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Reviews 

BOOK REVIEWS 

Broiika, P. U. (main ed.) Bielaruskaja savieckaja encyklapiedyja, Vol. I. Minsk, 
1969. 624 pages. 

The year 1967 marked the 450th 
anniversary of the first book pub
lished by a Byelorussian, F.rancis 
Skaryna (see 450 hod bielaruskaha 
knihadrukavannia, Minsk, 1968). The 
first Byelorus!Si.an encyolopaed1a,, 
however, did not appear until 1969. 
There is no need to dwell on the 
reasons, various and complicated as 
they are, that have delayed publi-ca
tion until now. The substance of the 
book is impressive, and is by no 
means without importance to the 
student of Byelorussian culture. 

The first volume of the B.S.E. 
contains more than 2,500 entries 
briefly describing various subjects, 
beginning with the letter A and 
finishing with the mythological Greek 
goddess Athene. 

Many of the articles are common to 
all modern encyclopaedias, and deal 
with geography (articles on England, 
the Andes, Asia, Austria etc.), and 
well-known writers, scholars and 
statesmen (such as Andersen, Archi
medes, Aristotle, Augustus), as well 
as modern inventions and industry 
(the automobile, automaton etc.). 

Apart from these entries of general 
interest, there is ample material 
concerning Byelorussia and Byelo
russians to justify the title of the 
encyclopaedia. There are informative 
articles on Byelorussian villages and 
lakes; on rivers, large and small; and 
on famous scholars and other celebri
ties (although not all of those men
tioned m the encyclopaedia rate as 
such). Some of the latter are not even 
referred to in standard text-books. 

No doubt the article on Byelo
russian folk costume will attract the 
attention of many readers; not only 
because of Hs content. but on a-ccount 
of the beautiful coloured illustrations. 

The German occupation of Byelo
russia ('Akupa~yjny refym', pp. 210-
17), which lasted from June 1941 
until July 1944, is described with 
great care and at greater length than 

is usual. According to the B.S.E. more 
than 2,200,000 Soviet citizens and 
prisoners of war were killed, and 
about 380,000 were deported to Ger
many for hard labour durin·g the three 
years of occupation. Extensive damage 
was also done to state institutions, 
industry, collective farms, and other 
enterprises. How much of ,this is 
accurate, however, one is unable to 
judge, since a full account of ,the 
destruction and death which ravaged 
Byelorussia during the last war and 
during the purges which preceded it 
has still to be published. 

Although one may concur fully with 
what the B.S.E. says of the Latin poet 
Ovid, i. e. that his works 'had a great 
-influence on the evolution of Western 
European literature' (p. 61), one should 
also point out that the works of 
Homer, Horace, Cicero and Ovid were 
,preserved through the care and soli
citude of those monks which the 
B.S.E. describes in such a negative 
manner. (For further observations on 
this question see Jean Decarreaux, 
Les Moines et la Civilisation. B. 
Arthaud, Paris, 1962; also published 
in English by Allen and Unwin, 
London, 1964.) 

A number of terms peculiar to 
Byelorussian language and life, for 
instance, 'abaranak', 'abroc', 'asvier', 
are not included. Also omitted are the 
names of several Byelorussians who 
are of oonsiderable impontanoe in ith-e 
history of our culture: F. AbrantoV'i.l:, 
A. Astramovil:, F. Alachnovil:, N. 
Arsieimieva, Professor Abicht. On the 
other hand, a large number of Russ
ians are mentioned; for instance, A. 
Abrykosaii, V. Aviel:kin, M. Aharoii 
- .ind others of whom one oan read in 
almost any Russian encyclopaedia, 
and who had little or nothing to do 
with Byelorussia. 

These faults, however. cannot de
trnot firom the very real pleasure one 
feels at the publication of the first 
volume of the B.S.E., and one can 
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understand the enthusiasm of other 
Byelorussian writers (see, for example, 
Viera Paltaran, 'Hartajul!y staronki 
Biel. S.E.', Maladosc, Minsk, 1, 1970, 
pp. 134-6). In it, despite the omissions 
and other defects, one finds a great 
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deal of sound and valuable informa
tion on a variety of subjects, and as 
such it will be welcomed by all who 
hold an interest in Byelorussian his
tory and culture. 

C. Sipovil! 

Grnnblart, M. Ja. Belorusy. Ol!erki proischozdenija i etnil!eskoj istorii. 'Nauka 
teclmilro', Minsk, 1968. 288 pages. 

W.ithin the compass of this small 
V'Olume the auithor succeeds ,in giving 
a succinct account of the history of 
the subject and, more important, a 
great deal of information on the 
historical origins of the Byelorussian 
people and their material and spirit
ual culture. Drawing on the evidence 
of archaeology and, for the first time 
to any significant extent, onomastics, 
Grinblat outlines the territories of 
the Dregoviti. Krivil!i and Radimici. 
As he says himself Jn the conclusion 
to the book. it is possible to disagree 
with many of his propositions and 
condusions. The reader may not want 
to disagree with the author's assess
ment of the tribal basis of the Byelo
russian nation, but will con'ceiva.bly 
be puzzled by his assertion that this 
nation had its origin in the drevne
russkaja narodnost'. Was the role of 
the tribes merely geographical, or did 
they diMer culturally from other 
East Slav tribes? In other words, th.is 
book does not get rto grips Wlirth the 
problem of how disparate tr,ibes 
could be welded ,into a nation, some
thing more than a unified ·polity, then 
break up into three separate nations 
- if in fact this is what happened. 

It is difficult to accept Grinblat's 
dismissal of Christianity as an 
irnportiant influenoing factor .in Byelo
russian culture. Similarly many will 
di:siagree with his cum rejection of 
the Uniate ·church as an invention of 
the Poles foisted on the subjugated 
Byelorussians, playing no part at all 
in 1lhe cU!l,tural life of the country. 
Nevertheless, ,in mm1m1zmg the 
number of Byelorussian Orthodox 
converts to Catholicism, Grinblat 
provides some interesting information 
on an area of 'byelorussified' Lithu
anians, who must have been Catholics 
since the coming of Christianity to 
the area. It ,is quite likely, however, 
that their importance is being over
estimated in this context. 

The chapters on the material and 
spiritual culture of the Byelorussian 
people are full of detail on peasant 
costume and tradition. Valuable 
though this is, it does give the ,impre
ssion that Byelorussian culture was 
exclusively a peasant one. This is a 
book that stimulates disagreement, 
argument and further research, and 
as slllCh is worthy of the attention of 
anyone interested in Byelorussia. 

James Dingley 

Rakov, A. A. Naselenije BSSR. Minsk, 1969. 220 pages. Tables and maps. 

The timing of publication of this 
book is a little unlucky, in that it 
appears just as .the U.S.S.R. ihas taken 
a new census, in January 1970. The 
census, if i,t could have been included 
by the author, undoubtedly would 
have added a very great deal of up
to-date information, especially if it 
contains all the additional and more 
detailed data. asked for by demo
graphers. However, -it will ,be a year 
or two before the latest figures are 
published in full. Meanwhile Rakov's 
book gives a reasonably full picture, 
on the basis of material available up 
to January 1968. Although the work 
is ,a strictly demographic study, it is 

clearly aimed at a wide readership, 
which lacks training in demographic 
techniques. The various calculations 
made by demographers in order to 
study and analyze population (for 
ex,ample, the Net Reproduction Ratio) 
are carefully explained in simple 
terms, making the book easily un
derstandable by all. There are many 
tables of figures, but rather few 
diagrams and only four, poorly 
produced, maps. Just as the age-sex 
pyramids, which are g,iven, provide a 
swift, visual comprehension of popula
tion structure, so other diagrams 
would have made some of the statis
tics easier to grasp by the layman. 
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