
reliable and documented. Prokopovich’s History of Peter the Great is divided into four

18 Zorin 2001: 5-34

19 TlepBoe OydeHie OTPOKOMB Bb HEMKE OOYKBBI M CIIOTH, TaK€ KPATKOE TOJIKOBAHie 3aKOHAr® aechrTociosi,
Mosmutssl Tocnnonuu, ChbmBona Bbpu u nesbru 61axencres, Moscow 1720.

2 Kirilovi¢ 1955:15-18.

2L Kirilovi¢ 1955:15-18.

2 Puri¢ 2009: 87-98.

2 Puri¢ 2013: 235-246

24 Rogozhin 2004: 90-91.

% Ucropust umneparopa Ilerpa Benmkaro, oT poxaenus ero 1o IlonraBekoit 6arainu, U B3STH B IUIEH OCTaIHbIX
IIBeICKHUX Boiick mpH IlepeBonoune, BkmountensHo, Counnentas ®eodanom IIpokonoBudeM, nocie OBIBIIIM
apxuenuckornom Benmkaro HoBaropona n Benukux Jlyk, M3nanunas ¢ obperatomarocs, B Kabunerckoii apxuse
JIeI1 €TO HMIIePaTOPCKaro BeIMIecTBa CIHICKA, TPAaBICHHAr0 PyKolo camaro counHuTens, Cankrnerepoypr: [Tum.
Mop. kanet. kopmyca), 1773.
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books: from the emperor’s birth until the beginning of the Northern War, from the beginning
of the war to the foundation of St. Petershburg (1703), from 1703 to 1708, and the fourth
book describes the consequences of the stay of the Swedish army in the Ukraine until the
Russian victory at Poltava.?® He did not reduce The History of Peter the Great only to the
sequence of events, but he tried to make sense of history. Prokopovich magnified
absolutism, stressing the responsibility of the monarch towards the state and the people he
governed. He pointed out that the ruler should be an example to his subjects and used terms
such as: the national interest, loyalty to the motherland, the glory of Russia.

The fact that Theophanes Prokopovich realized the importance of history in education
is evidenced by the fact that history as a distinct discipline in secondary schools of the
Petrovsky time was only taught at his private school.?”

The mentioned Russian authors were forerunners of the transition of the Russian
historiography into the period of modernity, as well as a methodological support and a great
source for the development of works of Vasily Nikitich Tatishchev and Mikhail Lomonosov
in the 18th century.
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BOPBE BYPUh
Yuausepsurer y Hoom Cany, @unozodpcku dakynrer, Oncek 3a HCTOpH]jY

PYCKA HCTOPUOTI'PA®UJA IIETPOBCKE EIIOXE

Pe3nme
IMucame ucropuje y y enoxu Ilerpa Bennkor MonepHU30BaHO je K0 1 MHOT'A 10Jba IPYLITBEHOT
U KYITYpHOT *)HBOTa Pycuje y BpeMe oBor Biaaapa. 3HauajHO ce yBehao Opoj JOKyMEHaTa KOjH Cy
HACTaJM Kao Mocienuia ocHuBama HoBux Opceka u Opesbewma y JApXKABHO] YIPaBH MU
aaMuHKCTpanuju. OBU JOKyMEHTH nocTahie IpBOpa3peiHK HCTOPH)CKU H3BOPH 3a ITHCAE CAaBPEMEHE
ucropuje. Panuje Boheme XpOHHKA U MHCaRkEe UCTOPHja MOJAKO je U3 AENOKpYra IPKBE MPEeasuio y
npskasHe nociose. IlTa Bume, Ietap je, pasymeBajyhu 3Hauaj ncTopuje 3a MOIUTHKY, TUYHO aBA0
Ipernopyke kako Tpebda mucatn ucropyjy. Mmajyhu y Buny 3amanHe y3ope, oH je Oymyhum pyckum
ayTopHMa HaJlarao Jia UICTOpHjy He IHIIy BHIIIE ,,07] HajCTapHjUX BpeMeHa“ 1o 6ubnujckoj ¢hopmu, seh
Jla TIMIILy CBETOBHY HCTOPH]Y, KOjOj je y LIEHTPY NaXKe pycka apxasa. HapaBHo, mpu Tome rmoceOHy
MaXxmy Tpedalio je 00paTUTH Ha Bera JIMYHO M OMHCATH HEerose moxoxe, pedopme u apyre norabaje
KOjU Ta NpeACTaB/bajy Kao MOAEPHOI M yCHeUHOr Biajgapa. [loceOHO 3HaYajHH ayTopH pycke
ucropuje u3 oBor nepuona owmm cy: Anekcej MankujeB, ®jomop [Nomukapros, Ilerap [lapupos,
Bopuc Kypakun n Teodan IIpokornosuy. CBu OHM OWITH Cy HCKYCHOM JIPKaBHH JICNIATHULIM KOJH CY
OWIN YKJbYYEHH y CHPOBOhEHE METPOBCKUX peopMH. Y CBOJUM JelMMa Cy MOYENH HMPHXBaTaTH
3alajiHe y30pe M Ha I0JbY METOOJOrHje MCTOPUONHUCAkha M THME HAUMHIIN 3HAa4ajaH OTKIIOH Off
paHHje pycKe CPelbOBEKOBHE — XpPOHHUYApCKe Tpaaunuje. Tako Cy OHM MOCTalM IpeTeye Ipeliacka
pycke ucropuorpaduje y nepuon MOAEPHOCTH M METOOJIOIIKH aIi M H3BOPHHU OCJIOHALL 32 HACTaHAK
nena Bacunuja Hukurnya TarumrdeBa u Muxanna BacnbeBuua Jlomonocosa y 18. Beky.
Kbyune peun: Pycka ucropuorpaduja, Enoxa Ilerpa Benukor, Hcropujcka cBect, Teodan
IpokonoBuy, Anekcej Mankuje, Ucropuja Pycuje, @jonop [lonukapnos, [erap [lapupos, bopuc
Kypakus.
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