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      On 8 December 1991 the President of the Russian Federation Boris Yeltsin, the Chairman of the Supreme Soviet of the Belarusian Soviet Socialist Republic Stanislav Shushkevich and the Chairman of the Supreme Soviet of Ukraine Leonid Kravchuk signed a treaty in Belovezhskaya Pushcha National Park in Belarus on the withdrawal of their countries from the USSR and formed a new political union of three independent states with its capital in Minsk. Thus, at the stroke of a pen, the Soviet Union as a geopolitical entity and a subject of international law ceased to exist, making way for new post-communist states. The Republic of Belarus became a sovereign nation in the heart of Europe with its territory covering 207,000 square kilometres and a population of 9.5 million people.

      But clearly this does not mean that the history of Belarus only began after this treaty had been signed in 1991. As a fixed historical territory, populated by a largely ethnically homogenous people, Belarus in fact has its origins in the 9th century, with the Principality of Polotsk, one of the first state entities in Europe.

      Due to its geopolitical position, in its early history Belarus found itself on the juncture of two worlds, two great cultures and ideologies, becoming a region of mutual interaction between Byzantine Orthodox and Roman Catholic civilisations. This contributed to the peculiar political and cultural development that defined the country’s historic role in Europe. In spite of some dramatic historical periods caused by opposition and conflicts between these two powers, the Belarusian people preserved their distinctive ethnic and cultural traits that stayed with them for centuries to come. During periods of active Polonisation of Belarus, Orthodoxy was an important resistant force that maintained Belarusian language and culture, and in the 19th and 20th centuries, during Russian assimilation, Belarusians managed to preserve their own language and culture as a result of their particular past and resplendence accumulated from centuries old traditions.

      Over the course of its history Belarus has been part of various state entities:

      - Kievan Rus (9th-13th centuries),

      - The Grand Principality of Lithuania (13th-16th centuries),

      - The Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth (16th-18th centuries),

      - The Russian Empire (1795-1917),

      - The Soviet Union (1917-1991).

      A History of Belarus covers major periods of Belarusian history and attempts to reconstruct some peculiarities in detail. Moreover, readers can expect to encounter prominent historical figures throughout the book – princes, generals, politicians and luminaries – to serve as an introduction to the political history, military victories and defeats, and cultural achievements of the Belarusians, starting with material on the existence of Balts and Slavs on Belarusian lands, and ending with the formation of the independent Republic of Belarus in 1991. The factual material in this book is presented systematically and in chronological order. In case of disputable theoretical issues such as the ethnogenesis of the Belarusians, the emergence of the Belarusian language, the Belarusian identity and national consciousness, the problems of the Union between the Orthodox and Catholic churches, the author has chosen to outline all of the prevailing ideas in the field without giving preference to any particular slant.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          PART 1

        

        HOW IT ALL BEGAN: PREHISTORY AND THE ETHNOGENESIS OF THE BELARUSIANS

      

    

    
      Archaeological investigations revealed that starting with very depths of antiquity, Belarus had been a popular site with the first settlement dating approximately 40,000 years ago, during the Palaeolithic Era (Stone Age). Characteristic of this period tools were found at archaeological excavations in the southern provinces of Belarus. It was during this period that people – still Palaeoanthropi with Neanderthals among them – mastered fire-making and produced their first stone tools – arrowheads, knives, scrapers – the most primitive implements known to man. The arctic climate at the time – as Belarus was in the preglacial zone – sustained rather poor vegetation and animal life.

      Two of the oldest Palaeolithic human sites are located in Belarus and thought to be 25,000 to 30,000 years old: one on the banks of the Pripyat River near the village of Yurovichi and the other near the village of Berdyzh (1). Only 50 to 60 prehistoric humans would have lived on these sites. Archaeological findings have shown that a tribal community structure existed at the time, and consumption of hunting and fishing produce was collective, with complete equality among members of the community. Several communities would come to be united in a clan, consisting of all of the relatives on the maternal side. Such a clan would occupy a specific territory, operate a common economy and share common property. The total population on Belarusian soil in the late Palaeolithic was no more than several hundred (2).

      During the Mesolithic, which for all of Eastern Europe lasted from 9,000 to 5,000 BC, settlements were spreading actively in the territory of Belarus, especially in the Neman, Western Dvina and Dnieper river basins w extensive and rich supplies of fish and waterfowl. After the retreat of the glacier towards the north and the significant temperature increase that occurred in 9,000 to 8,000 BC, Belarus became quite attractive for the rapid settlement of the land. Vast forestation and diverse fauna were more conducive to life. Belarus’ settlement during this period primarily came from three directions –from the Russian Plains to the north-east, from the Balkans and the Black Sea to the south along the Dnieper, and from Western Europe through Poland. The people arriving from these areas belonged to different ethnic groups, and so in ethnic terms there has never been a homogenous Belarus.

      On the shores of the Dnieper, Neman, Pripyat and Western Dvina archaeologists have found more than 100 Mesolithic sites, each inhabited by 20 to 30 people. The population of Belarus at the time was approximately between 5,000 and 6,000 people whose life style was characterized by the primitive communal system. Based on the obtained data, it’d be safe to conclude that specimens from the same clan used identical methods to process materials, manufacture tools, hunt and fish, and built identical housing structures.

      The Neolithic era of human civilisation (the last period of the Stone Age) began at the end of the 5th millennium BC and lasted for more than two thousand years. Society demonstrated a certain ability to adapt to the surrounding environment and put to good use various resources available to humans of that era. The main methods used previously to obtain food, for example,  were hunting, fishing and gathering, but in the Neolithic those same methods received what we would call today ‘an upgrade’. For example, they learnt to fish using nets, and trained dogs for hunting purposes. Improved means of securing provisions ensured rapid growth of the population. Roughly 600 Neolithic settlements were found in what is now Belarus, accounting for a total population of about 27,000 to 30,000 people. These settlements were still mainly spread in river basins, with the majority in the Pripyat basin and along the Dnieper, but settlements were also found around the many Belarusian lakes formed after the retreat of the glacier.

      The most interesting evidence of the late Neolithic era are settlements in the Syanno and Beshankovichy regions of the Vitebsk Province as archaeologists have found not only tools and household utensils there, but also the first small works of art: depictions of birds and animals, and even a small wooden figure of a man. At the same time, archaeological findings have revealed fortified settlements suggesting possible clashes between tribes. These settlements were reinforced by defensive earthen ramparts around them.

      So far scientists have been unable to determine the exact ethnicity of Belarus’ ancient population during the Palaeolithic, Mesolithic and Neolithic periods. However, archaeological data and studies in historical linguistics, in particular hydronymy (the study of ancient names for rivers and lakes), make it possible to devise an ethnic lineage for some communities living in the Late Stone Age. It’s being hypothesized that already in the Bronze Age, at around 2,000 BC, there were Finno-Ugric tribes living along the Western Dvina and Dnieper, and Indo-European tribes along the Pripyat.

      Major demographic changes were taking place in Europe at the dawn of the Bronze Age between 3,000 and 2,000 BC: tribes of nomadic herders from the Indo-European ethno-linguistic group were quickly occupying new lands from the Rhine in the west to the Volga in the east, and from the Black Sea in the south to the Scandinavian islands in the north. Slavs as a distinct indigenous ethnic group were part of this Indo-European migration which included Germanic, Baltic, Romanic, Celtic, Iranian and Indian groups.

      With Indo-Europeans settling in Eastern Europe, a new era was marked in the development of the region and inevitably changes to the ethnic make-up of Belarus followed. New people brought with them new practices and ideas, and influenced the pre-existing social fabric. More effective bronze tools replaced less effective stone tools, the development of plough farming and animal husbandry created conditions conducive to the amassing of wealth by individual families, which caused envy among others. Such social vices (by today’s standards) as robbery and burglary came to be a form of enrichment. As a result, a fortified settlement enclosed by walls behind a deep ditch or earthen ramparts becomes the new, smarter way of protection. More than 1,000 of these settlements have so far been found in Belarus. Archaeologists maintain that between 50 and 75 people would have lived in one of these types of villages, meaning that the total population of Belarus in the Bronze Age may have been between 75,000-100,000 people.

      The situation remained relatively stable for a relatively long period of time until the Great Migration between the 3rd and 7th centuries AD following the fall of the Roman Empire. Migration and mobility of Slavs was largely determined by migration of other tribes in the region. The Slavs’ homeland was between the Oder and the Dnieper and was named the Prague Archaeological Culture, which by now has been extensively studied by Czech, Polish and Belarusian scientists. During the Great Migration Slavic tribes moved away from their homeland to lands which later became the starting points of their recorded history, and where they still live to this day.

      In the 6th and 7th centuries AD some Slavs settled in the south, populating the Balkans in what is modern-day Bulgaria and parts of Greece, and some groups went as far as Spain, Sicily and North Africa. Southern Slavs were formed during the process of assimilating the Thracian population and today these include Bulgarians, Serbs, Croats and Macedonians.

      Another stream of Slavs moved during the 6th and 7th centuries from their homeland in the east and settled in the basin of the Dnieper and the Pripyat, having driven away or assimilated the Baltic and Finno-Ugric tribes. Here a new branch of the Slavs was formed and became known as the Eastern Slavs. They stayed in this area until the 8th and 9th centuries, and then moved further afield to settle vast expanses up to the Don, Oka, and Upper Volga. These groups are the modern-day Belarusians, Russians and Ukrainians.

      As for the Western Slavs (Poles, Czechs, Slovaks), they stayed in their homelands and there was no migration or mixing. For centuries they lived on their ancestral lands, and their ethnic history does not offer historians as much in the way of disputable material for discussion as the ethnic history of the Belarusians.

      Slavs came to Belarusian territory, inhabited by Baltic tribes, in the 6-7th centuries AD. The Slavs moved along the rivers abundant in this area and built fortified settlements as they went, later expanding them into fully-fledged cities. Armed groups always led the way, followed by the agricultural population. The Slavs settled densely in single villages, and the type of housing used at the time was the mud hut. In numerous tombs from this period along the Dnieper, Pripyat and Berezina rivers archaeologists have found items such as typically Slavic pottery and tools, which indicates that the Slavs had already fully settled in this area by the 7-8th century.

      In terms of their development, the Slavs were significantly more advanced than the Baltic tribes; they were superior in their social and military organisation and had more advanced forms of economy, in particular agriculture, which the Balts did not know. We do not know how peaceful the coexistence of the two ethnic groups was initially in the Belarusian lands inhabited by the Slavs. Traces of fires have been found at some Baltic settlements from the 7th and 8th centuries AD, which is suggestive of military conflicts.

      By colonising the land along the Western Dvina, the Slavs absorbed the cultural and ethnographic features of aboriginal Balts and assimilated them. A portion of the Baltic tribes retreated to the north-west, where they laid the foundations for the formation of the Lithuanian, Yotvingian, Prussian and Lettish ethnic groups. But most of the Balts continued to live where they had lived on what is now Belarus, and their assimilation into the Slavs continued for several centuries until the 12th and 13th centuries, and possibly even later. Thus, the region along the Neman and Western Dvina rivers remained a mixed Baltic-Slavic area. As a result of this blending, a new ethnic group came into being – the direct ancestors of the Belarusians who spoke in Slavic dialects (3). These Slavic tribes – Krivichs and Dregovichs – are often mentioned in medieval historical sources: the writings of the Bavarian Geographer (9th century), the historian Constantine Porphyrogenitus (10th century) and the first Russian chronicle The Tales of Bygone Years (12th century). In their culture and language the Slavic and Baltic elements became intertwined, with Slavic features dominating, including language. Information from archaeology and written sources indicate that by the 8th century the Dregovichs and Krivichs had already moved away from a primitive tribal system towards a class-based society. Division of labour had already taken place and political governance - in the form of elected princes - had been established.

      Thus, indigenous Baltic tribes became a substrate in the formation of the Belarusian ethnic group. As a result of the Slavicisation of the Baltic population and its merging with the Slavic population a portion of the Slavic people split off into a separate group of Dregovichs and Krivichs, and through their historical and cultural development this led to the emergence of the Belarusian language and the Belarusian people.

      This theory on the ethnogenesis of Belarusians appeared in historical academic circles in the 1960s, and was based on extensive material accumulated from archaeological and linguistic research (4). It was called the Baltic Theory, but was entirely suppressed by the official Soviet scientific authorities. Until this time, another theory had prevailed as the only existing hypothesis, both when Belarus became part of the Russian Empire and during the Soviet era. It was called the Belarusian Theory and was based on the following principles.

      The Eastern Slavs came to modern-day Belarus, Ukraine and Western Russia in the 6th and 7th centuries. The appearance of the Slavs in these lands gradually came to be of great importance to the subsequence historical development of the region as it led to a rapid overruling of many primitive societal institutions and facilitated the emergence of cities and the development of feudal relations. It is almost as if the region witnessed, on a small scale, what had happened several centuries before on the borders of the Roman Empire and Byzantium where the arrival of barbarians contributed to the abolition of former societal relations and supported the adoption of new systems. The pace of economic and social development among the Slavs was far more intensive than that of the native tribes, and so the Slavs assimilated them.

      In the late 9th and early 10th centuries the processes eradicating the ethnocultural differences between Eastern Slavic tribes intensified. This was due to economic (the development of feudal and trade relations), political (the need to protect themselves from common enemies in the form of nomadic tribes) and cultural (especially after the adoption of Christianity in the 10th century) integration. As a result of the mixing of different tribes – the Krivichs, Dregovichs, Polans, Radimichs, Drevlyans and others – in the 9th and 10th centuries a united Russian people formed in the Middle Overdnieper, with its centre consolidated in the city of Kiev. Its geographical position had many advantages: the city was at the very centre of the Eastern Slavic lands, and was therefore inaccessible to external enemies – the aggressive nomadic tribes. Situated on the banks of the deep Dnieper river, which connected the northern lands with the wealth of Byzantium, Kiev flourished as an important trading centre. The new Russian people started to unite around Kiev, and by the end of the 10th century in the lands surrounding Kiev it was consolidated and assumed its common name – Rus.

      According to this theory Ancient Rus, with its centre at Kiev, served to unify the Eastern Slavic tribes in a single community and protect its borders from external enemies – the many thousands of Varangian tribes to the north, and Khazars and Cumans to the south. This state had a common Slavic language and common cultural trends. Then, in the 12th century, as a result of the fall of this first Russian state, the first unified Russian people separated and splintered. On its foundations, during the further course of history, three related peoples came into being: Russians, Belarusians and Ukrainians.

      Soviet history officially recognised this version of events, the Great Russian theory, in spite of the fact that since the 19th century it had faced considerable opposition. The term “a united ancient Russian people” only appeared in the 1950s, after the publication of Stalin’s “scientific” work Marxism and Problems of Linguistics, and it soon came to be widely accepted (5). This theory was clearly politically motivated, as it supported the idea of an “elder Russian brother” from which young Belarusians and Ukrainians had descended, and since they were younger then, consequently, their historical choices should always be guided by this principle.

      Opponents of the Great Russian theory argue that Ancient Rus was not a state made up of Russian people because such a people did not yet exist in the 10-12th centuries; there were various Eastern Slavic tribes each with their own ethnic and cultural characteristics. These characteristics were defined, developed and intensified according to which autochthonous populations these tribes assimilated. Accordingly, the Russian ethnic group was formed on the basis of the Finno-Ugric substrate, the Ukrainian on the Turkic, and the Belarusian through assimilation of the Balts. The Kievan Rus state only united these peoples for a time, but it was not by chance that when this state collapsed in the 13th century it ruptured along the same lines as the initial tribal territories with all of their ethnographic and cultural features. These features were the basis for the ethnogenesis of these three future peoples – Russians, Belarusians and Ukrainians.

      There is also a Great Polish theory on the descent of the Belarusian people. It denies the existence of an independent Belarusian ethnic group and argues that Belarusians are a Polish people who speak a dialect of Polish formed under the influence and dissemination of Russian. This theory arose in the 18th century in the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth and was, of course, politically motivated in order to more successfully implement Poland’s hegemonic policy towards Belarus. No scientific evidence stands in support of this theory. Modern linguistic research has convincingly shown that the Belarusian language, in terms of its lexicon, syntax, phonetics and morphology, is an independent Eastern Slavic language.

      As for modern Belarusian history, both the Belarusian and the Great Russian theories continue to exist, but the debate, unlike during the Soviet period, is free and makes use of the very latest historical, archaeological and ethnographic material.

      [image: ]

      The settlement of the Eastern Slavs on Belarusian lands in the 6-9th centuries coincided with the disintegration of primitive social systems. In the economic life of the agricultural community more and more elements characteristic of individual farms started to appear (6). During this period the socio-political structure was beginning to change and Slavs moved over to a class-based society with the start of an era of military democracies. Class demarcation contributed to the emergence of the first and earliest feudal Slavic states. The first of such states in central Europe were the Bulgarian Empire, the Great Moravian Empire (7), the Serbian Empire and, in what is now Belarus, the Principality of Polotsk.
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        BELARUSIAN LANDS IN THE EARLY MIDDLE AGES (9-13th centuries)

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          CHAPTER 1

        

        The Principality of Polotsk and Kievan Rus

      

    

    
      There are various ways to divide history into different periods; some researchers are guided by socio-economic criteria, whereas others look to politics, statehood or culture. As Belarus has repeatedly changed its allegiance over the course of its history we will elect for the principle of statehood. Based on the political, social and cultural life of the Belarusian people, chronologically the history of Belarus can be divided into 5 periods: Polotsk, Belarusian-Lithuanian, Polish, Russian and its entry into the USSR.
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      The first early feudal principalities on Eastern Slavic territory started to form in the 9th century, the foundations for which were created by the former tribal communities. The Slavs’ need to defend themselves from hostile nomadic Pecheneg, Cuman and Khazar tribes which regularly carried out devastating attacks on the Slavic settlements contributed to the establishment of military detachments and the appearance of well-fortified cities, the first of which were Novgorod, Kiev and Polotsk.

      In the 9th century the northern principalities of the Eastern Slavs headed by Novgorod united with the southern principalities and created a single major power with its capital in Kiev, which historians have named Ancient or Kievan Rus. Based on its social and political system this state was a military monarchy ruled over by the Grand Prince of Kiev. Under the Grand Prince was the state council, the Duma (from the Russian verb dumat, ‘to think’), which included noblemen – for the most part relatives of the prince and military leaders – called Boyars. The Grand Prince governed the numerous executive bodies, the officials responsible for collecting dani, or tributes (from the verb davat, ‘to give’), court affairs, and the recruitment of soldiers to the prince’s detachment. In the lands under the Grand Prince’s control the state was run by appointed governors – posadniki – (from the verb posadit, ‘to seat’ or ‘to implant’) and their assistants tysyachniki (from tysyacha, ‘thousand’), which was the name given to the militia during military action.

      The lands of the Dregovichs, Krivichs and Radimichs – now Belarus – were incorporated into this Slavic state.

      The issue surrounding the origin of the word Rus, from which the notion Rusyn was also descended, and later Russian, as well as the future name of the state Rusiya and Russia (Rossiya), has caused and continues to spark lively academic debate, with numerous different hypotheses being put forward. In Western European historical sources from the 10-12th centuries, such as the Annals of Magdeburg, the term Rusyn is used only to refer to the Northern and North-Western groups of Ancient Rus. But with the growth of Rus’ territory and population and its increasingly active role in the historical arena of Eastern and Northern Europe, the name gradually spread to cover all Eastern Slavic lands. Thus, the word Rusyn was used by neighbouring Western nations to denote all foreigners living to the east, and it existed together with the cognates Rusy, Ruskiya, Russkie, and Rusichi which were widely used in Rus itself.

      The most popular theory of the origins of the first Russian state and the name Rus is the Norman Theory. Normanists trace the emergence of Ancient Rus to the intervention of the Normans and argue that the word Rus was initially the name for one of the Varangian tribal unions which subsequently gave its name to the Slavic lands that they came to rule and control.

      One of the grounds for this theory is The Tale of Bygone Years, a Russian chronicle written in the 12th century. A record exists from roughly 862 AD which reads: “… and in the lands there was war, and they fought amongst themselves. And they decided: let us look for a prince to rule over us and to govern by the rule of law. And they went overseas to the Varangians, to the Rus… and said: our land is vast and abundant, but there is no order in it. Come, reign as princes and rule over us…”. Later in the chronicles we read that as a result of this invitation a Varangian detachment led by Rurik and his brothers arrived on the Slavic lands and brought together the many Slavic tribes in the Middle Dnieper basin under their rule (8). The further integration of the Varangians, who were allegedly called Rus, with the Slavic population led to the ethnonym Rus extending to the entire population of the first Ancient Russian state, and the Rurik Dynasty was the first of the dynasties of Russian princes.

      The second leading influential hypothesis on the origin of the term Rus is geographical. We know that the ancient Slavs always settled along rivers. According to their pagan beliefs the Slavs worshiped rivers, and in the Proto-Slavic language the word for a river was rusa. To this day there are many toponyms derived from the root rus in Slavic lands. The Neman river, which has been the site of Eastern Slavic settlements since time immemorial, was also called Ros in ancient times. There are therefore reasonable grounds for considering this explanation for the origins of the name of the first Eastern Slavic state.

      Wherever this name came from, by the 10-11th centuries it had become widespread. The Hypatian Codex documents how Slavs, Varangians and many other people from diverse backgrounds served in Prince Oleg’s army, and they were all referred to as Rus.

      As for the word Russia (Rossiya), it came from the Greeks. The Greeks called the inhabitants of Kievan Rus not Rus, but rather Ros, and hence the word Rossiya was formed. By the late 17th century after the church reforms of Patriarch Nikon when thousands of Greek monks came to Russian monasteries to correct their theological books, they propagated the written name Russia (Rossiya). Under the reign of Peter the Great (1672-1725) Russia came to be the widespread official name for the state.

      [image: ]

      In view of the constant military strikes, both within the state, and along its frontiers against nomadic tribes, the Grand Prince of Kiev needed a strong army. It consisted of a Grand Prince unit and detachments of his vassals. In certain instances a militia was assembled. He even had his own fleet on the Dnieper, Western Dvina and Berezina rivers and on the Black Sea.

      Ancient Rus was made up of various apanage principalities. These apanage principalities were held in vassalage from the Grand Prince. They had to supply him with soldiers, make their detachments available at his request and carry out all orders, in addition to collecting the dan’ (tribute) from their people and paying it to the Grand Prince’s treasury. But in their own lands the apanaged princes enjoyed unlimited power.

      Peasant families united by their common economic life created a territorial rural community. The cultivated land, forests and bodies of water were the property of the community. A specific family would make use of its own plot of communal land – its nadel, or allotment (from the verb delit, ‘to share’ or ‘to divide’). All peasants paid tributes to the state in the form of rye, oats, flax, sheep, chickens, and honey. Money was also paid to the prince. In addition, from the 12th century all rural populations had to pay a tax to the church, called desyatina – a form of tithe – which was one tenth of their harvest. There were few slaves – only captive foreigners forced into slavery called kholopy, or serfs, who were openly bought and sold. Russians could not be forced into slavery on their own land.

      So what sort of position did the Belarusian lands have in Kievan Rus?

      The most significant in political terms in the 9-12th centuries was the Principality of Polotsk.

      The first mention of Polotsk in chronicles is from the year 862 AD, in which we read that Prince Rurik of Kiev “… distributed the cities among his vassals – one part to the Polotsk vassal, another to the Rostov vassal, and the other to the Beloozero vassal…” (9). Thus, by this time Polotsk must already have been in existence. The very earliest written sources, such as The Tale of Bygone Years, and the Laurentian, Hypatian and Novgorod codices, and the Livonian Chronicles write about Polotsk in the 9-10th centuries as the well-fortified cultural and political centre of a rich principality. Polotsk was formed at the confluence of the river Polat and the Western Dvina, giving rise to its name.

      Polotsk owed its active trading and wealth to its geographical location and the convenience of its waterways. It was situated on the banks midway down the key trading route of the Western Dvina. This route tracing the Dvina and Dnieper rivers connected the Scandinavian and Baltic states in the north to the Byzantine Empire and the Arabic Caliphate in the South. It was an important waterway for international trading and was called the “waterway from the Varangians to the Greeks”.

      Polotsk was the social, economic and political centre of a large region in the north-east of what is now Belarus. The Principality of Polotsk bordered with the Novgorod lands to the north, Smolensk to the east, Pinsk to the south, and Lithuanian and Lettish tribes to the west. These tribes were forever dependent on Polotsk, paying it tributes and supplying soldiers to the Polotsk army. Based on current administrative demarcations, the Principality of Polotsk covered the entirety of the Vitebsk Province, the northern part of the Minsk Province and the northern part of the Mogilev Province, accounting for roughly one third of the territory of modern-day Belarus.

      The Principality of Polotsk was one of the largest feudal states, comparable with the Bavarian Principality and the Portuguese kingdom in Western Europe, but was not threatened by the raids by nomadic tribes that constantly ravaged the more southern Eastern Slavic lands. The trading route “from the Varangians to the Greeks” on which it was situated contributed to its growing wealth and, as a result, individuality; by the 10th century the population was notable for its ethnic identity, linguistic unity and common culture.

      All of this gives us reason to believe that the Principality of Polotsk was the first Belarusian state to have real sovereignty and control over its own destiny. Throughout the 9-12th centuries it had all of the most important attributes of statehood: a legislative authority in the form of a Veche (popular assembly), an executive authority governed by an elected prince, its own dynasty, a stable territory and its own army. The Principality of Polotsk pursued its own independent foreign and domestic policy and was remarkable for its political and military activity.

      The Principality’s economy was based on agriculture and animal husbandry. Primitive methods of economic management – hunting, fishing and gathering – played a subsidiary role. Peasants produced everything that was needed for the sustenance of their families, and only a small number of items such as special tools and aids, pottery, jewellery and adornments were bought from craftsmen or merchants from the cities.

      The peasants lived in small villages inhabited by several dozen families and formed a community on a territorial basis. A larger settlement, or pogost, would serve as the administrative and religious centre. Small homes were built from wood and had a clay oven to prepare food and provide heating in the winter months.

      At the opposite end of the feudal society were the nobles and princes, for whom land ownership served as the economic basis for their power. In the early-feudal period there were different forms of land ownership: patrimonial, where land or a farmstead was owned with the right to sell it or pass it on by inheritance, and landed, where nobles or other influential individuals obtained the land for temporary use in return for their services, in which case they did not have the right to sell it or pass it on to their successors. From the 11th century the main owner of the land was the Orthodox Church and monasteries.

      The city of Polotsk comprised a city centre fortified with defensive ramparts and wooden walls, which in ancient cities was called the citadel (the Russian word for which, detinets, was derived from the word for baby, ditë, drawing a parallel between the inner fortress and a child within its mother’s womb), surrounding streets and outlying settlements. The city was built entirely out of wood: wood was used for the prince’s mansions, homes, farm buildings, city walls, fortifications, and bridges. Trees even lined the streets and pavements.

      The prince and his retinue – the standing army of the prince, and the main support for his rule – lived in the city. In military campaigns, militia, called tysyachi, would accompany the retinue. The best craftsmen from the surrounding areas came to settle in the city, and Polotsk came to be renowned for its pottery, blacksmiths, leather goods and jewellers. The prince himself always supported arms tradesmen, and often his observers would watch how a combat sword was tempered and how armourers made spears and battle-axes. The price of a good steel sword was equal to the cost of a horse. A feature of a warrior’s clothing was iron chain mail made up of tens of thousands (sometimes up to 60,000) metal rings.  Polotsk’s master archers were famous even in other principalities. From close range even chain mail or shields were unable to defend against steel-tipped arrows. An arrow fired from the best bow could hit a target at three hundred metres.

      Between the 10th and 11th centuries the level of independence of the Polotsk princes from the Grand Prince of Kiev first increased and then decreased. It was all determined by military events. In the last quarter of the 10th century Prince Rogvolod ruled over Polotsk and he, having a strong retinue, decided not to obey the Prince of Kiev and chose to rule independently. This prince was the first protagonist in Belarusian history documented in written sources.

      After the death of the Grand Prince Svyatoslav of Kiev, when a struggle for the throne had started between his two sons Yaropolk and Vladimir, Rogvolod sided with Yaropolk and refused to hand over his daughter Rogneda to marry Vladimir. During Rogneda’s courtship with Vladimir she declared: “I do not want to be enslaved, I want Yaropolk”. She was referring to the fact that Vladimir was the son of Prince Svyatoslav and a slave. It was not just a refusal, but an insult.

      But in the feud with Yaropolk for the Kiev throne, Vladimir was victorious and gathered an army to wage war against Polotsk to avenge this insult. Of course, it was not so much Rogneda’s refusal that was the cause of this campaign, but rather Kiev’s constant desire to subjugate Polotsk. Vladimir destroyed and burned the city to the ground for its disobedience, and Rogneda was forced into marriage. Prince Rogvolod, his wife and all of his sons were brutally murdered.

      Prince Vladimir (who ruled from 980 to 1015) by this time had not yet turned to Christianity; he was a pagan. His faith meant that he was able to practice polygamy. Alongside the Princess of Polotsk he had a further six wives and many harems of slaves. Chronicles document how Rogneda could not forget and forgive Vladimir for the harm he had caused her, and the violence and destruction of her home city, and at one point attempted to kill him: “One day, when Vladimir came to her and fell asleep, she decided to kill him. But it happened that at that very moment he woke up and grabbed her by the arm. And she said sadly: ‘You killed my father and took away my land…’ Vladimir snatched the sword from her and wanted to kill his disobedient wife, but their young son Izyaslav also grabbed the sword and protected his mother”. This young yet courageous protector surprised Prince Vladimir so much that he spared Rogneda and then ordered the construction of a new city and named it after his son: Izyaslavl (now Zaslavl in Minsk Province). Rogneda and her son were eternally banished to this city and the Prince never saw her again.

      In 985, the Polotsk Veche invited the young Izyaslav to take the throne as prince, where he ruled until 1001. Written records offer no details of his rule, but later church publications refer to Izyaslav as an active exponent of Christianity and a knizhnik, or ‘book lover’ (from the Russian word for book, kniga), the name given to all highly educated people at the time.

      The Veche was a key feature of political life in the Western and North-Western Principalities of Ancient Rus, including Polotsk. This people’s “parliament” performed a legislative function, and the prince and his retinue served as the executive. The Veche – the people’s assembly – was formed in Polotsk after other communities in the principality had held their own preliminary Veche meetings and representatives of the people had been chosen. The Veche invited the Prince to the government, agreed with him the conditions of his reign, and expressed its wishes and demands. If the Prince broke the agreement, the Veche could remove him. The Veche adopted resolutions that were binding on people of various backgrounds and appointed senior officials. The Veche in the Principality of Polotsk lasted until the late 15th century, when the city had become part of the Grand Principality of Lithuania and Magdeburg Law had been adopted.

      The Veche had the power to declare war and make peace. Its powers extended not only to the capital, but also to the territory and cities around the capital. The Principality of Polotsk incorporated cities such as Minsk, Borisov, Usvyaty and Vitebsk.

      A chronicler wrote the following about the Veche’s powers: “… and all of the power is taken from the citizens of Novgorod, and Smolensk, and Kiev, and Polotsk, is amassed in the Duma, in the Veche, wherein the elders reflect, and enact…” (10). People gathered for Veche assemblies when a special Veche bell was sounded. All free men, regardless of their wealth, had the right to vote.

      The Prince’s executive power defended the territory, managed the land, administered “justice”, and kept an eye on the trading routes. The Prince of Polotsk “knew his place” and legally had very little influence. When taking the throne, the Prince had to make a strict ritual-like oath to the people. Initially it was an oath to the land, to water, to bread and to arms in front of a pagan wooden idol, and after the adoption of Christianity, in front of a cross. Among the oaths made by the new Prince were promises to protect and defend the territory of the state, not to overturn the decisions of the courts, not to interfere in church affairs, not to deprive free inhabitants of their property, and not to set up restrictions on travel outside the principality.

      There is every reason to believe that the process of adopting Christianity in the Principality of Polotsk was very much different to that which took place in Kiev and other lands in Ancient Rus. All of the chronicles describe the violence and bloody crimes which accompanied the coming of Christianity in many cities, but there are no similar reports for Polotsk. This is due to the fact that Christianity was already widespread in these lands long before Prince Vladimir’s ruling on the adoption of Christianity in Ancient Rus; it came peacefully and in a civilised manner. The Princes of Polotsk did not want to see their land as a pagan island in the middle of a Christian Europe; they understood the advantages that the new faith offered the state and the people and so promoted the spread of Christianity by peaceful means (11).

      The first source documenting Christianity in the Principality of Polotsk comes in the form of the 9th century Scandinavian work of literature, The Book of Christianity. The hero of the saga Thorvald the Traveller, who was sainted following his death, brought Christianity to Iceland, and then went to Jerusalem in the Holy Land. The pilgrim returned through Russian and Belarusian lands, and on the way stopped in Polotsk, where he founded the monastery of John the Baptist, where he was buried.

      By 992 the Polotsk eparchy had been created. Compared with Kiev, the church in Polotsk was highly important and its bishops played an active role in the political life of the Principality. In a number of cases social contracts and resolutions on city life were signed in the name of the bishop and stamped with his seal, the most important of which was the seal of the Grand Prince.

      In the first few decades of the 11th century the Principality of Polotsk was one of the strongest in military and economic terms in Ancient Rus. This formed the basis for it starting a battle with Kiev for supremacy in the Eastern Slavic world. In 1021 the son of Izyaslav, Bryacheslav, took his powerful retinue to Novgorod, capturing it and plundering rich spoils from the city. Angered, Prince Yaroslav of Kiev caught up with the Polotsk retinue when it was returning from Novgorod and attacked it at the Sudoma river. The Prince of Polotsk lost the ensuing battle between the uncle and nephew. But Yaroslav continued to fear the strength of Polotsk, and in order to appease Bryacheslav allowed him to keep possession of the principality on the condition that the nephew would not take any further action against him. Soon these two princes would walk side-by-side in military campaigns against Lithuania and the Yotvingians to expand and strengthen their north-western borders.

      The greatest power and the largest degree of independence came to the Principality of Polotsk in the second half of the 11th century under Prince Vseslav (1044-1101). At the start of his reign construction was started on the St. Sophia Cathedral in Polotsk (one of the oldest churches in Belarus, which still stands in Polotsk to this day, albeit having been heavily restored). Needless to say, the fact that cathedrals to St. Sophia had already been built in Kiev and in Novgorod – two of the most influential cities in Ancient Rus with which Polotsk had been in constant competition – had a considerable impact on the decision to build the large monumental cathedral. In doing so, Vseslav was emphasising the equal standing of Polotsk with Kiev and Novgorod.

      St. Sophia in Polotsk was a highly grandiose building for the time. The architecture and the interior of the cathedral was more plain than the cathedrals in Kiev and Novgorod, but this was the essence of its special grandeur and beauty. The restraint of the walls emphasised the narrow, high windows, and under the dome they were much larger in size allowing the sunlight to penetrate into the cathedral. The cathedral had seven domes, and on the interior of the main dome was a depiction of Christ Pantocrator.

      St. Sophia in Polotsk became the heart of the state. It served not only for prayer, but also to receive ambassadors, declare war and sign peace, guard the prince’s treasury and the property collected by Prince Izyaslav, Rogneda’s son, house a library, and enter into and sign trade agreements. It was with good reason that the Prince’s state seal read: “Seal of Polotsk and St. Sophia”.

      Vseslav’s contemporaries gave him the nickname Prince Vseslav the Sorcerer. Vseslav’s indefatigable energy and his numerous and ever successful endeavours gave rise to the legend that he was born with a magical and enchanting birthmark on his head. Vseslav allegedly always wore a headband which covered the birthmark. His contemporaries saw him as a supernatural with many a legend circulating amongst the people; he was even mentioned in the chronicles and in the first ancient Rus work of literature The Tale of Igor’s Campaign: “Prince Vseslav was a judge to his subjects, was a ruler to his cities; but at night he would race like a wolf to Kiev. If the morning bells of St. Sophia rang in Polotsk, he could hear the peal in Kiev” (12).

      Vseslav continued his father’s policy of subjugating other lands to his rule. In 1065 he attached Pskov, and a year later Novgorod. Many were captured, and to further demonstrate his power and humiliate the vanquished enemy the bells of St. Sophia cathedral in Novgorod were removed and melted down.

      In early 1067 Vseslav the Sorcerer drove the Kiev retinue from Navahrudak, which from then on became a foothold for the Prince of Polotsk to the south. In response, Grand Prince Izyaslav of Kiev and his brothers Svyatoslav and Vsevolod amassed a huge army and marched on Polotsk. In winter 1067, en route to Polotsk, they besieged Minsk, one of the key cities of the Principality of Polotsk. The residents of Minsk locked themselves inside the city and defended themselves courageously, as they believed that it was the army of Vseslav the Sorcerer on the war path. But they were still unable to withstand the army of the whole of southern Rus, and the Grand Prince captured the city. The city’s residents were either killed or imprisoned.

      When Vseslav learnt that Minsk had fallen he marched his own army on Kiev. The battle took place in March 1067 on the river Nyamiha. It was still winter, which caused further difficulties for both armies. The chronicles do not relay the details of this battle, but there were many casualties. More than one hundred years later the author of The Tale of Igor’s Campaign wrote: “The bloody banks of the Nyamiha were sown with Russian bones”. The army of Vseslav the Sorcerer was defeated.

      According to the traditions of the times, the Kiev princes regularly ravaged the Polotsk lands following this victory. Vseslav the Sorcerer understood that the future independent existence of his principality was in grave danger and he sent a message to Izyaslav of Kiev to ask for peace. The Prince of Kiev was not about to forgive the unruly vassal, but knowing the uniqueness of Vseslav’s personality and his popularity among the people, decided to destroy him with cunning trickery. Izyaslav promised to make peace with Vseslav and even to return all of the land he had captured if Vseslav would come to Kiev to ask for this in person. The Prince of Kiev vowed to cause him no harm and kissed a cross in public (which was the strongest possible pledge of his sincerity). Vseslav was informed of this and, believing in Izyaslav’s integrity, he and his two sons travelled to Izyaslav. They were immediately arrested, shackled and imprisoned. The situation appeared hopeless to Vseslav: the Principality of Polotsk had not only lost its independence, but the entire dynasty of Prince Vseslav the Sorcerer was threatened with destruction.

      However, in keeping with the Russian proverb “Man proposes and God disposes!” Vseslav the Sorcerer was not killed immediately; he was imprisoned for over a year. Perhaps the cross that Izyaslav used to swear that he would not harm Vseslav actually saved him. It was with good reason that he was called Vseslav the Sorcerer. During this time Kiev started to witness civil unrest caused by discontent with Izyaslav’s cruelty and oppression. Legends circulated about Vseslav’s wisdom and strength, and his name was popular in the lower classes of the city, and at Izyaslav’s court. Vseslav’s supporters repeatedly called on Izyaslav to release the Polotsk prisoner, reminding him that he swore on the cross and had committed perjury. This dissatisfaction then turned into revolt, and the people of Kiev broke Vseslav from prison and proclaimed him Grand Prince (13). Fearing reprisals, Izyaslav was forced to flee Kiev.

      Vseslav only sat on the Golden Throne of Kiev for a short time, reigning for all of seven months. At the time he was the fully-fledged ruler of all of Ancient Rus, that is over half of the Eastern Slavic lands. But the escaped Izyaslav sought the help of the King Bolesław the Brave of Poland, and with the support of the Polish army went to Kiev to win back his throne. It was then Vseslav’s turn to run: he decided not to fight and, having picked an opportune moment one night, fled to his home city of Polotsk. Sources differ in their explanation as to why Vseslav came to abdicate such a prestigious throne of his own free will. But the reasons were clear: Vseslav was placed on the throne by commoners, and the Kievan Boyars did not take kindly to this. Furthermore, Vseslav had for a long time fought against the centrist policies of Kiev, and when he took the throne he then had to put them into practice, which was hardly in keeping with his views. Back home, in Polotsk, he had considerable support and his place on the throne was more secure.

      The struggle between the two principalities of Polotsk and Kiev for power and influence over Ancient Rus continued throughout the 11th and 12th centuries. From the late 11th century Prince Vladimir Monomakh (1053-1125) entered the fray with the recalcitrant Polotsk princes. Vladimir was an excellent, wise strategist and he had succeeded more than once in uniting the Southern Russian lands and their armies to eventually subjugate the rebellious Principality of Polotsk to a central government. In 1077 and 1078 he launched two military campaigns on Polotsk territory, and was joined not only by the armies of the Southern Russian principalities, but also by the Northern Novgorod retinues. Polotsk was in a hostile environment. The city was occupied and looted. Twice Vladimir Monomakh succeeded in ousting Vseslav the Sorcerer from the Polotsk throne, only for him to return time after time thanks to the support of his people.

      In Autumn 1078, in response to Vladimir Monomakh’s aggression, Vseslav attacked Russian Smolensk and did to the city what Monomakh had done to Polotsk. In 1084, Vladimir Monomakh went on another campaign to Minsk, which was a well fortified outpost on the southern borders of the Principality of Polotsk. In his older years in his Teachings for Children (which was in fact one of the first known “war memoirs” of an individual in history) Vladimir Monomakh proudly wrote: “That autumn I, together with the Chernigov retinue and enlisted soldiers, marched on Minsk fortress, took it and left neither servant nor beast alive in the city…”.

      Clearly the rich, powerful and sovereign Principality of Polotsk was a constant headache to the Grand Princes of Kiev. The fact that the Vseslav the Sorcerer’s undertakings were at the forefront of Kiev’s concerns is attested to in a record in the chronicles regarding his death: “In the year 6609 (1101 AD), on Wednesday the fourteenth day of the month of April, at nine o’ clock in the morning, Prince Vseslav of Polotsk was laid before the eyes of God.” Such chronological accuracy is never encountered for other princes. Even if the Kievan princes did not look upon this news with elation, they were doubtlessly relieved.

      Of course, the multi-faceted public and political undertakings of Vseslav the Sorcerer contributed to the prosperity of the Principality of Polotsk and reinforced its independence. The fact that Vseslav, in the final years of his life, never took part in meetings of the vassal princes of Ancient Rus suggests that Polotsk was not dependent on Kiev. When the Eastern Slavic Princes gathered in 1097 in Liubech to announce a new principle: “Let each firmly keep his own patrimony”. For Vseslav the Sorcerer this principle had long been implemented in reality. He had nothing to share or discuss with the other princes.

      With regard to social policy, Vseslav strengthened the power of his administration and protected the proprietary rights of his people, both the wealthy and the poor alike. Vseslav always managed to reach an understanding with the Veche, which traditionally had considerable influence and power in Polotsk. In view of the important role of trade in the economic life of Polotsk, Vseslav issued decrees to regulate trading and tax collection, and ensured that they were strictly enforced. The construction of the St. Sophia cathedral in Polotsk at Vseslav’s initiative contributed to the development of education and culture; in order for the cathedral to function it needed educated people, books, religious items and icons. The residents of Polotsk perceived themselves as a unified people and always supported Vseslav’s struggle against the central powers in Kiev, even though from an objective standpoint it actually led in the end to the collapse of Ancient Rus.

      Sources offer differing opinions on Vseslav the Sorcerer’s impact. When viewed from the standpoint of his support for the centralisation and unity of Ancient Rus, Vseslav appears to be something of a separatist and troublemaker. But at the same time, if we consider the collapse of the Ancient Russian state as a natural historical process then Vseslav’s merit lies in the fact that he correctly understood the objective conditions required for the development of Belarusian lands and directed his activities towards the protection and reinforcement of state sovereignty.

      Following his death, Vseslav the Sorcerer left behind six sons: Boris, David, Gleb, Roman, Svyatoslav and Rostitslav. Hardened from the constant military campaigns against Kiev they all wanted to wield power and have their own dominions. The Polotsk lands were divided amongst them and thus formed separate principalities centred around Vitebsk, Minsk, Drutsk, Lahoysk, Izyaslav and Gorodets. The Polotsk throne was still the most important, and Polotsk remained the main cultural and political centre, but the former centralisation and unity was no more. The brothers constantly fought amongst themselves, and so the history of the Principality of Polotsk at the start of the 12th century was remarkable for its constant warfare, looting and bloodshed. The Kievan princes were however unable to take advantage of this disorder in Polotsk to conquer the unruly city.

      In 1103 Prince David of Minsk joined hands with the Southern Russian princes to set off on campaigns against their longstanding enemies, the Cumans. Judging by the records in the chronicles, the campaign was highly successful: “… they returned glorious, grand and victorious…”. Such an intimate alliance between David and the southern Russian princes must have made his brothers anxious. David was ousted from the Minsk throne, and Gleb was appointed to take the throne in his place. But a year later, in 1104, David’s troops attacked Minsk with the support of Vladimir Monomakh. Despite the fact that the attacking forces greatly outnumbered the Minsk retinue, he failed to take the city, and Gleb remained on the throne.

      But in spite of the internal factions, the Principality of Polotsk still pursued a policy aimed at expanding and reinforcing its territory and sovereignty. Thus, in 1102 Prince Boris of Polotsk launched military campaigns against the Yotvingians (a Baltic tribe in the Baltic states) and was victorious on several occasions. In honour of these victories the city of Borisov was founded (now a major administrative centre in the Minsk Province). In 1106 all of the appanage princes of Polotsk led a joint campaign against the Semigallians (nomadic tribes living in the lower Dvina who refused to pay the tribute to the Prince of Polotsk). The chronicles offer the following account: “All of the Vseslavichs were defeated by the Semigallians and 9,000 militia were killed”. The failure of this campaign was disastrous in terms of its consequences for the Principality of Polotsk, as the Principality lost influence and control over the lower Dvina for a long time. As punishment for poor preparation of the campaign, the angry Veche in Polotsk ousted Boris from the throne.

      Following these events Prince Gleb of Minsk came to the fore in the history of the Principality of Polotsk, and with it the affluent Principality of Minsk. Written sources offer considerable information on Prince Gleb, much more than any other descendant of Vseslav. It is likely that Gleb stood out for his remarkable campaigns and was more visible to his contemporaries. He started to actively expand the boundaries of the Principality to the west and annexed new lands around the Dnieper, the Pripyat and the Neman. Access to these major rivers vastly broadened the trading opportunities of the Principality of Minsk and contributed to its economic prosperity. In 1113-1116, the Principality of Minsk already owned the major cities of Drutsk, Kopys and Orsha, and the annexing of these lands brought with it considerable savagery. From the Pripyat to the Dnieper and from the upper Neman to the Western Dvina villages were ablaze. Prince Gleb took thousands of people prisoner and sold them into slavery. Grand Prince Vladimir Monomakh of Kiev reproached and cursed Gleb for his barbarity, reminding him that they were not “pagan nomads, but his own people, Christians”, and the head of the church, the Metropolitan of Kiev, excommunicated Gleb.

      Gleb’s overly aggressive policies and his exorbitant brutality (even for that time) sparked protests across many regions of Ancient Rus. When Vladimir Monomakh started to prepare a military campaign against Minsk he was joined by numerous princes from Russian and Lithuanian lands. The leader of the campaign against Minsk was the son of Vladimir Monomakh, Yaropolk. The Minsk retinue was wiped out and Prince Gleb captured. Yaropolk then marched on Drutsk where the main slave market was based. The city was taken and razed to the ground; the Russians did not want to remember how they were sold into slavery at that very market. Gleb was taken to Kiev and thrown into the same prison which he once shared with his father Vseslav the Sorcerer. He soon died in prison; the people were told that he was not given any food and died of starvation. Drawing on the events of 1068, the Princes of Kiev realised how dangerous it might be to keep a descendant of Vseslav the Sorcerer in prison, and so they hurried to get rid of him.

      Gleb’s tragic finale does not in any way diminish his role in the history of uniting the Belarusian lands. He fully dedicated himself to expanding and strengthening Minsk’s domain, and his grandiose plans to annex the cities on the Neman, Pripyat and Dnieper are often overlooked in terms of the boundaries of the future state of Belarus with its capital in Minsk.

      Having defeated the Principality of Minsk, Grand Prince Vladimir Monomakh (who ruled from 1113 to 1125) intervened more and more in the affairs of Polotsk, ever keen to let the city know that the Principality of Polotsk was nothing but a vassal of Kiev. But Polotsk did not want such subordination and demanded the return of the then annexed Minsk. Vladimir Monomakh repeatedly threatened the princes of Polotsk that if they failed to obey the central powers then they would have to deal with all of Rus’ forces. The Polotsk princes resisted, and in 1127 a united Russian militia launched a campaign on Polotsk, led by the son of Vladimir Monomakh, Mstislav. The city was quickly captured together with the cities Logoysk and Isyaslavl. As was customary at the time, the capture of these cities was accompanied by looting and riots. The palace of Prince Bryacheslav of Isyaslavl was entirely ransacked, despite the daughter of Mstislav (who led the attack) being married to Bryacheslav.

      The armed forces of the Principality of Polotsk were dealt a massive blow and further fighting was impossible, leading to diplomacy as a result. The Polotsk Veche blamed the defeat on Prince David and removed him from the throne, making way for Prince Boris. Mstislav decided to accept the decision of the Polotsk Veche as he did not want a long, drawn-out war. This time, the military campaign against Polotsk was over.

      However, the Polotsk princes, Vseslav the Sorcerer’s sons, differed in their enviable persistence. One year later, when Prince Mstislav of Kiev sent orders to assemble a militia and go to war against the Cumans, they refused and told him to mind his own business. This angered the Prince of Kiev, and in 1129 he sent his plenipotentiaries to the Principality of Polotsk. He ordered that a declaration be made, in all cities in the Polotsk lands, that the common people were not guilty of crimes against the government in Kiev, and so no violence, looting, destruction or bloodshed would be tolerated against the people. But the people no longer had to protect their princes. The Polotsk Veche, fearing that the city would again be torn to the ground and destroyed, accepted these conditions, showed obedience and handed over the descendants of Vseslav the Sorcerer to Kiev: David, Rostislav and Svyatoslav. They were taken to Kiev to be tried by the “Grand Prince’s Court”.

      The Grand Prince’s Court was made up of princes from all of the vassalage principalities of the Ancient Rus state. The court’s judgement was relatively light; nobody was sentenced to death. But in order to finally put an end to the unruly Polotsk dynasty, the court ordered that the captured princes be sent to Byzantium, where they would have to serve in the army of the Byzantine emperor. After arriving in Constantinople, they were sent to war with the Arabs, and for their courage they were repeatedly awarded decorations from the Byzantine Emperor John.

      So this was Kiev’s third attempt to do away with the recalcitrant dynasty of Polotsk princes which embodied the sovereignty of Polotsk: the first was in 980 with the murder of Prince Rogvolod and his sons, and the second was in 1067 with the capture of Vseslav the Sorcerer together with his sons.

      Having deported all of the unruly princes to Byzantium, Prince Mstislav of Kiev (who ruled from 1125 to 1132) came to be the sovereign of the Principality of Polotsk and appointed his son Izyaslav to rule there as prince. But this defeat of Polotsk was in fact the last campaign by Kiev to subjugate other lands. In 1132 Mstislav died and this highly subjective event revealed Kiev’s inability to maintain even a semblance of centralisation. The first Ancient Rus empire of Kievan princes separated into numerous feudal principalities amongst which internecine wars flared up with even greater intensity.

      Freed from the policies of Kiev, the Polotsk Veche appointed Prince Vasilka (ruling from 1132 to 1146), the son of Svyatoslav who was exiled to Byzantium, thereby restoring the Polotsk dynasty.

      It is particularly worthy of note that in the 12th century, a republic actually existed for a short time in Polotsk, which was unthinkable at the time under the feudal system. Nonetheless, there is no evidence to suggest any similar occurrence in Medieval Europe. From 1166 to 1180 Prince Vseslav Vasilkovich ruled over Polotsk. Vseslav was a highly respected prince and, according to the chronicles, the people valued his intelligence, kindness and sense of justice. When he died, the Veche – which had the right to appoint the prince in Polotsk – was convinced that another prince like him could not be found and so decided to elect 30 elders in his place as the supreme authority. The elders were not just selected from members of the nobility, but commoners too. This republican government lasted for 10 years until 1190. But the people were unhappy with the republic and felt abandoned without a prince as ruler. A prince could love, protect and – when unhappy with something – banish. With thirty rulers it was not clear who was responsible for raising taxes or for unsuccessful military campaigns. The republic did not catch on, and the Veche once again appointed Prince Vladimir, son of Vseslav, to the throne.

      By the late 13th century, the political influence of the Principality of Polotsk significantly decreased when the political centre of the Belarusian lands moved to Navahrudak. Around this city a group of Belarusian principalities started to unite: Polotsk, Turov, Minsk, Brest, and Pinsk, which continued the process of forming a Belarusian nation with a common language and mentality.
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        The Struggle Against the Crusaders

      

    

    
      Polotsk played an active role (often military) in the political life not only of the Eastern Slavic region, but also boldly defended its interests in the north and north-west where the deep, navigable Western Dvina river linked Polotsk to the Baltic Sea. In the 10-12th centuries the entire Western Dvina river basin – from its sources to the Baltic Sea – belonged to the Principality of Polotsk, and the two major cities of Vitebsk and Polotsk were key trading centres on the river. There is ample evidence to suggest that the people who lived on the Baltic coast – Livonians, Latgalians, Yotvingians and Semigallians – paid the tribute to Polotsk. They made repeated attempts to rid themselves of this dependence, such as in 1106, when the Semigallians wiped out the Polotsk retinue, but they never fully succeeded. The Polotsk princes installed their own protégés in many Baltic cities and in many cases actually ruled over them. The cities were not just inhabited by Balts, but by Slavs too.
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