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Introduction

Belarus, sometimes described as Europe's "crossroads," has a rich and often
tumultuous history that belies its modest size. Nestled in the heart of Eastern Europe,
this landlocked country has been at the intersection of cultural, political, and military
spheres of influence for millennia. The history of Belarus is unique and vibrant, shaped
by ancient tribal unions, powerful medieval principalities, shifting imperial borders,
and the far-reaching consequences of wars and revolutions. This book, The History of
Belarus: Belarus from its earliest beginnings to the present day, aims to provide a
comprehensive and accessible narrative of the Belarusian people and the lands they
have called home through the centuries.

From the earliest archaeological traces in the Paleolithic era to the formation of tribal
societies by early Baltic and Slavic settlers, the roots of Belarusian history stretch
deep into the mists of time. The rise of principalities such as Polotsk and Turov, set
against a backdrop of vast forests and fertile plains, marked the region's first
organized societies. These early communities laid the groundwork for the later
emergence of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania—one of medieval Europe's most
formidable powers—where Ruthenian (the ancestor of modern Belarusian) culture
flourished and played a central role in governance, literature, and social life.

The union with Poland and the formation of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth
ushered in both a golden era of economic and cultural exchange and a period of
Polonization and religious upheaval. As wars, invasions, and shifting alliances buffeted
the Commonwealth, the Belarusian lands experienced devastation and transformation.
The partitions of Poland at the end of the eighteenth century brought Belarus firmly
under Russian rule, initiating a new and complex chapter marked by Russification,
resistance, and significant social change.

The twentieth century thrust Belarus onto the front lines of world history. The region
was a battleground in two world wars, endured the horrors of Soviet repression, and
faced almost unimaginable destruction and loss during the Nazi occupation. The
survival and resilience of the Belarusian people through these cataclysms became a
testament to their enduring spirit. In the aftermath, Belarus rebuilt and modernized
within the Soviet framework, becoming a founding member of the United Nations
while remaining under Moscow'’s control.

Independence came amidst the collapse of the Soviet Union, bringing both new
challenges and new hopes. Since 1994, the towering presence of Alexander
Lukashenka has defined the modern era, his regime marked by authoritarianism,
disputed elections, and a sometimes precarious balancing act between Russia and the
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West. Recent years have seen renewed civic activism, mass protests, and Belarus
once again thrust onto the international stage during geopolitical crises.

This book invites the reader to explore the full sweep of Belarusian history: the
peoples who shaped it, the forces that transformed it, and the enduring questions that
its story raises about identity, sovereignty, and resilience. By following Belarus’s
journey from prehistoric times to the evolving realities of today, we can better
understand not only the history of this remarkable land, but also the broader currents
that continue to shape Eastern Europe and the world.
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CHAPTER ONE: Prehistoric Belarus: Paleolithic and
Neolithic Roots

Long before the grandeur of medieval principalities or the complexities of modern
nation-states, the land that would one day be called Belarus lay cloaked in primordial
forests and sculpted by glacial movements. It was here, amidst the shifting landscapes
of Eastern Europe, that the earliest human inhabitants etched their initial, faint marks
upon the vast canvas of prehistory. While no written records exist from these distant
epochs, archaeological discoveries offer tantalizing glimpses into the lives of these
ancient peoples, painting a picture of survival, adaptation, and the gradual dawn of
civilization.

The story begins in the Paleolithic Age, a period stretching back hundreds of
thousands of years, when hominids first ventured across the Eurasian landmass.
Remarkably, evidence suggests human habitation in what is now Belarus dates back
as far as approximately 400,000 years ago. One of the most significant sites is found
near the village of Ogovo in the Ivanovo District of the Brest Oblast. This ancient
settlement stands as a testament to the enduring appeal of these lands, even for our
distant ancestors.

Excavations at Ogovo have unearthed flint tools and other artifacts, silent witnesses to
the activities and struggles of these early inhabitants. The sheer age of these finds
pushes back the timeline of human presence in the region considerably, revealing a
deeper connection to Eastern Europe's ancient past than previously understood. While
it's difficult to definitively identify the exact hominid species responsible for these
earliest traces, researchers suggest these tools may have been used by Neanderthals
or even their predecessors, Homo heidelbergensis.

As the glaciers advanced and retreated, shaping the very topography of the land,
human populations adapted to the changing climates. Other significant Paleolithic
sites, dating to the Late Paleolithic period, approximately 26,000 to 23,000 years ago,
have been discovered in the Gomel region. The village of Yurovichi in the Kalinkovichi
district and Berdysh in the Chechersk area are notable examples, providing further
insights into the lives of these hunter-gatherer communities. These ancient peoples
were not merely surviving; they were ingeniously adapting, fashioning tools from
stone and bone for hunting, cutting, and processing the abundant resources the land
provided.

The Mesolithic period, following the last Ice Age, witnessed further environmental
changes and corresponding adaptations by human groups. As the climate became
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warmer and the glaciers receded, people returned to the fertile lands of Belarus,
where rivers teemed with fish and forests abounded with wildlife. This era saw the
invention of the bow, a revolutionary tool that significantly altered hunting practices
and improved survival rates. Archaeological records reveal around 120 Mesolithic sites
across Belarus, indicating a population of approximately 4,500 to 6,000 people
engaged in hunting, fishing, and gathering.

The Neolithic Age, often referred to as the "New Stone Age," brought about profound
transformations around the 4th to 3rd millennia BC. This period marked a shift from a
purely appropriative economy to one that incorporated food production through
agriculture and animal husbandry. Evidence of culturally advanced Neolithic
communities has been found at sites like Ogovo, where excavations revealed artifacts
such as beads, bracelets, and pottery fragments. These items not only showcase the
craftsmanship of early inhabitants but also hint at organized social behaviors, trade,
and even rudimentary daily rituals.

The transition to a settled, agricultural lifestyle led to the establishment of more
permanent dwellings. Underwater archaeological explorations at the Krivinsky peat
bog, located on Lake Selyava, have yielded exceptionally well-preserved organic
materials, including remnants of Neolithic dwellings. Such preservation is a rarity in
Europe and offers a nearly intact view of prehistoric domestic life, providing invaluable
insights into the construction techniques and daily routines of these ancient
communities. Bone ornaments and tools crafted from bone and stone recovered from
Lake Selyava further underscore the ingenuity and resourcefulness of these early
Belarusian inhabitants.

The early permanent settlers in the region, appearing around the 3rd century CE, were
Baltic tribes. These groups inhabited the area between the lower Vistula, the
southeastern shore of the Baltic Sea, and the upper Daugava and Dnieper rivers,
gradually differentiating into West and East Balts. The East Balts, in particular,
established themselves in what is now Belarus, Ukraine, and Russia. Their presence
left a lasting legacy on the landscape and the early cultural tapestry of the region.

However, by the 5th century CE, a significant demographic shift began with the arrival
of Slavic peoples. This assimilation of the existing Baltic populations by the incoming
Slavs was largely peaceful, due in part to the Balts' decentralized tribal structure and
lack of unified military coordination. The Slavs, originating from an area between
modern-day southern Belarus and central Ukraine, began a large-scale migration
across Central and Eastern Europe from the 6th century onwards.

These early East Slavs, an agrarian people, settled across the territory of present-day
Belarus between the 6th and 8th centuries. Their arrival marked a crucial turning
point, laying the ethnocultural foundations for the future Belarusian nation. They
established tribal unions, gradually transforming the scattered settlements into more
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organized communities. The Slavs moved along the region's abundant rivers, building
fortified settlements that would eventually evolve into the towns and cities that dot
the Belarusian landscape today.

This period also saw the development of "slash-and-burn" agricultural methods, which
were well-suited to the extensive forests of the region. This technique involved
clearing tracts of forest by fire, cultivating the land for a few years, and then moving
on to new areas as the soil's fertility waned. While seemingly primitive, this method
allowed for sustained agricultural practices in a heavily forested environment.

Among the prominent early Slavic tribes that settled in the territory of modern Belarus
were the Dregovichi, Radimichi, Krivichi, and Drevlyane. The Dregovichi inhabited the
middle and southern parts of present-day Belarus, along the lower Pripyat River. The
Radimichi settled in the basin of the Sozh River, while the Krivichi established
themselves in the upper and middle reaches of the Western Dvina and the upper
Dnieper. These tribal unions, though distinct, contributed to the gradual differentiation
of the East Slavs and the emergence of what would eventually become the Belarusian
ethnos.

By the 8th and 9th centuries, these tribal unions had begun to form local principalities,
marking the transition from tribal societies to more complex political entities. Among
these emerging centers of power were the principalities of Pinsk, Turov, Polotsk,
Slutsk, and Minsk. The Principality of Polotsk, in particular, quickly rose to prominence
and would remain a dominant force in the region until the 13th century. Its strategic
location and growing influence positioned it as a crucial player in the unfolding history
of early Belarus.
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