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DEAR READERS
AAPATIl YbITAYDI

Belarus Inside Out is a co-production of Berlin based maga-
zine Plotki, Belarusian Internet community Generation.BY
and Belarusian civic journalism platform iBelarus.net. \We
invite you to follow us through the cities, villages and
swamps of Belarus: To discover what is happening be-
yond the European Union'’s Eastern border, if you're liv-
ing within this relatively new political space, which tends
to see itself as «Europe» as such; Or to shift your point of
view for alittle while and see your home country through
the strange and /or familiar eyes of our authors if you're
a citizen of Belarus; or to see what is similar or different
to your own experience if you're from further a field.

All the texts and pictures presented here are the
result of cooperation between young journalists, pho-
tographers, and writers from Belarus and several EU-
countries, who met for a ten day trip to Miensk and
the regions of Belarus in August 2009. We traveled the
country in tandem groups and, on our way, picked up on
some of the aspects of Belarusian reality that seemed
noteworthy and crucial to us.

Can exile really be hereditary? Would it be a good
idea to turn Miensk into a museum of Soviet architec-
ture? What is left of the huge swamp system that once
covered a third of Belarus’ territory? What is the price of
a free university education? Is the Belarusian village dy-
ing or being revived by young families moving to newly
founded eco villages? What situation are female pen-
sioners facing in Belarus today? Who are the young, well
educated civil and cultural activists that form the face
of this post-Soviet country — within, beyond, in spite of,
political restriction? Is there such a thing as Belarusian
identity today?

At first sight we «all look the same». We are all young,
educated, active citizens of the modern globalized world,
well acquainted with traveling, but also with the virtual
space and the opportunities it provides. We have agreed
on a common perspective. Then again, in spite of our e-
mails and skypes and facebooks, our iPhones and MP3s,
there may be moments when we are confronted with
the fact that our identities have been shaped by different
experiences, and that certain memories, opinions and
choices separate us from each other: Belarusian and EU
citizens, former Eastern Europeans and former Western

Europeans or older or younger generations, the lines are
shifting, crossover possible. Thus, the perspectives on
our common topic are manifold. Reflections expressed
in the project represent the ideas and opinions of indi-
vidual authors. Personal perceptions, expectations, and
preset opinions are reflected in the texts and pictures.
And the difference that we sometimes faced in working
together shines through the texts and pictures as well
and gives them their special quality, beyond just convey-
ing some exotic information about an unknown Belarus.

With Belarusian language playing such a pivotal role
in the political and personal self-definition of Belaru-
sians today, it was our original intention to print the
whole issue bilingually in Belarusian and English. We
truly regret, that the financial restrictions that a non-
profit project like ours has faced during times of severe
financial crisis have limited our enterprise to the form
it takes today. Thus, in this printed issue you will find
a full English version of all the texts and some passages
in Belarusian. You can, however, read the full Belarusian
versions online, and there is also additional audio-visual
material to discover on www.bio.generation.by.

In spite of this, we have tried to give the Belarusian
language as much space as possible in this print issue.
Thus, while traveling in our footsteps, you will be pass-
ing through the Belarusian cities of Miensk, Viciebsk and
Homiel instead of Minsk, Vitebsk and Gomel. You will
hear the opinions of Kacia, Alaksiej and Taciana, instead
of Katya, Aleksey and Tatyana. When you take a closer
look, you may find that the real difference is not as big
as it seemed at first: Just play around a little and replace
a «ia» with a «ya», an «ie» with an «e», an «h» with a «g»,
for example... and the Russian or Polish spelling of the
name or place, which looks more familiar for historical
reasons, will appear before your eyes. And maybe you
will even start to enjoy trying to discover the familiar in
what initially seemed to be so unfamiliar.

Belarus Inside Out aims to provide you with facts and
stories about some of the less «typical» aspects of life in
Belarus today.

So, when you follow us on our trip, you may find that
by approaching the unknown, you find yourself on a path
that leads you back to the steps at your own back door...



Belarus Inside QOut — r3Ta CynofbHbl NpagyKT
6apniHckara vaconica Plotki, Genapyckait IHT3pHIT-
cynonki Generation.BY i 6enapyckaii nastdopmbl
rpamMaa3siHCcKail xypHanictblki iBelarus.net.

Mbl 3anpaiaem Bac npaicbli Na HalWbIX CbasAax npas
rapapbl, BEcKii6anotsl benapyci: naBefalLa ab TbiM, WTO
afobiBaella na Toi 60k ycxofHaAl Msxbl Iypaneiickara
3bBA3y (Kani Bbl XbIBELE YHYTPbI r3Tail y3BaxHa HoBan
naniTbl4Aail npacTopbl, Akas Mae CXifibHaCbLb pa3magalb
cabe sk «Iypony» AK Takyto), anbbo Ha XBiNo 3bMAHILL
NYHKT MeAXaHbHA 1 narnsa3elb Ha Bally POAHYIO KpaiHy
YyXbIMi i 3HaéMbIMi BaubiMa Hawbix aytapay (kani Bbl
rpamagassHid benapyci), ui narmnspseup, WTo nagobHae
[a Balara ynacHara gocbBegy, a WTo aApo3HiBaeyLa aa
Aro (Kani Bbl XbiBeLe ¥ iHWail YacTupbl CbBETY).

Yce npapctayneHbls TyT TIKCTHl i 3AbIMKi — MEH
CynonbHaii npaubl Managplx XypHanicray, datorpaday
i nicemeHbHikay 3b benapyci i Hekanbkix KpaiHay 33
nagyac A3ecauin3éHHan BaHapoyki na MeHcky i pariéHax
Benapyci ¥ *HiyHi 2009 ropa. Mbl nagapoxHivani na
KpaiHe 3bMsAwWaHbIMi rpynami (KOXHbl «3ypanencki»
yasenbHik mey Genapyckara napTHapa) i na papose
npeIrAfanicas  Aa  NayHbIX  acnaktay 6enapyckaii
pavaicHacbli, AKia 3aaBanica Ham BapTbiMi yBari i
BaXHbIMI.

Lli canpayabl BbirHaHbHe MojKa 6biLb cnagybiHHbIM? Ll
po6pas igas — nepatBapbilb MeHCK y My33il caBelKai
apxiTaktypbl? LTo 3acTanocs ap BAMi3HAM ChICTIMbI
6anotay — AKis KanicbUi 3aitMani TpauiHy T3IpbITOPbIi
benapyci — nacens f3ecayiroasbn3ay manisapausli? Axkas
LaHa 6acnnatHail BblWwdiiwaii apykaubli? Ui namipae
Oenapyckas BECK, Ui fe BAPTalOLb A XKblLbLsA Managbls
ceM'i, AKis nepasKAXaloLb Yy HAZAYHA 3aCHaBaHbIA 3Ka-
BECKi? flk cEHbHA XbiBeuua ¥ benapyci xaHyblHaM Ha
N3HCIi? XTo Tbii Manaabls, 4oOpa aflyKaBaHbls rpamMaf3Kis
i KYNbTYPHBIA aKTLIBICTbI, AKif (hapMyloLb CEHbHALWHAE
abniyya ratail mocT-caBeuKal KpaiHbl — Y paMKax
naniThlyHbIX abMexaBaHbHAY, Na-3a imi i Hacynepak im?
Lli icHye cEHbHs Genapyckas ia3HTbIYHACBLb?

Ha nepwsl nomsag, «yce Mbl 6onblw Ui
afHONbKaBblA». Yce Mbl  Manapbls, ajyKaBaHblf,
aKTbIJHbIA rpamMaji3sHe cyyacHara rsbanisaBaHara
CbBeTY, NpbIBbIYHEIA AK A3 Nafiapoxokay, Tak i fAa
BipTyanbHa npacTopsl i MarybiMacbusy, AKis sHa
pae. 3naeuua, Mbl MaeM arynbHbl MyHKT MeAXaHbHA. I

MeHLW

YCE XK, HAMen3subl Ha HAWbIA 3NEKTPOHHbIA CKPbIHI,
CcKaiinbl fbl G3iicobyKi, Hawbif aii-hoHbl i mp3, y N3yHbIA
MOMaHTbl Mbl MOXaM CyTblKauua 3 TbiM (hakTam, WToO
ig3HTbIYHacbLi dapmaBanics Ha napcTaBe
po3Hara pocbBedy, 3 VCbBe[aMJEHbHeM Taro, WTO
HalWblA YcnamiHbl, MepKaBaHbHi i npbixinbHacbui pas-
nopas aaa3fansioLb Hac afiHo af agHaro — «benapycay»
ap «rpamapssH  33», «ObbIX yCxofHeaypaneiuay»
af  «Oblablx  3axogHesypaneiiuay»,  crapaiilae
nakaneHbHe af Manaaseiiwara — NiHii nagseny pyxombis,
HaknagaHbHi MarybiMbla. Tamy MyHKTbl FIeAXaHbHA Ha
Haly arynbHylo T3MY WMATCTalHbIA. Hawsis padnekcii
aANCTpOyBaloLb AYMKi i MepkaBaHbHi ix ayTapay. Y
TIKcTax i (hoTasgbiMKax Moryub agbisauua acabicTbis
cnap3sBaHbHi, NPagy3aTbia MepKaBaHbHi i CTIP3aTbinbl,
i Toe HeBsANikae afpO3bHeHbHE, 3b AKIM Mbl Yacam
CYTbIKANiCs, Npauyloybl pasaM, TakcamMa 3ayBaXKHae
Y TakcTax i oTasgpiMKax, WTO Hafjae iMm acabniByio
KalWTOYHAChLLb, POOAYBI X YbIMCbL 60/bLILIM, YbIM NPOCTA
anoBefiaMi Npa 3K3aTblyHylo, HeBsfOMyl0 benapyce.

3 yBari Ha Toe, WTO Genapyckas MoBa CEHbHS
afibirpbiBae BbIGITHYIO POJIO Y NaNiThlyHbIM i acabicTbim
caMaBbl3HAY3HbHI Genapycay, cnayatky Mbl MepkaBani
HafpyKaBallb yce Marapbiafbl Ha [A3bBIOX MOBax
— Oenapyckai i aHrniiickaii, ane, Ha BANiKi Kanb,
(hiHaHcaBbla abMexaBaHbHi, 3b sAKiMi cyTbiKaloLua
HEKaMapLbINHbIA MpPaeKThl HAKWTaNT Hawara nagyac
usKKara iHaHcaBara Kpbiicy, npbiMycini Hac cnblHiyua
Ha TOW copMe, AKyl0 BbljaHbHE Mae CEHbHA. Takim
YblHaM, y r3TbIM ApYKaBaHbIM BblAAHbHI Bbl 3HOMA3eLE
NOYHbIA BIPCii Ycix TIKCTAY Na-aHmMiNcKy — ane Tblfi, XTO
Banofiae benapyckaii MoBaii, MOTYLb NpaybiTaLb NOYHbIs
Genapyckis Bapcii y IHTapH3ue. Anpoy Taro, Ha caiue
www.bio.generation.by Bbl 3HOWA3eue [ALATKOBbISA
ayAblé-Bi3yanbHblA MaTIpPbIANLI.

Belarus Inside Out cnap3selua npaacTaBilub Bam
(haKTbl i anoBefbl Npa HEKATOPbIA HA HAATa «THIMOBbIA»
ACN3KThI XblLblUA § CEHbHAWHAN benapyci.

MarybimMa, BbINMpaBiyWbICA CcbilefaM 3a HaMi § raTyio
BAaHAPOYKY, Bbl Ybaubllie, WTO WAAX, AKIM Bbl iA3eue,
3HaéMAYLICA 3b HEBAAOMbIM, BAA3€ BaC Ha ynacHel
nagBopak...

HalwblA

Kathrin Janka KatpbiH flHKa
Editorial Board Berlin pagakuelitHas kaneris bapni
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THE MOST EXPENSIVE
«FREE EDUCATION>

CAMAS NAPATAA

«bACMNJIATHAA AAYKALDIA»

Work Placements May Tie Graduates Up
in Undesired Places for Years

by Sinziana Demian, CLUJ-NAPOCA

| am old enough to remember the endless informal pre-
1989 debates back home, in Romania, about the obliga-
tory work placements that young people had to take
following university graduation. This well-entrenched
Soviet-style system, adopted in most countries east
of the lron Curtain, was to ensure that even the most
remote, underdeveloped regions would get qualified
- though not necessarily experienced — professionals in
every field. Recently graduated medical doctors, teach-
ers and engineers were among the most coveted young
men and women, who, despite their wishes or hopes,
were often sent out to isolated, derelict areas to fulfill
several years of state-imposed work assignments.

I am young enough, though, to have never been
part of this system. Romania, alongside all its neighbors,
gradually did away with this practice in the early 1990s. |
was to find it again almost 20 years later, a few hundred
kilometers north, in Belarus — the only country in Eu-
rope today to still hold a tight grip on the fate of young
graduates who receive a «free education» from the state.
Abolished for a brief period following independence in
19971, the system was reintroduced here twelve years ago,
and it now boasts a perfect distribution of «young spe-
cialists» around the country.

For those concerned, there is little-to-no freedom of
choice to speak of: «the commission», whose members
come from the Ministry of Education and the univer-
sity in question, tells graduates exactly where they have
to go for the pre-determined period of two years. And

whilst everyone would prefer to stay and get experi-
ence in big cities, the majority are instead sent to rural
areas, oftentimes far away from their places of origin.
Should they refuse to go, they will have to pay back the
entire cost of the «free education» the state offered
them. According to estimates, this could be anywhere
between USS$ 10,000 and US$ 15,000 for the five or six
year obligatory course of studies — a sum that not many
would find easy to come by in a country where average
monthly salaries barely reach a few hundred US dollars.

It is a beautiful afternoon in the capital’s tiny old town,
and | am meeting 24-year-old Natasa* on the terrace of
a posh café. With perfect make-up, clothes, accessories
and demeanor, she strikes me as a real big city girl. So
much so, that it’s quite hard to imagine her in a small
town’s policlinic on some tedious dentistry work place-
ment. And indeed, she went to great lengths to avoid the
verdict of «the commission», which was about to send
her to Uzda, about 100 kilometers south of Miensk.

Born, raised and educated in the capital, Natasa never
imagined living anywhere else in Belarus. With her own
apartment in Miensk, she shrugged at the idea of having
to move into a dorm in Uzda, as it had been pre-estab-
lished in the contract she would have had to sign. Three
roommates and ten people sharing a kitchen and bath-
room was just unthinkable.

«And so | started scrambling for a solution to get out
of this», Natasa says. «| had three months to find a man



who works in the military in Miensk and convince him
to marry me, so | could stay here.» This was pretty much
the only category on the narrow list of exceptions al-
lowed by the state where she could have tried to fit in.
A special article of the work placement law stipulates
that graduates can stay in their place of origin if they
are married to someone in the military based there (or,
for that matter, if their partner is disabled, or if they are
pregnant or have children under the age of three).

After screening five potential candidates, who all
required too much money or actually living together,
Natasa recalls her first meeting with a nice, 29-year-old
officer, who struck her as the perfect match. «l would
have been his first wife, which means that he wasn’t one
of those serial marriage-buying types that have emerged
lately in Miensk», Natasa explains. «Plus, he wanted to
get out of it soon after bailing me out, which is exactly
what | also hoped for»

To seal the deal she offered US$ 800, 200 dollars
more than the average price customary for such a trans-
action. They met in a restaurant, where she presented
him a thick envelope with cash. «He looked at it and
then decided to give me 100 dollars back, to my big sur-
prise», she recalls. «He said he really liked me...»

Next came the ordeal of pulling strings in order to get
an appointment for the civil marriage in due time. With
everything finally in order, Natasa donned a short dress
and showed up for the big day. It was March 3, 2008,
and there she stood alongside her future husband and a
witness — her father.

«When they played Mendelssohn’s march it all of a
sudden became real», she says. «| was relieved for my-
self but sad about seeing my father sad in turn. It's not
exactly the way he dreamed of his daughter’s wedding.
We didn’t even have rings.»

With the precious marriage certificate in hand, Natasa
spent the next few weeks running between state of-
fices to prove her new status and hence her claim to
stay in Miensk. In order to get a new work placement,
she had to clear the Health Commission as well, where
she recalls long corridors overcrowded with disabled or
pregnant people, who all wanted to stay in Miensk. In a
one-minute encounter she was informed about her new
obligatory assignment: Children’s Hospital #4, where
she would be staying for three years, including the one-
year internship required of all graduates of medical and
dentistry schools.

As for her marriage — by now it is almost divorce time,
as the safe period of a year-and-a-half, when she could
have been double-checked, is over. Just to make sure
she was out of the danger of the «Uzda zone», she went
one step further and purchased a fake document, stat-
ing that she was also pregnant. Now covered from all
sides, she can finally relax: no one will remove her from
Miensk anymore.

Natasa’s story, although striking for an outsider, seems
to no longer be exceptional in Belarus. Buying marriages
with officers based in big cities has become a preferred
practice of young graduates looking to escape the bur-
den of unsuitable work placements. In Natasa’s study
group of eight, six people managed to get fake wed-
dings in order to avoid relocation. In total, out of a class
of 110, about 40 people employed various tricky means
and eventually stayed in Miensk, even if officially only
five available work places had been announced here in
the beginning.

While future doctors and dentists have the least free-
dom of movement after graduation, given the precise
places where they can actually work, students of other
schools, such as languages, history or music, have more
space to be inventive about dodging the system. lhar*,
a 21-year-old student of History, has already begun pull-
ing strings: he wants to transfer from his daily full-time
classes of «free education» to part-time studies, which,
upon graduation, would enable him to avoid the obliga-
tory work placement. Vital*, who studies Russian and
English, intends to transfer from one university to an-
other in the next couple of years, and then back again,
which, he hopes, will make his paper trail too murky and



therefore «undesirable» for «the commission». Kacia*, a
22-year-old Math student and an activist with the oppo-
sition, prefers to be expelled and then enroll again and
pay for her last year, which would also save her from the
work placement.

The safest overall seem to be Computer Science
graduates, whose skills are always needed in the big
companies of the big cities. 26-year-old programmer
Aleks Ramanienka tells me how he and the overwhelm-
ing majority of his classmates managed to stay in Miensk
and get placed in companies they had already worked
for as students. The process is rather straightforward
and involves a simple letter that the company will send
to «the commission», asking for a certain student. The
only downsides: the inability to move away for two years
and the fixed income.

«This is quite a stupid system», Aleks complains. «In
six months we would get enough experience to deserve
a better salary, but the companies will not increase our
paychecks for the whole two years. I'd get USS 500 a
month, which may be good for Miensk, but it’s certainly
not good for a programmer.»

As lawyer Vola Bandavavicene explains, young people
can secure work placements even before they enter
university, if they manage to get prospective employers
to support their applications. A company, for example,
can issue a letter saying it will take on graduate X as an
accountant in five years’ time, and so the deal is done
from the outset. Afterwards, the young specialists will
be bound to the respective organizations for the two
compulsory years. They cannot change their minds or
apply for other work placements unless they receive ap-
proval from the head of the original organization.

«The trick, of course, is to get in touch with such an
employer in due time», says Bandavavicene. «It's ac-
tually all about personal connections. They are much
more important than school performance or any other
criteria.»

At the other end of the spectrum, for the least lucky
graduates who receive random placements, the road to
«exile», as it is sometimes referred to, may have dramatic
connotations. And surely enough, topping the most un-
wanted destination list is the vast Carnobyl area, spread-
ing along the southern border with Ukraine and up al-
most a third of Belarus. It is here, in the land of endless
pine forests and seemingly clean, fertile fields, that | will
be spending a good few days, in search of young special-
ists dispatched from big cities after graduation.

On a dramatically zoomed in Google map, Jelsk appears
as a tiny dot in the middle of no man’s land. It is a small
town of 10,000 in the Homiel Oblast, the province that
took the largest radiation fallout after the Carnobyl ex-
plosion. Jelsk dutifully reminds locals and unlikely tour-
ists of its troubled history, with a two-in-one monument
in a square downtown. A white statue of a grieving
woman seems to shed tears for the victims of both of
the two grand atrocities which hit this unfortunate place
and whose names are engraved in red letters on som-
ber, black marble stones: The Great Patriotic War and
Carnobyl. Another plaque in the ensemble lists the eight
surrounding villages which were erased from the face of
the earth in the 1990s, as tremendous levels of radioac-
tivity made life there too hazardous. Not far away from
the memorial comple, in the quiet cemetery, the grave-
stones startle me: dozens of portraits sketched on dark
backgrounds tell of past lives, so many of which have
ended way too early since the fateful year of 1986.

It is with this solemn mood that | begin to register,
early on a Friday morning, what Jelsk actually is today. A
beautiful blue wooden church stands almost opposite a
mighty statue of Lenin and a couple of old stores behind
barred windows. For the rest — small houses on one side
and some low rise, decrepit apartment buildings on the
other. Clearly, not the most desirable or by any means
joyful place in Belarus to have to live in.

It is here that 23-year-old Utadzimir*, a native of
Homiel and a graduate of Miensk, was sent off on his
two-year work placement. He was stunned to get the
news earlier this year during his dentistry internship in
Homiel, where he was just about 100 percent sure he’d
get to stay forever.



«l had to take out a map and look for Jelsk. | hadn’t even
heard of this godforsaken place before», he explains,
with mixed anger and disappointment. «There’s abso-
lutely NOTHING to do here. | will most likely live my life
between hospital shifts and web surfing, just to try and
fight off depression», he says.

Apart from the location itself, Utadzimir has other
things to complain about. One is the low salary that he’s
stuck with — about US$ 300 a month -, compared to
the «big money» he could be making in Homiel. Anoth-
er is his personal health that he feels might be seriously
harmed in this area, despite repeated official announce-
ments that the entire region is currently «clean». Before
coming to Jelsk, a mere two weeks ago, he underwent
complete radiation level tests and his score was an en-
couraging zero, but he is highly skeptical about whether
this will still be the case in a year’s time.

Nevertheless, he is trying hard to look for the upsides:
the hospital has good equipment and materials, because
large sums have been invested here, just like in other
severely radiated towns over the last few years. More-
over, he lives in a state-of-the-art 1-bedroom apartment
provided for free by the authorities. The showcase un-
veiling of the brand new building, dedicated exclusively
to young specialists, received national coverage earlier
this summer.

Still, for Utadzimir, anything outside his apartment
becomes an issue. As he does not have a driving license,
visiting his family in Homiel, some 175 kilometers away,
is an ordeal in itself, starting with a 40 minute hike to
the railway station. He hasn’t even started to contem-
plate how difficult it will be to meet up with his girl-
friend, who is a student in far-away Miensk.

For now, the hospital personnel and the locals are
all curious about the new, handsome dentist, and the
hospital director has already offered him the position

permanently. It’s an offer that it is highly unlikely he will
want to accept, as he confesses he'll be out of here the
first minute he can. Not only does he feel a prisoner for
now, but he thinks his skills are also a bad fit here:

«My way of treating people is too complicated and
too expensive for this place», he argues. «Dentists do-
ing elaborate procedures should only work in big cities,
while here they should just have full-time local doctors,
performing small-scale interventions», he added, all his
frustration spilling out.

Just like Utadzimir, most young specialists | meet
across the Carnobyl region complain about the toll work
placements take on them, both professionally and per-
sonally. They argue that it’s not fair to send people here
indiscriminately, and that «the commission» should tai-
lor assignments first and foremost considering two cri-
teria: performance in school and places of origin. Vola,
a 25-year-old doctor from tuniniec, a small town near
Pinsk, points out how work placements should include
much more flexibility and consistency than they do at
the moment, when they are basically «slowing down ca-
reers»: instead of having the chance to pursue further
education or get real experience in their desired spe-
cialties, young graduates are limited to performing basic,
routine tasks. With this in mind, | ponder on the very
name they are known by: «young specialists» seems al-
most too ironic to be true.

In the general climate of negativity, | have yet to
come across someone who speaks for the system. Even-
tually | meet 29-year-old Taciana Kachovi¢, who sees
work placements as a good safety net. With a degree
in Belarusian and Polish Philology, which was highly val-
ued at the time she entered Miensk State Pedagogical
University, Taciana realized upon graduation that there
was very little she could actually do. In the meantime,
the number of Belarusian classes had been severely cut
in schools, and so graduates had no chance to practice
their profession.



«Here’s where the state came in and helped», she ex-
plains. «They assigned me English and Russian classes
instead. | admit | was shocked, but at least | had a job.»

The place she was sent to was Lachva village, some 30
kilometers away from tuniniec. She received no reason
for this decision; neither did more than half of her class-
mates — about 18 people — who were all sent away both
from Miensk and their places of origin to teach mostly
subjects other than the ones they had a degree in.

Although she had to pick up her life from scratch in a
completely unexpected way, Taciana never complained.
«After all, work placements are not so bad for special-
ties such as mine», she says. «What would have | done
otherwise?»

Acutely aware of her limitations in English, Taciana
excuses herself: she only had to teach this language in
primary school, so she didn't really have to be that good
at it after all. Now on maternity leave, she is doubtful
about her professional future: she would love to teach
Belarusian in high school, for which she is fully qualified,
but the demand for her skills keeps going down at the
moment. Luckily her husband, whom she met during
her time in Lachva, now works in Russia. And, at least
for the time being, they can survive on his income alone.
Otherwise, her hopes are pinned on the system to get
her out of trouble yet again and offer her a position as a
teacher of something in the years to come.

Officially, the work placement system is deemed such
a success story of state-controlled policies that it may
even get a boost soon. A new draft law is looking to in-
crease the duration of the assignments from two to five
years in certain sectors, such as military, medicine and
agriculture. This is doubtfully something many graduates
will appreciate, as the reality on the ground shows wide-
spread disapproval of the system even as it stands now.

And what better way to illustrate their chagrin than to
take a look at the Carnobyl area: according to estimates,
only 27 percent of the people dispatched here in the last
few years stayed beyond their compulsory assignments.
The rest have tried their best to return to big cities and
safer regions, leaving behind rural areas and small towns
engulfed in the same problems and perennial need of
real specialists as ever before.

*Names have been changed to protect the identity of
the people.

MHe pacTatkoBa rafioy, kKab namaraup, K NoA3i Ha Maéil
paasime ¥ PymbiHii Awys ga 1989 roga abmspkoysani
namix caboil CbiCTIMy NpbIMycoBara pasbMepKaBaHbHS
BbIMYCKHIKOY YHiBIpchITITay. CaBeukas cCbiCTIMa, WTO
MOLHA YKapaHinaca Ha ycxopn aj anesHal 3acioHbl,
Mesa Ha M3le 3abAcbneybilb HaBaT CaMbla affaNeHbls
i HepasbBiTblf paéHbl afyKaBaHbIMi CraublanicTami y
po3HbIX chapax, xaus 6 HegacbBeAuaHbiMi. Afpasy na
3aKaHY3HbHI afyKalbli Managblx LAaKTapoy, HacTayHikay
i iHXKbIH3PaY, AKis 66T HalboNblW 3anaTpabaBaHbIMi, He
3BaXKaloybl Ha iX YNacHbIsA XafaHbHi i NAAHbI afcbinani y
i3aNsBaHblis i HEPa3bBiTbiA PariéHbl, Kab AHbl agnpalasani
HeKanbKi rafoy Ha HaBA3aHbIX [3ApxaBai nacagax.

3b iHwara 60Ky, A [acTaTkoBa Managas, i MHe
yaanocs nasbberHyub ratara nécy. PymbiHis pasam 3
yCiMi cycefHiMi KpaiHami macTynoBa aAMoBinacs ag
raTai npakTbiki AWY3 Ha navatky 1990-x. I Bocb amanb
npa3 20 rafoy f [aBeABatoCA, WTO 33 HEKANbKI COTHAY
KinsmaTpay Ha noyHay, y benapyci, ycé swys a3eiHivae
CbICTIMa, fiKas MOLHA TpbiMae § Kynaky OyayyblHiO
BbINYCKHIKOY «6sicnnaTHai» hopMbl HaBy4YaHbHs. Y 1991
rofi3e NpbiMycoBae pa3bMepKaBaHbHe ObIO CKacaBaHae,
afHak 12 ragoy Tamy raTyio NpakTbiKy afHaBini, i uanep
A3ApXaBa BbixBanfewuLUa if3anbHbIM pa3bMepKaBaHbHEM
«Managblx cnaybianicTay» na ycéi kpaixe...






UNTYING
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3ATAQKI
TPAAbILbII

Wedding Traditions Can Say a Lot About a Society’s Values and
Aspirations. In Belarus, They Raise More Questions Than They Answer

text by Rose Griffin, LONDON
photo by Anika Biissemeier, BERLIN

CHAMPAGNE AT THE ISLE OF TEARS

Late August in central Miensk and it’s the height of the
wedding season. All over the city, a steady stream of
newlyweds is lining up at the most famous landmarks
the capital has to offer. Girls who look straight out of
high school queue up in dresses which reflect a wide
variety of fashion sensibilities, from the typical white
meringue to more daring styles. A bride in a tiered pale
green gown is closely followed by another in a thigh-
skimming, corseted red and white dress and a girl who
could have been the inspiration for a Disney princess.
Their partners have, on the whole, gone for pale suits
and pointy-toed shoes in complimentary shades. Their
ties and button-holes match their bride’s dresses.

Accompanied by bridesmaids, rowdy guests and
champagne, the newlyweds are waiting to have their
wedding photographs taken. There is an appreciable
lack of pushiness. Couples wait patiently for others to
finish their shots. After striking the same poses as their
predecessor, they move on to other hotspots around
the city popular with newlyweds. Keen to take enough
shots to create an impressive album to show off later,
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the couples and their retinue travel around the capital,
larking around and making their way through some ear-
ly bottles of champagne. After such a tour, they will have
a sizeable section of these «landmark pics» in their wed-
ding albums. Given the similarities in couples’ choices
of pose and location, the finished albums must look re-
markably similar.

| pause at one of the busiest spots — the Isle of Tears.
An island in a bend of the river Svistaw, it is dominated
by a memorial commemorating Belarusian soldiers killed
in the Soviet Union’s 9-year Afghanistan campaign. The
brain child of families of fallen soldiers, work began on
the monument in 1988, when the conflict was still on-
going. It was eventually officially opened by President
tukasenka in 1996. The winning design, by sculptor Jury
Patfat, doesn’t pull any punches. A chapel forms the
centerpiece of the memorial. Surrounded by figures of
grieving female relatives, it features four altars, inscribed
with the names of the 771 Belarusian soldiers killed in
the conflict. An angel stands opposite, which in the
warmer months sheds tears for the fallen men.



CONFLICTING IMAGES

Observing the newlyweds posing, I'm struck by this
practice, by what are, to me, very conflicting images.
The wedding couples are happy and confident, having
chosen the clothes and accessories they want, and are
excited about the image they will portray in their wed-
ding albums. The memorial they chose for their photo
shoot, on the other hand is steeped in the ideas of a dif-
ferent era. Commemorating men who died fighting for
a country that no longer exists, even the quasi-religious
features of the monument reflect communist architec-
tural trends.

I watch as brides approach the crying angel and rub
his genitalia, which is said to guarantee that they will
conceive children. They are smiling and look as though
the only thought in their mind is enjoying their big day
and looking forward to future happiness.

Even if people do not consciously think about what
the memorial represents, it is to me as an outsider, sim-
ply quite a sad place to be. My experience of war memo-
rials back home in Great Britain is that they are rather
overlooked. Attended perhaps once a year, if at all, we
see them as somewhere to visit to pay our respects,
normally in a somber manner. Coming from this back-
ground, it is amazing for me to see this site playing an
integral part in the aesthetics of a major rite of passage,
one which the average woman in Belarus will celebrate
at the age of 22, and the average man at 24.

Sitting by the monument | quiz brides and other guests
about why they’d chosen to come here. For most it is a
question of tradition. Anna, a bubbly blonde trying to
keep up with her husband’s inventive posing, tells me
«We didn't give it much thought. This is just one of the
places you go to take pictures on your wedding day.»

Most of her fellow brides responded in a similar way
to Anna, with some emphasising that it's one of the
most beautiful parts of the city and makes a great loca-
tion for a photo shoot. | listened in vain for any refer-
ence to what the monument represents to them in their
answers.
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Yet, perhaps where | see a juxtaposition of conflict-
ing ideas, the couples | met see different elements feed-
ing into a coherent whole, with each individual element
playing a role in their perception of what constitutes Be-
larusian tradition and identity. | don’t see this as an emp-
ty formalism. While ideas and practices associated with
different periods may seem incompatible, they have still
left their mark on the collective consciousness.

ASKING THE PROS

To find out more | decide to ask the professionals. After
a quick glance at a Belarusian wedding portal and a few
phone calls, two Miensk-based wedding planners agree
to meet me to discuss trends, tradition and a few tricks
of the trade. The first thing that strikes me about them
is that they are both men. Charismatic and engaging,
they want to meet in the park, and as we walk around
enjoying the summer sun, | learn a bit about the impor-
tance of having a master of ceremonies at a Belarusian
wedding.

First up is Jauhien Sumanski. Slick and organised, he
comes across as the man to talk to if you want to im-
press your guests with extravagant entertainment and a
meal with that little something extra.

«The most popular places to take photographs in
Miensk are Trajeckaje Pradmiescie, Mienskaje mora and
the opera and ballet theater», Sumanski explains, add-
ing: «Depending on the photographer and the couple,
they may then also take pictures in various parks around
the city, and in other beautiful locations.»



This list is familiar and represents a range of what Miensk
has to offer. Trajeckaje Pradmiescie is the part of the city
that wasn’t destroyed in World War II, Mienskaje mora
is an artificial reservoir with a beach just outside Miensk.
The opera and ballet theater is one of the more beauti-
ful buildings in the city, particularly in the summer when
the fountains are working. The only thing these sites
— along with the Afghanistan War Memorial - have in
common seems to be their aesthetic appeal.

Sumanski agrees with my idea that couples don’t
choose the locations for their symbolism. <My personal
opinion is, for example, that most people don’t know
what the Isle of Tears stands for», he says, adding that he
even doubts whether someone who served in the con-
flict in Afghanistan would go there on their wedding day.

Leaving Sumanski to continue organising his trade-

mark dramatic light displays and exotic feasts, | go to
meet another wedding planner, Valer Macitskot. Walk-
ing down Miensk’s main thoroughfare, he and his wife
and business partner, Ala, take me past the central reg-
istry office and we pause to chat in a small square off
Independence Square. They agree that the Soviet past is
not at the forefront of newlyweds’ minds in 2009. «It’s
just a tradition, young people don’t think about what it
represents, they just go and lay their flowers there, like
they’ve seen other couples doing», Valer explains.
«It's not that the younger generation doesn’t know what
happened before 1991, but they learnt about it in history
class, not through personal experience. So, this period is
just not that interesting to them», sums up Valer.
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BACK TO THE VILLAGE

Not everyone is happy to stick to the same formula,
however. Jula and Alaksiej got married two years ago.
They organized their own wedding, which lasted two
days — day one taking in the registry office, church and
an evening meal with friends and family, and day two
spent in the village of Stro¢ycy, 18 km from Miensk. Just
a week before their second anniversary, Alaksiej and Jula
are friendly and eloquent. Alaksiej seems particularly
energetic and keen to explain how he perceives and in-
teracts with concepts of Belarusian culture.

«In the last century, Belarus changed from an agricultural
to an industrial country, and so traditions also changed. |
think that is normal, and happened in other countries as
well, but maybe other countries experienced this change
in the nineteenth century», he explains, adding that
alongside this process of change many people switched
from using the Belarusian language to Russian, and left
behind the customs and traditions of village life.

One area of life where these traditions were slowly
replaced was marriage celebrations. «In villages, wed-
dings traditionally lasted days, sometimes as long as a
week. It was the union of two different families, so they
needed time to get to know each other.»

He sees changing attitudes to community life as fun-
damentally important in how people plan their wed-
dings. «I understand why weddings were so long in the
past, there was a sense of community. Now people of-
ten don’t even know the names of their neighbors in
apartment blocks, so it’s very difficult. A lot changed in
the wake of World War I, and | think now there is no
need to invite all your distant relatives.»

Today the logistics of a week-long village wedding are
difficult. Many couples of marriageable age no longer
live in villages themselves, and their relatives tend to
be from a wider geographical area. These factors, along
with financial and time constraints make these wed-
dings relatively rare.



| ask Alaksiej if weddings like the one he and Jula organ-
ised, which aim to fit aspects of a traditional village wed-
ding in to the constraints of modern life are common.

«Maybe it’s just amongst our friends, but it has be-
come a bit of a trend. Last year our friends had their
entire wedding in Strocycy. They didn’t have a church
ceremony, they just went to the registry office then the
village. Two weeks ago our friends also had a similar cel-
ebration in this place.»

We speak about the custom of taking photographs
around the city, specifically referring to the Afghanistan
memorial. Jula and Alaksiej acknowledge the tradition,
but explain that it wasn’t important to them to follow it.
«No, we didn’t go to monuments and have our pictures
taken», Alaksiej tells me, «this is just a tradition from the
last sixty years, this is just a Soviet tradition».

| describe my impressions from the previous few days,
explaining how | found the combination of ideas rep-
resented by different locations very interesting. Alaksiej
points out that the idea of tradition in Belarus is flexible.
Although certain elements are common to the vast ma-
jority of Belarusian weddings, there is room for improve-
ment, innovation and keeping up with the Joneses.

«l think if there are no traditions at all, people invent
them. If it became less popular to go to monuments on
your wedding day, it would become popular to go to
other places.» To illustrate the point, Alaksiej describes
his shock when he came across couples having their
wedding photographs taken in the underground shop-
ping center on Independence Square.

«Maybe one year ago, many people came to this cen-
ter on their wedding day. | think traditions can change.»
Jula suggests that maybe the cold drove people under-
ground, but Alaksiej is adamant he saw couples down
there in spring and summer as well. «I don’t think I've
seen any couples this year, but last year when | saw them,
it struck me as very strange.»
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Tradition is a concept which is mentioned frequently as
a driver behind couples’ wedding day decisions. | leave
with the impression that, while this is not unique to Be-
larus, the fractured concept of what constitutes tradi-
tion in Belarus is.

KaHew )HiyHA ¥ U3HTpbl MeHcKy — nik C330HY BACeNbAAY.
Ma ycim ropagse HACMbIHHAA MAbIHb Managblx nap, fKis
WhIXTyIOULA ¥ 43pri Kans Hainbonblw nanynspHbix
cnasyTtacbusy Genapyckait ctaniubl. [3sy4biHbl, WTO
BbIMALAIOLb K BbIMYCKHiLbI LIKONAY, CTasALb Y CYKEHKaX,
AKis  aAaNloCTpoyBaloLb WHIPOKYK pa3HacTaitHacbLb
yCnpbIMaHbHA MOAbI — afi ThINOBLIX NaBeTpaHa-6enbIx fa
6onbl cbMenbix acoHay. Hasecta § cbBeTna-3anéHai
ApyCHal CyKHi cycepHiyae 3b iHWAW, Yy rapcaTHaii
YblpBOHa-6enail CyKeHLbl, WTO Y3basTae Ha CbLErHax, a
Henaganék crailb A3Ay4blHa, AKOW Mari 6 HaTxHAULA
CTBapasbHiKi [blCH3eYCKiX npbiHU3cay. Ix napTH3Ipsl
36osbluara affalolb nepaeary CbBeTIbIM rapHiTypam i
yapaBikaM 3 BOCTPbIMi MbICKaMi afNaBeAHbIX aALEeHbHAY.
lanbWwTyki i KBETKI Y naTniuax napabpadbls nag Konep
CyKeHaK HsBecTay...
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Ll HEMKA

YbiM BEJIAPYCHA
MORE DUTCH OR GERMAN

THAN BELARUSIAN

by Vola Vituska, MIENSK

This is what my friends say about my way of life. My pri-
orities are personal development and self-actualization
rather than the calm married life of a grown-up woman.
[ try to study more, to work, participate in international
projects, travel and do sports, when most women my
age already have children and spend their days in peace
in the kitchen. But according to my parents, the latter is
closer to how a woman ought to live.

On my 24th birthday my father told me in a low
voice: «My dear daughter, | wish only one thing for you...
to realize the GMS plan.» | was surprised and asked him:
«What is that?» «Get Married Successfully!» he said with
tears in his eyes. «This is the most important thing for
you now!»

| could not but understand such a wish at all, as | was
already one year behind according to a common prov-
erb «You are 23 — go and get married!».

Getting married between 18 and 24 is a long standing
tradition. Our peasant ancestors did not have time to
consider a life partner for too long — hard work needed
four hands in a household. As a result there was a rich
wedding tradition with many ceremonies and a clear un-
derstanding of how it must be held. With this in mind,
young people were preparing themselves to get mar-
ried from a very young age. And more often than not, it
wasn’t about connecting your life with a beloved person,
but rather a planned initiation into grown-up life.

In Soviet times, life was also pre-planned. Kindergar-
ten, school, university or a vocational school, work at a
plant, a state apartment, kids, their kindergarten, school...
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Everything was known in advance. The circle was broken
only by a few people who deviated from it at around the
«wedding» stage... These «deviations» came in different
forms.

But it has to be emphasized that according to the of-
ficial position there was no sex in the almost 100% mar-
ried Soviet world.

After the «great and powerful» state crashed, sex
came back to people for their happiness. It affected
the traditional life system only in the way that after 20
you had to be more careful in choosing your partner.
Now you could use any method possible: getting preg-
nant «by chance» was good enough to get married to
the one you really liked. You don‘t have to be too picky
about the means, especially when you hear from all of
your close and distant family members: «Wow! You are
a grown-up already! When are we going to party at your
wedding?»

[t might be surprising, but even mature men are com-
fortable thinking that way. At my age it is not rare that
| hear them calling me an old spinster, either trying to
joke or insult me.

When all their friends are married and have children,
it affects the world view of even the most open-minded
men. Being single after 30 is just as uncomfortable to
men as to women, no matter how hard they claim their
polygamous nature and attraction to adventures.

The small but effective influence of the societal tradi-
tion achieves its goal. Especially among young people
in the country and small towns. The main life aim for



women is a successful marriage and healthy children. |
don’t claim that these values are wrong, but it is cer-
tainly uncomfortable to feel that the attitude towards
myself is as to someone weird, that the way | live my life
is «not like it should be.

When women approach 30 (this age is like a bench-
mark in people’s minds), many of them start to lose self-
respect and little by little start acting like «spinsters» and
«old virgins». In other words, the worst possible thing
happens — they become victims of the fear imposed on
them by the society.

The dominating sound in Miensk is the sound of high
heels on the pavement. The determination to get mar-
ried, the family as a measure of success has formed a
certain style of communication among young women.
One can often witness people getting acquainted in
public places and bars according to a buy-sell scenario.
The elite clubs are crowded with «miniskirts and foreign-
ers» on weekend nights: young and sexy ladies compete
between themselves over how much of their body is
on display, with only one aim — to attract a potential
partner, and a foreign one would be even better. Most
often the men who fall for such tactics are from Asian
countries.

There are three percent more women in Belarus, than
men. And that makes more than 300.000. It compli-
cates the search for a partner. Add to that mass emigra-
tion and the GMS plan is even more difficult to fulfill.
More and more talented men and potential husbands
are going abroad to study, work and just live a better life.

Therefore, sometimes when | come back from another
trip | ask myself where are those active, progressive and
beautiful young people of Belarus? Where are all of our
cultured and intelligent young men? Why does it look
like abroad there are plenty of them, but not in Belarus?

However, there are also progressive young Belaru-
sians who live their life in a more European way.

Jula, 25, is a good-looking and successful business
woman. She thinks that marriage is «one of the most
responsible decisions in one’s life» that is why she treats
it very responsibly.

«l would like to have a good husband whom | could
trust, to live my whole life with him and have three
children. But at the moment | am rather easy about it: |
don‘t do anything serious and am not considering any
candidates. Sometimes | have these thoughts that it is
about time for me to get married, not because | feel like
a spinster, but because biologically this is the best age to
give birth. And, | want to give birth to healthy children.
And that is more likely when | am young.»

More and more couples in love have started living
together without getting married. This is rather a new
concept for us, however, it is common among young
people.

Natasa, 24, and Arciom, 28, live together. Natasa had
a hard time trying to explain to her father that she is go-
ing to start an independent life with a man.

«l was leaving my home with a pillow and a blanket. In
the corridor | was explaining: Daddy, | am going to live by
myself. And of course there was a scene. Of course, my
parents are polite, nobody was screaming and making a
scandal, but my father tried to make sure that | under-
stood how stupid it was, what | was doing. My mom still
asks me sometimes: Aren‘t you bored yet? Father tells me
sometimes: Stop being silly and come back home. After one
and a half years they are still hoping that we will realize
that it is a mistake.
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During our first visit together to my parents, my father
did not even come into the kitchen to drink tea with us.
Now he has changed a bit, greets my boyfriend with a
handshake and talks to him. Still he often keeps talking
only to me in a conversation, ignoring my partner quite
alot.»

«Don't live together before marriage, let that happen
in other families», says Arciom. «Marriage is something
obligatory and unquestionable for the older generation,
which decides and explains everything. And we have an-
other opinion: marriage registration is not a condition
or guarantee for happiness. Now most people register
their marriage officially for different kinds of social sup-
port and privileges. We will probably get married offi-
cially only if we decide to have a baby. Until then... we
are just fine like this.»

Once a woman has acquired the honor of being mar-
ried, her only responsibility becomes to take care of her
man until the end of time. While women work just like
men, many of them have to work another shift at home
- cooking, cleaning, sewing, washing... Often the same
chores but on a bigger scale are fulfilled by wives dur-
ing weekends. At the same time the husband is relaxing
watching TV, as he had a long week of work.

And at some point it often happens that the man
leaves his family, files for divorce, goes to another wom-
an — even after 6o0. It is not that common for families to
stay together anymore.

However, there are also plenty of happy stories, col-
orful and diverse. An aunt of my friend was waiting for
her husband for 30 years. Everyone wondered how a
woman like her, attractive and intelligent, could be sin-
gle. And as a result of her sensible approach to marriage,
she is very happy with the one she eventually chose to
be her husband.
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My friends grandparents met each other and fell in love
when they were already around 70 years old. After that
my friends — two guys — met too and realized that they
should become a family.

My grandparents have recently celebrated their
«golden anniversary» — 50 years of marriage.

Some people even manage to live in a same-sex rela-
tionship in the middle of a homophobic society, without
the fear of «people talking».

I start thinking of spring evenings and summer nights
when couples in love are strolling outside. In winter they
tenderly hold each others’ hands at a table in a café. In
autumn they walk through fallen leaves in parks. There
are enough happy couples among my friends. And my
own experience is successful. Love is a permanently
strong engine. It has always been like that in the world.

And our stereotypes form a natural part of life. Dur-
ing a wedding people collect money in a blue or a pink
jar for a girl or a boy. In some sense they define a life-
vector for themselves. This is normal for us. We can-
not live in another way. | guess the women of Belarus
will keep getting flowers and congratulations for being
women on March 8th for many years to come. As long
as this attitude remains deep inside us.

Tak cbUbBApAXAlOLb Mae 3aMeXHblf cA6pbI, reA3saybl
Ha MOl Naf Xblubus. Pa3bBilbLE i camap3anisaubis ans
MsiHe 3apa3 60/bl NPbLIAPBLITITHLIA 3a CTaNAe 3aMyXHse
KblUbLUE papocnait KaHublHbl. I cTapatocs Goneii
ByYblLLld, Npauasalb, YA3eNbHiYaLub Y MiXHAPOLHbIX
npaekTax, BaH[paBalb, 3aliMalLa CnopTaMm, y Toit Yac fK
6onbluachlb Maix agHarofak Yo Mae 3aueil i cnakoitHa
ratye Myxy abef. I anouwHi BapbIfHT XbilibLs, 3rofiHa 3
yayneHbHAMI Maix 6aubKoy, 60MbL NpaBinbHbI.

Ha moit gBayuaLb YalubBEPTLI A3€Hb HAPOL3iHAY TaTa
Lixa, 3 3amipaHbHeM rofacy naBiHwagay: «Jayywka, Ha
3blyy Tabe Hiyora iHwWwara, ane ToMbKi... aXbllUbLUABiLb
nnsiH YB3». «lWTo rata takoe?», - 3bA3iyneHa nepansitana
A. «Ygana Boliicbli 3amyx», - agKkasay €H, a y Bayax
nensb He ctasni cbnésel. «MTa Ans usbe 3apas camae
BaXKHae!» ...



NPALABALD

-BAHHEMN,
YbIM HblLb

WORKING

IS MORE IMPORTANT

THAN LIVING

text by Natallia Ramanenka, MIENSK
comic by Raissa Chikh, PARIS /KIEV

«The cutest girls live in Belarus», boast the newspaper
headlines, accompanied by pictures of another blond
every day. «There are so many pretty ladies herel», ex-
claim foreign and local men walking through our clean
cities.

We decided to go to the center of Miensk and Homiel
too, but not to enjoy the sight of so many pretty ladies
(let them enjoy it!). We were looking for female pen-
sioners who are still working.

It turned out to be easier than we thought, and not
because we know any special places to look. Working
female pensioners are everywhere: in restaurants, parks,
streets and shops, in hospitals, kindergartens, museums
and public toilets. Almost every fourth person in our
country is a pensioner, and every fourth pensioner is
still working. Statistics say that out of 2,4 mln Belarusian
pensioners, 560.000 work. Take a closer look — Who
sweeps the streets? Who cleans the floor? Who sells
lottery tickets whatever the weather? Pretty women,
obviously! But those who are over 4o0...

Let's get to know them!
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«Mh... Pensioners? But this is a youth magazine, | don’t think
they will be interested in pensioners.»

«Maybe we should make the topic a bit wider, make it about
work in general, and not only about pensioners?»

«Pensioners are constantly upset about something and angry.
Their pensions are so big, bigger than child support for young
mothers. What more could they possibly want?»

«But most of them go crazy in their 50s and 6os. Can you
imagine what would happen if crazy people continued to work
as doctors or teachers?»
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«BECAUSE I LIKE IT»

We are talking to Tamara Alaksandralina, an elegantly
dressed woman with a quiet voice. She appears to be
a pensioner who works. She is 57 years old. She is an
invigilator in the biggest museum in Homiel. But she
spent most of her life working in sales. She started out
as a shop assistant and finished her career as an outlet
manager.

It wasn't her dream to work in sales. In her childhood
she wanted to become a literature or mathematics
teacher, as she was a good student.

«l was not planning on selling all my life, but it just hap-
pened», she explains. Only when she started to approach
pensionable age did she find a job that satisfies her soul.
The outlet, where she worked as a manager, was closed.
All of the staff were «asked» to quit which left them with
no job or financial compensation. Tamara Alaksandralina
was just two years too young to start drawing a pension.
Finding a job at that age is very difficult.

«Would you have stayed working there if you had the
chance?»

«No, | don’t want to do that anymore. Times are differ-
ent now, and everything is not as it used to be..»

The legal pension age was set at 55 years for women
and 60 years for men in 1932. This assessment of the
age at which people are no longer able to work is part
of Belarus’ Soviet heritage. The pension age was intro-
duced after a study of workers who started drawing a
pension because they were not able to work due to dis-
abilities.

Much has changed since then. But the pension age
is taken for granted. And naturally it causes barriers to
the labor market for those over the age of 50. In your
50s it is almost impossible to change your job for a bet-
ter one, older employees don’t get promoted. But these
problems are not openly raised — people act as though it
is just the way it should be.

The percentage of pensioners is growing every year.
But the government will not raise the pension age be-
cause it would not prove popular with the public.
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It took Tamara Alaksandralina just a couple of months
to find a new job. She soon found out that people were
needed to work on the renovation of the Rumiancavy-
Paskievicy Palace. And she has already been working
there as an invigilator for five years.

«The salary is not that big here», she says. «But | work
here because | like it. This is my hall and everything is
protected by a security system here. In the morning we
come, open the museum and switch off the security sys-
tem. | take care of the exhibits to make sure that they
are well kept. | also give information to visitors. | like the
museum, its history, the people.»

Tamara Alaksandratina is fond of poetry. She reads
Tsvetaeva — do we need to explain who Tsvetaeva is? I'd
be inclined not to, but maybe that’s just because | have
heard of her. She also writes poems herself.

After our conversation, the former outlet manager
showed us her poems. Then she showed us around the
halls of the museum, giving us lots of information about
each exhibit.

«ONLY THOSE WHO HAVE KNOWN TROUBLES
CAN KNOW HAPPINESS »
Valiancina Alaksandratina is 73 years old. She works as a
janitor in a Miensk clinic. One of her tasks is to clean the
toilets of the clinic.

«What is the main reason why you work here?»

«l only work here because my daughter’s income is also
insufficient. We live together, so what can | do on my
pension money alone? | need to pay the household bills,
buy things. My daughter is still not that old, she needs
to buy things to wear...»

It is not that easy in fact to find a pensioner-janitor
who would eagerly share their life story with a journal-
ist. Many disrespect this profession and are afraid that
their former colleagues and friends will find out about
their current occupation. Janitors in light reflecting jack-
ets turn their faces away, hiding and trying to escape
questions. Many old women look for jobs in places with
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few people, away from the center, in order not to meet
someone they know. They don’t want to complain, and
there is nothing to be proud of as they say. Having an
unprestigous job, pensioners are shy and don’t want to
be seen in their uniforms, to be photographed and writ-
ten about. Those who had a higher status before they
started drawing a pension are especially shy. Those who
have higher education and achievements to their name.
More than a half of the old working women whom
we met refused to talk to us. Among them were street
cleaners, public toilet cleaners...

Obviously, being a janitor is not Valiancina Alaksan-
dralina’s main speciality. She started as a postwoman in
Odessa. But soon, before she graduated from the vo-
cational college, she became the manager of the post
office.

«In our family everyone is a post office employee
- it's a post office dynasty. If you add together all the
years our family worked there, it would be more than
100 years», she says proudly. «| am very proud of course
that | got an education and became a professional. Ev-
eryone treated me with respect.»

At the end of her post office career she had more
than 100 (!) people working under her supervision
— connection operators, telegraphists, postmen... For
her achievements at work Valiancina Alaksandratina was
awarded a «labor veteran» medal. But when she was 53
(2 years before the legal pension age) she quit to take
care of her old mother.

«l could not leave my mother alone. She could not
walk, and someone had to take care of her, give her food
and clean for her»

At the age of 57 she attempts to find another job. A
couple of years before the head of the main post of-
fice was sending her letters with promises to give her
a whole post office department. Now, remembering
those promises, her first port of call is the personnel
department of the post office, only to hear «we cannot
take you at this age».

«l really wanted to work... But the time had passed
and | lost my chance. At 57 | could not work even as a
postwoman. And | liked my job», she says thoughtfully.
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And then she continues: «I did not just lose the position
of a manager, but also of an operator, as everything is
developing and | don’t know the new technology. For
example, | have no clue how to use computers.»

Valiancina Alaksandratina’s daughter works as a medi-
cal attendant. She offered her mother a job in the clinic.
There, at the age of 57, a former manager became an
orderly. She worked there for ten years.

«If the clinic had not closed for renovation, | would
still be working there. It was not that bad over there,»
she says with regret. «And here | cannot get used to the
work, because | have to clean toilets. | feel humiliated...»
But in the end she adds: «l am not complaining. I am not
complaining about anything. | thank God that | can work
at the age of 73. Only those who have known troubles
can know happiness.»

Knowing what she has survived: the war, hunger - |
believe her.

«IT IS MORE FUN TO GO TO WORK.
| FEEL NEEDED THAT WAY»
Zinaida Ivanatina is 60. She is a pensioner and works as
a teacher’s assistant in a kindergarten for children with
hearing and speaking disabilities in Miensk.

Zinaida lvanatina liked her first job very much. It was
her dream to become a shop assistant or to work in
medicine. She was too empathetic to be a doctor. That
is why she went to study in a sales vocational school.

«lt was very interesting to be a shop assistant! You put
different goods on the counter, offer them to customers.
They ask you for advice, which one is better. Whereas
for one customer the cheaper one is better, for another
whatever is more expensive must be of higher quality. |
spent all my time communicating with people.»

Zinaida Ivanatlina was thanked all the time by the cus-
tomers, she was a «<communist labor hero». Her picture
was on the wall of fame.

She brought up her two children without a husband.
She became a widow 24 years ago. The staff of the shop
helped her a lot back then.
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37 years, one month and ten days passed like that. And
when she was 55 years old she had to leave the job she
liked. To honor the end of her work her colleagues gave
her a present.

«Would you have liked to keep working in a shop?»,
| ask her. «| would have liked to, but | could not. There
was no opportunity for that. The personnel department
called me and said: young people are breathing down your
neck. It was hard to quit. | loved my job, | knew my job.
| even started to panic: what would | do? How would |
live on the pension money alone?»

Incidentally, there is a law in Belarus to encourage
raising the pension age. If a person keeps working, he
or she gets a certain percentage added to the salary.
But in reality, when women reach 55 and men reach 60,
they are politely asked to free up the position for young
people. Another law is being prepared at the moment,
which will limit the amount of pension payments to
those people who continue to work.

Zinaida Ivanatina spent only a couple of days at home
before she found a job as a teacher’s assistant. She has
been at this job for five years already.

«Young people don’t want to work at this position
in a kindergarten. You have to bring children to pee
and poo and clean the bowls after them, change their
clothes. Most teacher’s assistants are us», she means
women pensioners. Then she pauses and smiles. «lt is
not easy to take care of small children, but it is also very
interesting. | had to learn their sign language, the way
the children communicate. Of course it would be nice
to have a better salary, they don’t pay well here.»

«Why are you working now?» | ask her my favorite
question.

«We changed our flat for two smaller ones. | needed to
arrange moving to the new place, renovation. All that
costs money. But | have other reasons besides the mon-
ey. | don’t want to sit on one place, | want to move. |
noticed that during the weekend when | spend my time
sleeping, having rest and watching TV everything gets
mixed. | start thinking that my back and my legs hurt,
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that | am not young any more. But during the week |
wake up every morning and | know that | need to do
that. | do everything fast and everything works well. |
manage to do everything — to go to work, communicate
with people, chat and do all my household chores. Yes,
it is more fun to go to work, it is more interesting and |
feel needed that way. I think you have to work while you
have strength for it. But you will not always be strong
enough. That is why | am a bit scared of what will hap-
pen when | am not able to go to work. How should | put
it... I think to move means to live. As long as you can, you
should make yourself useful and work.»

«WHY SHOULD | SIT ALONE?»
Halina Alaksandratina works as a leisure park attendant
in Homiel. She says about her age: <A person is as old
as she looks.»

All of the entertainment in the park is staffed by el-
derly women. This is a dream job for them, to spend the
whole day outside. In winter they are on unpaid vaca-
tion and can help their children with their kids.

«Why are you working now?»

«l'am here not because | need money. My husband is a
truck driver, he spends a lot of time on the road. And |
am always alone. And | decided: why should | be sitting
at home alone? And this is why | am sitting here with
you now...»

Many men feel offended that their pension age is higher
than the average life expectancy of a man. But unlike
women, they have the chance to stay at their job until
they are 60. At the same time women, who have just
crossed the line of the pension age and want to keep
working, have to take low paid and unprestigious jobs.
A woman'’s experience, qualifications and work ethic
do not interest anyone after they turn 50. One of my
neighbors, who gave birth when she was 40 and spent
a couple of years on maternity leave, could not find a



job afterwards, as she was considered too old. Looks like
the only job available at this age is as a janitor or a door
keeper. Men keep moving up the career ladder when
they are 50. They have a chance to get a nice job and
gain higher salaries.

However, it is not the amusement park which Halina
Alaksandralina describes as the job of her life.

«l 'was born to work in the textile industry. | had a
chance to work there and | liked it a lot. | am happy |
chose this path in my life.»

Halina Alaksandratina has worked in a tailoring atelier
in an army unit, where she started as a tailor’s assistant,
then became a cutter and then a manager. Her special-
ization — individual tailoring of army uniforms.

«l'adored my job», she says. «| have spent my life in an
army unit and | like order very much. | was surrounded
by cultured and intelligent people. And | enjoyed that. |
was quite nervous when | lost the job | liked so much.»

After the «army trade system» was destroyed, the
atelier was also closed down. When she was already on
pension, Halina Alaksandratina was invited to work in
a private atelier. She was a one-person orchestra over
there. She worked as a cutter, technologist, manager
and a cashier.

«l was leaving home at 8 am and coming back at 9 pm.
And | was busy all the time. My husband said — honey, why
should you work so much? So, following his advice | quit in
the end. They were crying, when | was leaving.»

Yes, the state pension is not that big — just around
100 euros. But it is twice as much as child support for
children under three years old. It is 1,5 — 3 times bigger
than disability pension. And 1,5 higher than the mini-
mum wage.
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And for all the drawbacks, women pensioners are happy
to at least have some work. They are happy to get this
little money and the salary they can earn on top. And
they do not discuss their working status. They do not
think about the fact that their pension and salary is less
than what they were earning before they became pen-
sioners, when they were doing their favorite job, where
they would have preferred to stay. The most important
thing is that they still can benefit society.

«Camblsi NpbIrOXKbIA A3aYYblHbl KbIBYUb Yy benapyci,»
— 3anm3yHiBalolb 3aranoyki ra3at, 3 roHapam gpyKyubl
3[bIMaK YyaproBail GAAHAbIHKI. «fAK WMaT NpbIraXyHb!»
— YCKNiKalolb 3aMEeXHbIA 1 MACLOBbIA MyXYblHbl Mafyac
npam3Hagy na YblCTbIX Byillax HalbIX rapagoy.

Mbl Takcama Bbinpasinica ¥ u3HTap MeHcky, a NoTbiM
— lomens, HalBAniKweIx rapagoy benapyci. Ane He pns
Taro, kab nwb6asauLa Ha mManaasiu. Haxai nobyoyua
Hami! Mbl Wykani... N3HCiAHIPaK, AKiA npawyioLb.

BeisiBinacs, wro 3Haicbli ix HAMA fK npacblei. He
TaMmy, WTO Mbl BefaeM HeiKis CnaublANbHbIA MecLbl.
MpauaBiTelA N3HCIAH3PLI NaycionNb: y pacTapaHax i
napkax, Ha Byniuax i § kpamax, y 6anbHiuax i A3iusybix
CafKax, y My33sx i rpamaaskix npeibipansHsax. Y Hawai
KpaiHe aMab KOXHbl YaLbBEPTbl — MIHCIAHIP, i KOXKHBbI
YaubBEpTbl M3HCIAHIP npauye. MaBoane CTaThICTHIKI, 3
2,4 minbéHa Genapyckix NaHcisHIpay npauyoub Kans
560 Tbicay. lpbirnag3euecs. Xto Byniupl maue? XTo
nagnory mele? XTo nATapadHbIMi KBiTKami ranpnioe ¥
noboe Hagsop'e? 3pasymena X, NpPbIrOXbls [3sy4aThbl.
Tonbki nacTapani sHbI rafoy Ha copak...
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text by Jiirgen Rendl, BRATISLAVA / WIEN
photo by Anika Biissemeier, BERLIN

Not long ago | wanted to find out how you sound.
Having soaked up a remarkable dose of sonic density,
carried by the infectious rhythm of your underground
lifelines, | felt tempted to encounter what's above. |
turned into a flaneur, strolling around, observing.

UNIVERSE
Caviar for the common people, on bread and butter,
in the vitrines of the people’s drinking palace. Upstairs
in the supermarket, teenage style and pop-culture
aficionados were preparing for clubbing in a parallel

universe.

THE SCREEN
He needs to be seen, in every public news broadcast.
Again it's all about world class potatoes and the best
vegetable oil. Dont you love me? | was the only one
watching.

HORIZONT
| couldn’t make sense of this place by walking across its
vast plot of concrete, shadowed by a massive mono-
lith, rising out of nothing. Within a glimpse | could read
«Horizont» on a rooftop. | felt so lost.
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LIVE FOREVER
| turned around, walked to the other side and took a rest
on a bench. Young folks all around, sitting, chatting, but
their voices seemed to be absorbed by this place. Soon
a man came over, flashily dressed, nervously thumbing
through a book in front of me - You know?

PERECHOD
Back in the passage of the metro station | felt less scat-
tered. There it wasnt me, passing by. | could afford to
pause, in the middle of the rush, not being part of it. |
chose to lose myself in your lifelines again, where hum-
ming engines are drowning out the all-dominant sound
of high heels.

Listen, follow me!
http://aporee.org/maps/projects /minskflaneur

Ha Tak payHo A Bblpalwbly AaBejauuad, AK Tbl Tyyblll.
YBabpayLwbl § cabe AaBoni BANIKyi0 403y WYblIbHAra ryky
TBANro aHA3rpayHAHara Xbllbls, 1 3axauey fasefalla,
LITO TaM Ha NaBepxHi.

I 4 nepatBapblycs ¥ 3Bbl4aitHara MiHaka, ki Wwnatbipye
na ropagse i Hasipae...



SWAMP MAN
bAJIOTHbDI
HYAJIABER

Exploring the «Sun City» of Miensk

in the Footsteps of Belarusian Author Artur Klinal

text and photos by Achim Hatzius, BERLIN

The «last remaining true dictatorship in the heart of Eu-
rope» and an «outpost of tyranny» — that is how former
U.S. Secretary of State, Condoleezza Rice, once called
my travel destination. Tourism of the ultimate kind: The
tone is set, evoking memories of my childhood and early
youth, of those sixteen years of growing up in the GDR.
I'am thinking about what is left of it inside me — still af-
fecting me, memories and feelings — and about what |
re-encounter again and again: inside me, and apparently
also in my surroundings, in the world | live in. Germany,
2009. | know almost nothing about my destination. But
what | know is that | will have to take the risk to com-
pare. To compare without equating.

My journey is both: a game and a task, where memory
and reality mingle, interfere. | am staying at the surface,
ambiguous. Taking possession of the signs that form my
new surroundings and perceiving myself through it. | do
not understand what | see or | am interpreting it wrong-
ly. The truth that | discover may just be my own — un-
sound and subjective. Yet to remember where | come
from and who | have become may perhaps help me to
learn more about this place that | am visiting.

The photographs of Belarus that | have seen before
my trip show people, landscapes, objects. The pictures
reveal nothing about relations and interactions between
what is shown. So this is why | leave my camera in my
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suitcase for most of the time. Still, my approach will
stay in a photographer’s mode, choosing perspectives,
cutting, and staying out of focus, if necessary.

Miensk’s renovated pomp and her dusty Soviet prosaic-
ness seem like a theme park to me. A festive, pathetic
entity. And yet it is a picture puzzle. Austere or amusing,
decoration or message? | can sense the simultaneous
presence of incompatible features. Perceiving the city as
the architectonic gem of a past era, | remain accessible
for the indoctrination and admonition of this all too
eloquent sculptural landscape. It attracts me, | presume
an intention, but what can that mean?

The Soviet Union no longer exists. And still, | have
the feeling that | am not alone. That somewhere there
behind the walls someone is standing, like ever before,
someone, to whom | am not indifferent and whose mes-
sages are meant for me. This strange feeling is my com-
panion as | stroll through the city and then, suddenly, the
shock that this city is exactly what | am making of her.

ARTUR KLINAU AND THE SUN CITY OF DREAMS
Artur Klinal has agreed to give me an interview. From
my first day onwards, his novel Minsk - Sun City of
Dreams has been my travel guide to the phantasma of a
city of happiness, a myth that seems to me equally real



and alive as fragile and vulnerable. Klinatl is a resident
to Miensk; he is a freelance artist and editor of the art
magazine pARTisan. We meet in his small apartment not
far from the train station.

Klinall's book is something like a manual for the ap-
proach to Miensk’s architectonic splendor, with whose
edifices the buildings of the old city and her bourgeois
culture were replaced in the early years of the Soviet
empire. «The sun city, was erected on the skeleton of
the old town, on old Miensk’s skeleton», says Klinat.
His novel brings together different levels of meaning. It
reflects the history of the city of Miensk, the wars, that
came upon it, and the destruction and changes it has
seen. It also carries the autobiographical traits of a life
lived in the Soviet city of Miensk. «This is the city of my
childhood, the place where | was born, Klinat explains,
«l'was born and raised in this city, and thus it represents
a value a priori to me. | want it to stay, not to die.» It is
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impossible not to perceive his love of his city, the city

that he calls a <monument of the communist utopia at
its core». And smiling, he adds: «In principle, | like the
idea of communism in its original form.» On another
level, Klinall’s idea of «sun city» is linked with the uto-
pian draft of an ideal «sun state» by Thommaso Cam-
panella. Such, the novel is also the confession of a desire
for a place that can never exist.

To me, it seems that utopia doesn’t get along with re-
ality. On my walks it seems as if Klinad's sun city has fallen
from the sky some day; that she has lost her aloofness.
A bit out of the center, | have been witness of an entire
quarter — probably early post-war buildings — being torn
to the ground to be replaced by something new.

«The wild capital has no sensations for this city», com-
ments Klinatl. He himself has been building on his own
vision for his sun city for the longest time, on the ruins
of the communist utopia, so to say: «There are many
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fragments of Soviet architecture all over the territory of
the former Soviet Union. In every city you will find an
ensemble, pieces and bits of that architecture, but only
in Miensk this concept has been turned into the stones
of an entire city, only here was an urbanity project com-
pleted as a whole.» This is what makes the city unique
— as an expression and as a bearer of the myth of that
very cultural epoch in which she was created. And pre-
cious for posterity: «We should give the sun city to the
tourists. The only way to show the decision-makers on
the governmental side that the destruction of the sun
city is a disadvantage for the country and the nation is to
develop an investment plan, that makes the sun city as
a large scale tourist project look much more attractive
than the sporadic building activity of diverse investors
today.» Time, however, is running out. The interest of
real-estate investors is all too big.



HIDE IN THE POTATOES -
HERE COMES THE SWAMP MAN
Klinatl has brought alive the myth of his sun city within
himself. He is his own eye-witness of how an idea has
turned into reality — the reality of the imagined.

But it is not only Miensk’s architecture from early
Soviet times that has an ambiguous status as a cultural
sign. Klinali, who is presently working for the state-run
film studio Belarusfilm, has realized that a lot of the Be-
larusian film productions today relate to the war. Films
like Dneprovskiy Rubezh by Dzianis Skvarcol or V' lyune
471-go by Alaksandar Franskievic tell stories from the time
of the Great Patriotic War, they tell of events that hap-
pened in the time between the attack of German troops
on the Soviet Union in 1941 and the liberation of East-
ern Europe by the Red Army in 1945. «During the Soviet
period, World War Il was one of the domineering topics
in all spheres of Belarusian culture, this lasted for a long
time.» But the fact that this is still true today puzzles
even Klinali: «These films are completely crazy, also
because they are produced without the aim of selling
them. Horrendous amounts of money are being spent
on these productions, and then, after a little presenta-
tion and some showings in two or three cinemas, they
rest in the shelves and nobody looks at them.» There
is no public for these films and it seems that they are
little more than the empty and obsessive self-repetition
of a bureaucratic cultural factory that is artificially being
kept alive.

To me, the everlasting presence of the war gives tes-
timony to a certain rigidness, to a certain perspective
that has to be directed at the always same. Yet, maybe
the focus isn't really on the concrete historical events,
or on a certain obsolete interpretation of them which is
reinforced again and again by each new film. Maybe the
message is hidden on a different, symbolic level. Maybe
at stake is the «being at war» as such?
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Klinali has a metaphor for this.

«The condition of being at war forms the psychologi-
cal type of the man underground, the swamp man. To
the swamp man, the entire world surrounding him is
a hostile one. Around him war is taking place. He lives
on occupied territory. The task of the swamp man is to
survive in such a world. That doesn’t mean that he is
actively fighting, that he is taking his rifle and rushing
off to the battlefield. He wouldn’t act like this in public,
although he sees the whole world as hostile to him. Ac-
tually, the swamp man is living a double life.»

What Klinatt means by that is suggested in his novel.
It seems, that the permanent feeling of «being at war» is
connected with a centuries-long history of war and oc-
cupation in Belarus. As if people have internalized these
traumatic events deep inside so that they shape their
approach to life. This imaginary, felt war doesn’t offer
them any possibility for defense. As a metaphor for life
in Belarus, the swamp man is hence the depiction of an
emotional state, and as such a radical one: The person
that keeps moving when stuck in the swamp, just keeps
sinking faster; who doesn’t duck his head while on the
battle field is going to be hit. If there is imminent danger,
go hide in the potatoes goes a saying here. It's a matter
of life and death.









The potential for identification in the narratives of
the Great Patriotic War as it is staged in Belarusfilm’s pro-
ductions from the 1950s until today, dissolves in nostal-
gia and poses the question of identity in the post-Soviet
Belarus of today. As Klinatl puts it:

«Throughout all layers of society, the time has come
now when people realize that we are not Russians but
something else. But along with the realization that we
are not Russians comes a great void. This stage of history
is unique and interesting because this void can be filled
with all kinds of things, even with the most incredible
myths.» One of those myths is that of the Soviet parti-
san. «Or that of the sun city», says Klinall and chuckles.
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A LOCAL SWAMP

Strolling through Miensk. Life on the streets, inside the
shops and apartments seems to be so pragmatic, clean
and neat, so silent and smooth. | am thinking of the
swamp man. | don’t see anyone stepping out of line.

| move over the central squares and along the main
roads of the city, through backyards and parks. | walk
through the de-urbanized areas of the suburbs or «sleep
cities» and the enigmatic jungle of small garden settle-
ments, behind which stretch endless industrial spaces.

Somewhere beyond the sun city | find myself at a
place that is marked on no map. This has become my
city, the place of my old home, its old denizens. Over
there, in this block | grew up. A bit to the right, further
into the settlement my grandparents live in a wooden
hut, the fishing rod stands inside the garage. And there,
on the other side, behind the tracks and the pitted con-
crete wall is the factory. People are walking their dogs in
the meadows along the tracks, and the trains are moving
slowly. It is late afternoon, the sun is already in the west,
casting a golden light, the blocks cast their shadows on
the settlement. Lacquered wood, rusty metal, apple
trees, potato beds, cats. From afar a green mass, a many-
voiced dog barking. Paradise.

For a moment | am allowed to stay here, then | have
to leave yet again. | was dreaming.

«AnoWwHsas AblKTaTypa yponbl» i «papnocT ThipaHiiy —
Tak 6binbl A3spxcakparap LA Kanaanisa Paiic agHoiubl
axpbicbLina M3Ty Mairo nagapoxika. IKCTPIManbHbI
TypbI3M: yBOfAHAas iHdapmaublia abymxae YcnamiHel
npa wacHayuaub ragoy mairo A3sLUiHCTBA i OHALUTBA Y
HOP. A pymato npa Toe, WTO 3 Taro 3acTtanoca yBa MHe
- i npauysreae ynnbiBalb Ha MsHE, Mpa Mae ycnamiHel
i madyupli - i npa Toe, 3 YbiM A CyTblKalCA 3HOY a
3HOY: y cabe i, nago6Ha, Takcama i § cbBeug, y AKiM A
XbiBy. HameuubiHa, 2009. fl amanb Hiyora HA Bepaio
npa M3Ty Maiiro napjapoxoka. Ane Befalo, WTO Mylly
nancbli Ha pbi3blky napayHaHbHA. MapayHaHbHA Ge3
aTaecamieHbHs. ..
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A Journey to Palessie

by Olga Jungius, BERLIN

A STEP INTO NOWHERE

Turat lies on the brink of a flood plain: a small town off
the beaten track. The mid-August afternoon imparts to
the main square with its socrealist two-story hotel, Uni-
vermag, the café Pripyat, and the small embankment a
still, slow, timeless life. Storks overlook the square from
the air above: there are so many of them, that Turat
could easily claim the name «town of storks».

Here and there blinks of provincial luxury catch the
eye of a visitor — a satellite dish that crowns the ren-
ovated roof of a wooden hut, a Mercedes that over-
takes a horse carriage, the newly opened - and so far
only — restaurant Budzma! («Cheersl» or «Let us bel» in
Belarusian) next to the central square.

The embankment attracts visitors: the local drinkers
bask in the light of the setting sun; occasionally a lively
discussion breaks out among them. Patches of sunlight
are shining on the river surface, and on the empty bot-
tles next to the bench. Spotting the newcomers, one of
the lovers of strong drinks, does not want to miss the
opportunity to get acquainted and communicate his
sorrows. «Now in Turall we have to pay for everything:
Fishing requires a license, hunting requires permission!
Whose pocket does all this money fill?» A complaint
that is typical of a local man who lives next to a recently
established wildlife reserve. A couple of harsh words ad-
dressed to the current Belarusian government.

A drinking buddy, who has been observing us from
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the shade of a tree, comes up with a suddenly concerned
face. «Let’s go» — he strikes his friend’s shoulder — «you
talk too much». Self censorship is stronger than the
percentage of alcohol. Drink, but «Ne boltajl» («Don't
blab!»).

The barefoot kids nearby are shouting with excite-
ment as they catch a small perch, but lacking the proper
experience in taking its life away, simply smash it against
the asphalt with a kids’ full strength.

What else is there to see? Illuminated by the day’s
last light there is the archeological site with the base-
ment of a temple — once the largest monumental
building on the territory of the Western Rus’. There are
three crosses carved from stone by an unknown master,
which according to the legend swam against the cur-
rent to Turat from Kiev in the early days of Christianity.
Babushkas in motley headscarves cross themselves in
front of them. The locals claim that the crosses miracu-
lously grow in size.

Yes, before becoming absorbed in itself, suspended in
its timeless isolation, Turali was the center of the pow-
erful Turall Princedom. Once it played an important
role in international relations, once it was an impor-
tant center for the consolidation of the Christian faith.
Nowadays little reminds of the earlier greatness of the
Princedom’s capital.

Back at the central square the storks are nestling on
the telegraph polls for the night.



ON THE BOTTOM OF THE BELARUSIAN SEA

Out of Turall we drive out on a dam rising high above
an endless carpet of greenery crossed with streams and
studded with small lakes, and soon reach the bridge. The
wide river underneath rolls its waters steadily through
the plain towards the horizon. This is the Prypiac¢ — the
major waterway and lifeline of Palessie. For two-thirds of
its total length it runs through the territory of southern
Belarus forming a vast labyrinth-like wetland of marshes
and flooded board-leaved forests. And when it over-
flows, it keeps it big: starting in February and staying of-
ten till June the flood at some places reaches a width of
30 kilometers. The Prypiac is rightly called the European
Amazon.

Palessie occupies a territory of 130 0oo square kilo-
meters of lowland stretching mainly along southern Be-
larus and northern Ukraine, yet partly also covering the
Lublin Voivodeship in Poland and the Bryansk region in
Russia. This enigmatic enchanted land remains the larg-
est swamp complex in Europe. The father of history,
Herodotus, claimed that some 2500 years ago a bound-
less inland sea was splashing here, which in the course of
the centuries shallowed to such an extent that it turned
into a vast swamp. Today’s wetlands of Palessie are thus
the bottom of what is now known as the Sea of Herodo-
tus (or — how some prefer to call it - the Belarusian Sea)
- the golden bottom of a fertile land, overgrown with
unique plants, full of rare birds and animals, abundant
with fish. And every year, with the coming of the spring
flood, it seems as if the ancient sea has returned.

Until the second part of the 20th century, the natural
isolation of the Palessien countryside made the Palesuks
— the autochthons of Palessie — live a lifestyle akin to that
of their ancient predecessors. Small random villages with
isolated farmsteads, with distances of up to five kilome-
ters to the next neighbor, huddling on a dry rising above
amire ground can still be found in western Palessie, part
of the Bierascie region. There was no electricity until
the early 1970s, and until the end of the 20th century
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every May many villages — like the rather large village
of Stachava in the Stolin district — disappeared under a
flood of water for a couple of months — only two hills
with the church and the school rose above the surface.
Here was the dead end to all roads: only by boat could
one reach the nearest district center, a journey which
often took the whole day.

«Sonny, please, write a letter and send it by Kobryn
railway to Warsaw, ask them to increase my rent — six
rubles is not enough for living» — said an old man in the
1970s to a group of researchers that had walked kilome-
ters deep into the mire until they came across his hut
on a small island. «Grandpa, for more than 30 years the
capital has been in Moscow» — the researchers could
believe neither their eyes nor their ears. «Write to Mos-
cow theny, answered the old man.

In the Pinsk marshes people cultivate tiny pieces of
dry land around their huts, which are too small to keep
cattle. The locals joke that even the cows here have their
own dachas: every beginning of summer animals have
to be transported by boat to the larger islands where
they stay till autumn for grazing. The owner regularly
rows out in the flatboat to milk them.



COMBATING THE SWAMPS

The train running along the border in a western direc-
tion is half empty — in this time of vacation most of the
Belarusians are eager to leave their land of non-existing
seas, streaming southwards to the shores of a real one
—the Black Sea. The few passengers are napping, playing
cards or drinking tea from glasses in metal holders. Af-
ter centuries of hardships would the inhabitants of the
swamps ever share the admiration of the foreign visitor,
who — standing on the hummock — stares through his
binoculars across the endless mire? What did progress
bring here, and how are the «achievements» of the last
decades assessed today?

«We cannot wait for favors from nature. To take them
from it — that is our task», the famous Soviet biologist
Ivan Micuryn once said. Quickly adopted by the Soviet
government, the phrase became a slogan for grandiose
nature taming projects: Altering the course of rivers,
moving mountains and draining swamps for the ben-
efits of the new collective order. The swamps were the
main target of Soviet industrialization propaganda. In
the 1960s, the battle against «the rotten gnat swamps,
deadly slash and impassable sump» began throughout
the whole of the Soviet Union.

The Latin word «melioratio» means «improvements.
Since Belarus from time immemorial was the country of
swamps, no wonder, that for many the coming of the
Soviet order symbolized the beginning of a new age of
fertile lands instead of quag, motorways instead of slush,
education and healthcare instead of isolation and dis-
eases. And for the PaleSuks it was about time: For them
the swamps were a source of constant danger, tubercu-
losis and malaria, and simple physical isolation.
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The wide-front attack on Belarus’ swamps unfolded in
1964, when the Central Committee of the Communist
Party announced the beginning of a large-scale meliora-
tion campaign. Infrastructure was built, in place of the
drained swamps grew up apartment blocks, orchards,
schools and hospitals. As a result of the large scale me-
lioration one third of the land was put into crop rota-
tion, as large collective farms became the basis of supply
provision for the whole country.

Yet, was the «melioration» really for the better? The
call for winning over nature’s treasures gave a strong im-
pulse for technical and scientific development as well as
hope to many people of decent living conditions. How-
ever, it caused enormous damage to the natural balance.
Wind and water erosion of the drained soils, frequent,
almost inextinguishable peat fires, the destruction of
valuable ecosystems — this is the, by far incomplete, list
of the consequences of melioration Palessie is facing to-
day. Certainly the Soviet urge to drain as much as possi-
ble in the race for social emulation has echoes in today’s
ecological problems. And with the ecological system out
of order, what will the future bring for nature, wildlife,
people?

The train arrives at Pinsk — the historical and cul-
tural capital of Palessie and the third largest town in
the Bierascie oblast. The river Pina skirts the historical
center thus protecting it from the nearby swamps. The
natural isolation saved Pinsk from the serious destruc-
tion of World War Il - the town is almost untouched by
Soviet buildings. Only at the main square rises a giant
Lenin, frozen in energetic movement. Compared to the
size of the surrounding buildings the square complex is
enormous, out of proportion.

Pinsk is also known as the center of melioration. Be-
ing home to the Palessie State University, the town hosts
a number of research institutions like the Republican
Unitary Design and Survey Enterprise Polesyegiprovodhoz

- an institute that specializes in melioration and hydraulic
engineering. But here, at the very heart of all the former
large-scale anti-swamp activity the leading engineer for



ISO-standards, Vital Dzianisavic, waves his hands in deni-
al: «No, no, no! No more draining. We are renewing, fix-
ing, reconstructing the old Soviet ameliorative systems,
developing new projects of water logging; working with
trickle irrigation of berry fields, orchards.» Thus he is in
accord with the position of Mikataj Bambata, the head
of the laboratory of biogeochemical landscapes of the
Belarusian Institute of Natural Resources and Ecology.
Bambatal said in an interview that it was «not meliora-
tion that caused enormous damage to Palessie, but the
misuse of drained soils». Indeed, large sums were spent
on infrastructure in Soviet times, while very little was left
for maintaining the newly built ameliorative systems.

When it comes to the future of the Pale$sien mires,
engineer Vital Dzianisavi¢ sees it optimistically. He
laughs and comfortingly states that, of course, «worse
it wouldn’t be».

No, we cannot wait for favors from nature. Nature
itself is waiting for favors from us.
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A MAN AND HIS SWAMP

On a Pinsk public bus the friendly female voice com-
ing from the loudspeakers touches the deepest strings
of one’s soul, and one automatically starts looking for
pensioners and pregnant women to offer them a seat. In
Miensk the voice is male, iron, almost demanding. How-
ever, no matter where you are in Belarus, there seems to
be an omnipresence of a concerned teacher assigned
to guide people, preserve their moral make-up, prevent
them from doing wrong: pointing out how to behave,
where to cross the road, from what side to pass round
the bus, why not to leave the bags unattended. It is only
the tone of the voice that makes the difference.

At a plastic table in a small outside café in one of a
Pinsk’s Krushchev era outskirts, Alaksiej Mikatajevi¢
Dubrotiski shows us albums with his photographs. A man
in his sixties, Aliaksej Nikalaevich is suntanned, sporty
and energetic. One can easily imagine him riding a bi-
cycle over roadless terrain or making his way through a
wood thicket with a backpack and a camera - his regular
activities before and after retirement. The steam from
our hot tea in plastic cups rises over pictures of lakes in
the morning mist, swans’ nests, extraordinarily beautiful
flowers and huts with reed roofs.

Historian, folklorist and ecologist of Palessie with 33
years of experience in scientific-exploratory work in the
swamps, Spadar («Mister» in Belarusian) Alaksiej cer-
tainly knows more about Palessie than any of his con-
temporaries. When he is not travelling alone, he hikes
with cyclists from Holland to the remotest swampy ar-
eas, shows historians from Poland the neglected parks
of the former local aristocracy, and takes the few Belaru-
sian students interested in folklore to the villages with
reed roofs. An ardent critic of the Soviet system, he is
trying to disclose and publicize alleged Soviet crimes
against nature and individuals in southern Belarusian
regions, and therefore is a constant pain in the neck of
the Pinsk KGB.



Due to his sincere admiration of the beauty of nature,
or maybe partly to compensate for the losses caused
by his own professional activity (based on his surveys
the fateful decisions on whether to drain or not to drain
were made), DubroUski tries hard to preserve the natu-
ral wonders of his land. «Once we discovered a real lost
world — the village Kudrychi in the Pinsk district — is-
lands inhabited mostly by old people among swamps.
The draining plan was already made», remembers Spa-
dar Alaksiej. «| was in charge of questions of ecology
and couldn’t let another divine natural corner disappear
forever. | secretly persuaded my friends from the Insti-
tute of Zoology and Botanics to announce the area as a
nature reserve. In 1991, the reserve Nizovye Jasieldy was
made which was later included as part of the nature re-
serve Middle Prypiac.

The amount of work one active person can do to pre-
serve and promote Belarusian Palessie is stunning. In a
thick paper cover book called Polygon. A Diary of Palessie
Dubrotski has collected his articles, published and un-
published. He, too, is the author of several films about
the uniqueness of Palessien nature and its destruction
by men, initiator of the foundation of an archeological
museum, and an organizer of excursions through the
historical sites of Belarus and ethnographical expedi-
tions. «A number of ecological routes were developed
based on my descriptions», he smiles proudly.

After a while, a young sporty man with his hair cut
short comes over and asks for permission to look at the
photo albums. He has been lonesome sipping his beer
for more than an hour at the table next to ours, within
arm’s reach, casting an occasional glance in our direc-
tion. Unobtrusively, our new «friend» enquires several
times about our interests, places of origin and further
destinations, and when he leaves no one is surprised
— after all this is Belarusian Amazonia where the spirits of
the past can be still met in broad daylight.
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Typay MecbLiuua Ha Yckpaiiky abanoHbl Mpbinsui: Mans
ropagy 6aky ag Banikix gapor. Hagesiyopkamy cspaasiqe
KHIYHA ranoyHas nnowya ropagy 3b e caypaanicTblyHbIM
TPOXNAaBAPXOBbIM ~ raTafieM, VYHiB3pMaraMm, KaBApHAIA
«MpbinsALb» i HeBANiKa HAaBAPIKHAI KbIBE CBAIM LiXiM,
NaBoJIbHLIM, Ma3ayacaBbiM XbilUbLEM. 3b Heba naowyy
amsafalolb Oycnbl: ix Tak wWmart, wro Typay yankam mor
Obl Ha3blBaLLA «ropagam Gycnoy».

CAM-TaM BOKa HaBeAHiKa ChblHAELUlUa Ha 3Hakax
npaBiHubIAHAN pacKkowWwbl — CNafapoXHiKaBas Tanepka,
WTO BAAHYAE abHoyneHbl [ax [ApaynsHail
«M3pLRA3CY, AKi abraHse KOHHYI MaBO3Ky, HAfayHa
aflublHeHas — inakynb aa3iHas - pactapaubla «byassmal»
Henaganék aj LU3HTpanbHai naowybl. ..

XaliHbl,
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Belarus Is a Treasure House for Rare Bird Species —
and Has a Strong NGO to Protect Them

text by Bjorn Jungius, BERLIN
photos by Siarhei Holik, MIENSK

At 11 p.m. the floodplain is tricolored. At our feet is the
pitch blackness of the mud, in some 50 meters distance
a lighter shade of darkness is indicating the beginning
of a strip of low vegetation, and beyond stretches the
wide sky just shifting color from ultramarine to some
blacker kind of blue. The sound of the wind has stayed
at shore; as we are getting further out to the meadow,
the slurping and sucking noise of hip high rubber wad-
ing boots being pulled out of the mud is providing the
sole melody and a monotonous rhythm of its own.

No, not quite. In certain intervals a distinct huhuhuhu
huhuhu is echoing over the plain. If one wants to believe
in ghosts — now would be the time for it. This, after all,
is Palessie: that fairytale land of never ending swamps,
in which sacred stone crosses may annually grow in size,
and some partisans are said to still be hiding in the flood-
ed forests. Here are no roads, no marked trails say the
poems, and the haunted swampman may hover some-
where near over the bogs he is eternally bound to.

But, alas, it is science again. The spooky noise is meant
to attract birds. It is the sound recording of a snipe (Gal-
linago gallinago) and is produced by the magnetophone
of the ornithological ringing station in Turall. Once a
famed town at the southern bank of the Prypiac river,
Turadl has experienced nothing but decline over the last
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five centuries. However, thanks to the work of Birdlife
Belarus (APB), one of the country’s scarce independent
NGOs, the past decade has brought back some reno-
mee to this forgotten medieval municipality — not as a
political and religious center of an empire but as a key
location for admirers of nature. Turall is a Mecca for
anyone interested in birds.

Some fifty meters more and we have finally reached
our destination. A huge net — about two meters high,
some 8o meters in length — stretched over the swamp.
The white light of the torch reveals something tangled.
A fluffy ball of creamy brown, white and bronze from
which a knitting needle is pointing to the black air.
«There is one, seex, exclaims Jury, member of APB and
our guide on this excursion, and excitedly approaches
the bird.

The sound trick worked. Itis a snipe. About a blackbird
in size, the long straight beak and white belly unmistak-
ably mark the species. It is a strange sensation to see the
bird in the torchlight from very close — a rare opportu-
nity to admire this elusive little creature that birdwatch-
ers usually observe zigzagging away skywards (a behav-
ior which the German language lyrically calls <himmeln»,
literally «skying»), mostly already out of sight before one
has adjusted one’s binoculars. And while one marvels at



the patterns of the feathers a strong feeling of compas-
sion settles in — being scared and helplessly trapped in
a net is certainly not a splendid time spending. Serving
science is a hard business.

While Jury tries to disentangle it from the net, the
bird keeps completely still. Nevertheless, it is not an easy
task and it requires the experienced hands of Zmicier,
staff member of the ringing station, who within a cou-
ple of seconds manages to free the bird and to carefully
store itin a small linen bag he is carrying around his neck.
«l haven’t done this in ten years», comments Jury. «Ac-
tually, | like watching birds, not catching them.»

The floodplain forests and adjoining marshlands
and meadows around the Prypiac are one, if not the
last, space in Europe that is still shaped by the natural
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flow of a river. The landscape here is governed by the
moods of the water and the shift of the seasons; dur-
ing the springfloods giant areas of land are temporarily
submerged only to re-appear when the water vanishes

again. The eternal flow and retreat of the waters shapes
an enormously productive eco-system, and a habitat
suitable for a multitude of rare to rarest species. For
someone travelling here from Germany it is a breath-
taking time travel in natural history. This is how rivers
and the surrounding spaces must have looked hundreds
of years ago any place in central Europe before human
activity subordinated them to their needs.

It also gives an idea how people must have lived:
Turadl is strategically located right at the outmost edge
of the waterline reached by the annual springflood;



the adjoining floodplain meadows in the vicinity of the
town are still used as pasture. Actually, the grazing of the
animals is an important feature in protecting the land
from being overgrown by scrub and bushes and thus in
maintaining its unique ecological value.

The Lug (Jlyr — the meadow) is also the location of the
ornithological station. It is a typical wooden hut, about
50 years of age — all wooden huts in Turall are about
that age, since the whole town was burnt in the war
- half-hidden behind a man-high wooden fence with an
embedded gate. Behind a garden, apple and pear trees,
a fireplace with benches around and gnawed corncobs
amidst the ashes. One enters the hut through the lab-
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oratory. Right next to the door, accumulated on a giant
wooden desk the tools of the ringing trade: measuring
instruments, test tubes, feather tables, feather samples,
scales, data tables etc. In a cage above sits a bullfinch
— it came here with a broken wing and silently observes
from a bird’s perspective all the measuring taking place
on the desk below him.

Pavat Pincuk is the head of the station. His appearance
slightly resembles that of an Artur Klinati gone outdoors:
In glasses and ponytail, army trousers, and red T-shirt he
sits in the cozy kitchen among several aquariums and
drinks black tea. The life-style of the three ornitholo-
gists presently at the sation is highly nocturnal: «The
main aim of our station here is the ringing of waders»,



Pincuk explains. «We set our nets from dusk to dawn,
and then control them every two hours throughout the
whole night. The last patrol is at 5 a.m.» The birds caught
during the course of a night - like the snipe that Zmicier
has brought along, the only bird trapped during this pa-
trol — are all identified, measured and weighed, ringed
and then released back into the wild.

The ornithological station opened in 1996. Since then
the ornithologists gather important statistical data that
helps in the assessment of population sizes and trends,
as well as in the study of bird’s migration routes and al-
terations in migration patterns. Birds with Turadl rings
were discovered as far away as Yakutia and Gabon (sadly
enough, in both cases the birds had been shot by hunt-
ers). For a landlocked country like Belarus with no ac-
cess to the sea the abundance of breeding and migrat-
ing water birds as can be found on the Turali meadow
is extremely unusual. «The colleagues from the ringing
stations at the Azov and Black Sea thought we were nuts
or drunk or on drugs when they first heard about the
numbers of birds we catch here. They couldn’t believe
it», says Pincuk.

In 1999, Pincuk and his team joined the international
project Waders Wetland Inland (WWI) — a project initi-
ated by the German Naturschutzbund (NABU) whose aim
is to collect statistical data that may be used in the as-
sessment of European Union plans for an enormous riv-
er regulation project. In this special case, the collected
data may be useful in proving the enormous ecological
importance of the Prypia¢ area and, thus, to counter-
balance the giant infrastructure plans for a 12.000 ki-
lometer long regulated water highway accessible for
big cargo ships that, according to EU plans, is meant to
connect the Baltic and the Black Sea via the rivers Odra
- Wisla — Bug — Prypia¢ — Dnjepr.
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In the mid-nineties, the participation of Belarusian en-
vironmentalists in an international project such as WW/
would have been impossible. None of the western en-
vironmental NGOs had information, not to mention
contacts within the country. The tremendous natural
treasures of the Prypia¢, and, for that matter, of another
type of Palessie’s enormously precious landscapes, the
fen mires, were unknown and unstudied. If at all, there
were only faint myths and rumors of their possible exis-
tence. Belarus was terra incognita — a blank spot on the
map. Inside the country, on the other hand, an inde-
pendent NGO dedicated to environmental protection
didn’t exist. And despite a high level of expertise in bi-
ology and zoology, without access to «outside sources»
the importance and value of those natural crown jewels
remained unnoticed and unknown to the Belarusians
themselves.

The fact that all this changed is the merit of a little
bird that the world believed to be almost extinct — the
aquatic warbler. And, to a great extent, that of a man
who helped to rediscover the large remaining aquatic
warbler population of Palessie — the German ornithol-
ogist Martin Flade.

One of the first things to notice in Flade’s large office
at the Brandenburg State Office for the Environment in
Eberswalde is the omnipresence of items in Belarusian
language. Besides the handsome ink paintings of various
birds, detailed maps of protected areas in Palessie are
pinned to the wall, and next to his desk hangs a black
and white copy of a Belarusian newspaper article. «Ger-
man Finds Bird Thought to Be Extinct in Belarus», reads
the headline, below a photo of a happily smiling Flade
standing with rubber boots in the middle of a swampy
mire. Flade himself is a tall energetic man.



«In 1990», he remembers, «l was sitting in a wooden hut
in the Biebrza swamps in Eastern Poland, studying a bird
called corncrake. My roommates — a German and a Pol-
ish ornithologist, one of them studying the aquatic war-
bler — and me grew more and more interested in what
kind of landscapes and nature we might find behind the
nearby border».

During an international ornithological meeting in
Gdansk in 1994, he managed to establish a contact that
finally led to his first expedition to Belarus. A year later,
in May 1995, Flade and a handful of other German or-
nithologists set off into the unknown: «We didn’t have
the slightest idea what to expect. Sitting on the night
train to Miensk we had the greatest concerns. We didn’t
know any of the people we were going to meet and
were entertaining the stereotypical worst case scenari-
os: What if no one would pick us up? What if everyone
was drunk? Later we learned that our Belarusian part-
ners had similar concerns: In fact, they were even more
scared than us. After all, they were organising our expe-
dition which meant that they had to advance large sums
of their money for the renting of a helicopter etc. If we
wouldn’t have showed up, they would have been in the
worst of troubles! When we actually met on the Miensk
station there was an overwhelming feeling of relief on
both sides.»

It was not only the initial concerns that proved un-
substantiated — the expedition to the Prypiac turned
into an overwhelming success that exceeded all expec-
tations. The first helicopter flight over the flooded for-
ests of the Prypia¢ was an unforgettable experience. In
western Palessie, the delighted scientists also discovered
large tracts of intact fen mires along the upper Prypia¢
and the Jasielda river, notbably the Dzikaje and Zvanec
mires, the latter being the largest intact fen mire tract in
Europe (whose undestroyed area covers about 150 km2).
It proved that despite massive melioration and draining,
about ten percent of the original mire landscapes sur-
vived in Belarus. As a comparison: In Germany only 0.1
percent of the country’s former mires escaped destruc-
tion.
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It was in these mires that the ornithologists found the
aquatic warbler. Due to a radical specialisation to its mire
habitat, this small, not even sparrow-sized bird has be-
come exceedingly rare in Europe — so much that it claims
the sad fame of being the only European songbird listed
as a globally threatened species. Like all warblers rather
unspectacular in appearance, it is a little brownish crea-
ture which, unlike other warblers, does have no voca-
tion for being a mastersinger. The field guide describes
its song as a «<monotonous warbling without verve and
changes in tempi» being somewhat comparable to that
of «a sleepy sedge warbler». In Zvanec and Dzikaje the
surprised scientists listened happily to the monotonous
warbling of not just one or two birds — but thousands.
Today it is known that more than 50% of the aquatic
warbler world population is breeding in Belarus. One in
three of the world’s very few aquatic warblers is said to
breed in the Zvanec mire.

Having come across what is probably one of the most
spectacular natural discoveries within Europe in the
last decade, Flade and his team dedicated themselves
fully to the task of making their findings known — and
of raising interest and money for the studying and pro-
tection of the discovered species and areas in Belarus.
But back in Germany obstacles were waiting. Despite
these sensational findings no German or internationally
renowned organisation was willing to fund projects in
Belarus. «Belarus was a political no-go area», says Flade.
«No matter whom we contacted nobody wanted to get
involved.» And who knows what would have happened
if the German Michael Otto Foundation, whose aim is the
conservation of water and wetlands, had not dared to
be the first to engage. Established just two years before
in 1993, its founder, Michael Otto, long-time head of
the Otto Group is the rare case of a businessman with
a social and ecological consciousness. «When we con-
tacted Otto, he didn’t hesitate but said: Let’s do it guys»,
remembers Flade.



Otto’s engagement was a door opener. Step by step
other organisations followed suit. In Belarus, Flade’s Be-
larusian partners — with some of which he had become
good friends meanwhile — managed to negotiate a pro-
tection status for the most precious areas at lightning
speed. Just about in time: In the Zvanec mire, for ex-
ample, a huge melioration machinery was still running at
the time of its «discovery». A scientific inventory of the
most important areas was compiled, management plans
and protection strategies developed. And, of course, the
Belarusians started to thoroughly study their «newly dis-
covered landscapes». Today, Belarus is not only a «<heavy-
weight» among countries most relevant for European
nature conversation projects. Europe’s leading experts
in fen mire ecology, and of course, aquatic warbler re-
search can be found in Belarus.

Birdlife Belarus (APB) is most likely the largest of about
65 legally registered environmental organisations in Be-
larus. Established in 1998, with support from the British
Royal Society for the Protection of Birds, the organisa-
tion has today more than 2000 members organized in
12 regional branches and staff in 23 APB nature reserves.
[t runs more than a hundred school clubs, issues a bi-
lingual magazine with articles in Belarusian and Russian,
and is the main contact for many international NGOs
active in nature conversation in Belarus today.

APB'’s headquarters are located in Miensk’s Botanical
Garden area, not far from the children’s railroad — one
of those educational institutions of the former Soviet
Union that is still functioning in Belarus. The building in
which the office is located, a pleasant 1950s edifice with
a small pond, benches and willow trees in front of the
entrance, is hosting the National Center for Extracurricu-
lar Ecological Education, another facility whose tradition
is dating back to Soviet times. It is a convenient place
for an NGO headquarter whose existence, however, is
threatened - there are plans for the construction of a
new ice hockey stadium at the site.
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The overcrowded office is bustling with activity and
ideas; walls, doors, cupboards and whatever else there
is, are plastered with stickers and posters of birds. The
director of APB is Viktar Fiancuk. Wearing grey suit trou-
sers and a blue shirt, the smart and eloquent Fiancuk
could easily pass as any bank manager. In January 2007,
he participated in a startling expedition to the Senegal
Delta where, for the first time ever, the aquatic warbler
wintering grounds were discovered — an imminently
important next step in possibly saving the species from
extinction.

«We have a lot of projects going on here», Fiancuk
says, «and most of them are extremely innovative ap-
proaches realised with international cooperation». At
present a project has started to rewet an unbelievable
area of 500.000 hectars of formerly drained mires;
Since intact mires are efficient greenhouse gas reduc-
tants this approach could prove a clever move in the
struggle against global warming. «To realise those proj-
ects we work very closely together with the govern-
ment — especially with the Ministry of Forestry and the
Ministry of Environment, but also with the Ministry of
Education as we design school materials for teaching in
biology classes. Everything we do is 100% legal. With-
out such a clear cooperation it would be impossible to
achieve anything. The government understands that all
our work here is for the benefit of our country.»

Even though APB’s proposals can count on complai-
sant listeners in severval minstries, opinions may differ.
There are different lobbies with different interests and
influence. «For conservationists in Belarus it's like it is
for conservationist’s anywhere: We get only what oth-
ers don’t need», says Fiancuk.

On a quite different level the ecologists have to face
problems at what one may call their backdoor - in and
around the newly established local nature reserves, such
as in Tural. It is the all too familiar theme of how to
make the idea of conservation platable to the rural lo-
cals, that are suddenly facing restrictions imposed upon
them in the name of a — to them rather abstract — idea
of nature protection.



«In the eyes of the locals birdwatchers are crazy», says
Pavat Pincuk. «If at all, they can more easily relate to the
foreign hunting tourists. The hunters shoot, they drink,
they entertain themselves with girls. They bring a lot of
money. That's why we need more birdwatchers coming
here. If they, too, start spending money here, people will
understand that our nature is a valuable resource and
that they can profit from it.»

And so, APB is doing its best. The pretty little center
of Turatl is decorated with brand new, neatly illustrated
colorful information boards. In Belaruisan language,
they are communicating a sense of pride of their natu-
ral sourroundings to the locals: — «Why Are the Tural
Meadows Unique?» — «The Birds of the Turali Mead-
ows» and so on. In front of the central hotel stands
no monumental Lenin but a small bronze monument
dedicated to a bird — to Xenus cinereus, the Terek Sand-
piper, another one of those Turall «specials» that makes
birdwatchers go crazy as it can normally only be found
in far-way Russian taiga landscapes. But only a bit aside,
at a bridge crossing over to a peninsula in the river, one
of the information boards is severely damaged. A large
piece has been torn out. In law-abiding Belarus, this is a
rather rare act of vandalism.

Turall’s youngest citizens, however, are eager to learn.
«We often had kids stealing eggs from the wild birds for
eating», says Pincuk. «When we explained to them, that
those birds flew here to us to breed all the way from Af-
rica, and that their dangerous and strenuous thousands
of kilometers long journey would have been entirely in
vain if they keep on stealing their eggs, the kids imme-
diately understood. They don't snatch eggs anymore.»
It seems that some of the awareness-raising already
works.
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A6 11-ait Beyapa noima Tpoxkansposas. JIa Hallbix
HOT — CMansHas YapHaTta rpasi, 3a Akix 50 M3Tpay Tpoxi
CbBATNeiWae aAueHbHe Mas3Hayae mnavyatak nanachl
npbi3éMicTail pacbAaiHHackLi, a AWY3 fanei Wbipokae
Heba AKpa3 MAHsAe Konep 3 yAbTpamapbiHaBara Ha aw4a
usMHerwsbl ciHi. lWym Betpy 3acTaycs Ha Gepase; kani
Mbl aAbIXOA3iM fanei y noiimy, apsiHan Manégpian 3
VNACHbIM MAHATOHHbIM PbITMaM 3acTaella XaonaHbHe
i YMAKaHbHe BbICOKiX, ia CbUATHA, T'YMOBbIX GaNOTHbIX
60Tay, WTO rpasHyLb y 6arHe.

He, He 3ycim ap3iHaii. Mpa3 nayHbls npamMexki vyacy
Hapj Hi3iHall paxaMm ryybllib Bblpa3Hae Tyryryry ryryry.
Kani xouaw naBepbllb Yy NpbIBiALI — Nenwara mecua i
yacy He 3HaicbUi. Ypawue, rata [Manecbce: Ka3auHbl
Kpaii 6ACKOHLUbIX 06anotay, f3e CbBATbIA KaMEHHbIs
KpbIXbl MOTYLb WTOrof 6anblaLb, a Na 6arHicTbix nsacax,
AK Kayllb, AaraTyib xaBatolua napTbi3aHbl. TyT HAMA
[apor, HAMa mpaTanTaHblX CblEeXak, i A3ecbUi na-Hag
LPbIrBOiA, HaBeYHA fJa fe NpbiBA3aHas, MOXa JyHaub
34aHb 6anoTHara Yanaseka...
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HPAIHA

NAKIHYTbIX
NAJIALAY

THE COUNTRY OF
ABANDONED

PALACES

by Ale$ Herasimenka, MIENSK
photo by Jura Sidun, MIENSK

A man in uniform takes a pair of pliers from his large
pocket and effortlessly bends an iron nail. The old doors,
painted many times, are opening before us, and we enter
a 19th century room. Among the garbage on the floor
we see the remains of 200 year old tiles. There are also
pieces of propaganda newspapers from Soviet times,
portraits of USSR General Secretaries and accounting
bills: leftovers of the former greatness and spiritual
poorness of the Soviet Empire. The wind is playing in
the palace of the Earls of Umiastouski, one of the most
beautiful and outstanding historical buildings in Belarus.
Next to the ancient fireplace a piece of an iron tube is
sticking out — someone broke a part of the wall with its
uniqe tiles.

THE HERITAGE OF THE EARLS UMIASTOUSKI

This is how | saw the palace of Umiastouski, which was
built in the beginning of the 19th century in the village
Zemystaul. Until the 2nd World War this architectural
complex and wonderful park used to belong to $lachta
families (3lachta — Polish szlachta — is the term used to
describe the gentry living on Belarusian and Polish ter-
ritories). It then belonged to Vilnia (Vilnius) University.
After Soviet control was established over this area, it was
given to a kolkhoz, the local collective farm. By now the
kolhoz has left the building as well, and the palace is
standing abandoned, literally falling apart.

Belarusian TV channels do not get tired of showing
renovated towns, which were renovated in a standard-



ized way before the national celebration of Dazynki — a
harvest festival. One may even get the impression that
with the bringing back of ancient city halls and churches
which were destroyed during the last century, Belarus is
finally reviving its historical memory, that the govern-
ment is doing everything to support the development
of historical and cultural values. However, historians and
specialists for the protection of the cultural heritage
have different opinions on that matter.

The story of the Umiastouski estate is sad, but in
many ways typical for Belarus. The estate does not have
any particular historical value for Belarus. At least not
such value as for example Westminster for the British or
Wavwel for the Polish. Moreover, a similar palace, which
could be an older brother of the palace in Zemystaul, is
standing in the center of Warsaw.

In front of me lies a 400-page book called Ancient
Estates of the Miensk Region. In the book, one can find in-
formation about a hundreds of estates, which were built
on the territory corresponding to the modern Miensk
region, which occupies one fifth of Belarusian territory.
Most of the stories about the palaces finish with the
words «did not survive until modern times.

Recently some journalists, who enjoy creating rank-
ings, compiled a list of places in Belarus entitled The Big-
gest Losses of Belarusian Architectural Heritage. It was issued
to coincide with the International Day of Monuments
and Sites. The most interesting aspect of this ranking was
that the list was not a competitive ranking of historical
sites with their names and stories, but included whole
categories of what our country has lost forever. Among
them are the historical centers of the two biggest cities
of the country — Miensk and Horadnia; the Belarusian
architectural tradition; whole layers of culture.

And all of it has been lost or is disappearing before
our — the modern generation of Belarus’ — very eyes. It
is being destroyed because of the government’s greed
and «black diggers», little bureaucrats and «blind» pros-
ecutors. It is being destroyed and replaced by massive
cement blocks of houses, parkings and highways, which
are much more convenient to build in the heart of 1000-
year old cities.
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MIENSK AS A PARKING LOT

For years, historians and architects have been point-
ing out the indifference of the authorities towards the
fate of the historical parts of Belarusian cities. In 2009,
without paying any attention to the public protest, the
construction of a massive shopping mall was finished
in the historical district of Miensk-Niamiha. According
to the international agreements signed by Belarus, any
global construction is forbidden in this area. A number
of valuable old buildings were simply demolished to fit
the shopping mall in here. According to the architectural
historian Siarhei Charell, the modern commercial real
estate at Niamiha also buried the foundations of ancient
construction in this area.

«Niamiha is practically lost for future generations
of Miensk citizens», said the ex-director of the former
Academy of Architecture, Valmen Atadad, in an inter-
view with Radio Liberty. The consequences of such an
attitude towards Miensk’s architecture are even more
grave, given that Miensk had already lost so much of its
heritage during and after World War II.

«The issue of preservation of architectural heritage
is not new to Belarus», says Anton Astapovi¢, head of
the NGO The Belarusian Voluntary Society for Historical and
Cultural Monument Preservation. Mr Astapovi¢ reminds
me of a human rights defender, with the only difference
that he is defending the right of our historical heritage
to have a future.

«Belarus’ neighboring countries experience similar
problems. However, in Poland, for example, a private
owner, who possesses an architectural monument, can-
not hammer a single nail without the approval of a spe-
cial committee. If he does so, he will face huge fines or
a jail sentence.»



According to Mr Astapovi¢, Belarusian law includes a
penalty for breaches in the sphere of historical heritage
preservation. However, this law is not properly enforced.
Therefore, it is usually very difficult to hold people who
violate this condition administratively responsible. And
| am not talking about criminal responsibility here, as
that is practically impossible.

«One of the most recent cases was in Ivacevicki region,
where the KryzalizdZvizanskaja Church in the village of
Hosava, listed as a site of historical and cultural heritage,
was unlawfully renovated. As a result of the renovation,
the look of the church was completely changed.»

Firstly, the wooden architecture was plastered with
stucco. Then, the old wooden window frames were re-
placed with modern plastic ones. Onion domes in the
Russian style appeared on the roof. Furthermore, one
of the new domes was put where no dome had existed
before. Nothing at all remained of a stylish porch with
columns, which had stood at the main entrance to the
church.

«The parish and the priest were punished with a fine.
And now we will demand that a criminal case is opened
through the district prosecution office.»

This is far from the only case, where court interven-
tion is needed to protect buildings from the irrespon-
sible actions of their owners — most often the Belarusian
Orthodox Church or state institutions.

My conversation with Anton Astapovic is constantly
interrupted by phone calls. «Prosecutors», «court ex-
penses» — this is the vocabulary used to describe the
daily life of a Belarusian NGO working in the field of ar-
chitectural heritage protection. «l will send you an email
with all the buildings in the Bierascie fortress. There is
enough evidence to go to the prosecutor with that»,
says Anton Astapovic¢ to someone on the phone.
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BELARUS MUST FULFIL ITS RESPONSIBILITIES
The change of character of EU-Belarus relations has even
reached the sphere of culture. Recently, a former ambas-
sador to Poland, Pavat tatuska, was appointed Minister
of Culture. Given his predecessors, tatuska’s actions as
minister look revolutionary. He recognizes the mistakes
of the state and trusts independent historians. He is also
the first Belarusian speaking minister to be appointed
during tukasenka’s term in power. All of this raises ex-
pectations that there will be an improvement in cultural
heritage preservation.

According to international law, when a historical site
is listed by UNESCO as a world heritage site (and Be-
larus has just a few objects of that type — the palaces
in Mir, Niasviz, the forest of Bietavieskaja Pusca and
Struve), then a special committee must be created to
take care of the site. After Pavat tatuska’s appointment,
the debate around the creation of such committees was
restarted, since they did not exist until now.

«Pavat tatuska is making standard steps, which were
supposed to be taken by his predecessors», says Anton
Astapovic. «The minister is just trying to accurately ful-
fil all the requirements of the regulations. And his ap-
proach to the problem from a legal perspective is im-
proving his image.»

It is no surprise that the authorities have started to
take better care of Belarusian sites on the UNESCO
World Heritage List, as there have been cases of expul-
sion from it. The historical part of Dresden in Germany



has recently been removed from the UNESCO list as

a result of a bridge construction across the Elbe river
which severely changed the historical landscape of the
city and the valley of the Elbe.

«It is much more difficult to enter the list, than to be
expelled from it», remarks Mr Astapovic.

During the next couple of months, a visit from UNES-
CO inspectors is expected at the palace of Mir, one of
the most important historical monuments in Belarus.
And the inspectors might have reasons for handing in a
warning for restoration rules violations. «If a warning is
given, the witch hunt will start at the very top level.»

The new minister insisted that the supervisory com-
mittee for Mir includes public representatives and that
the restoration violations were corrected at the expense
of the construction company. «This is a sign that the
process of fulfilling the responsibilities under the agree-
ments with UNESCO has started», says Mr Astapovic.
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THE PEARL OF HAUJE VALLEY

Having walked through countless rooms of the palace,
I am climbing up the squeaky 150-year old stairs to the
upper level, under the roof. The smell of rotten haulm
and burnt plastic, which prevails in most of the rooms
«conserved» with planks of plywood, is changing here
with the cool of an August day. | get to the very top
of the palace, the highest spot in the building and its
vicinity.

Two of my companions are already standing there
and anxiously looking upwards: four meters above our
heads the roof is hanging off, covered with rusty cracks.
It feels that tons of bricks could fall on our heads if there
was the slightest breeze or sound. One by one, almost
on tip toes, we carefully walk downstairs to the ground
floor and speed out of the palace.

«Who knows how much longer it will survive. It may
be a year or just a day», says a local construction worker.



Walking down, | catch a last glimpse of the wonderful
view of this part of Belarus: the river Hauja slowly moves
blue waters through the forest to neighboring Lithuania.
It reminds me of the Lithuanian town Narviliski, which
is five kilometers away from here. There, a Lithuanian
businessman bought a similar palace, reconstructed it
and turned it into his residence and a good source of
income: every year on the site of the Narviliski palace
Be2gether, a big music festival, takes place.

The Umiastouski estate was just a step away from a
similar destiny. A year ago it was bought by a business-
man from Miensk, who planned to reconstruct it. After
investing heavily in the renovation, he planned to turn
the area into an agro-tourism complex. But he did not
succeed. The prosecutor’s office found violations in
the contract of the estate sale and it was canceled. The
head of the kolkhoz, who is still responsible for the half
destroyed palace, was accused of abuse of power for
trying to get rid of the problematic property.

«Maybe we made a mistake in the calculation of the
price for the property, but the buyer promised to save
the palace from destruction and to develop agro-tourism
here. Not everyone is ready to do that!», recalls Stanistat
Licharad, deputy director of the department of ideology
at the state institution which owns the estate at the mo-
ment. «We didn’t have the money to reconstruct it any-
way, and we don’t have it now.»

«According to the law, an institution can not inde-
pendently sell such a property», says Anton Astapovic.
«What we need to do is to simplify the legal procedure
of giving historical and cultural monuments to new
owners.»
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«We also need to develop a mechanism which would al-
low us to control the actions of owners in relation to
the historical properties they possess. Because until now
the system of penalties has not worked. Selling these
objects to private owners could solve the problem to
some extent, as the state does not have the money to
invest in all of these sites.»

TO THE RESTAURANT FOR RESTORATION
According to Anton Astapovic, this situation is not only
a result of a lack of funds and legislative practice, but
also due to the simple lack of professional personnel.
«There are no educational programs in the field of archi-
tectural restoration in Belarus», he explains.

«In the 1990s, we had to start from scratch again. A
department of architectural restoration and conservation
was opened in the Belarusian National Technical Univer-
sity. But there is no one to teach there.»

One of the options for saving many Belarusian palac-
es is the creation of special regional funds, which would
direct money for the restoration of important cultural
objects in Belarus. This idea has already received the sup-
port of the Ministry of Culture.

«But | believe that everything is going to be fine. Es-
pecially given the current understanding between the
authorities and the public on this issue», concludes Mr
Astapovic on a positive note.



UNDECLARED WAR
We return to the car tired and thoughtful. The faces of my
companions reflect something close to shock. Neither of
us feels like going further as we had originally planned.

«It feels as if there was a war here recently», says one
of my companions. Even though it has been 65 years
since war raged in the area, it is very easy to believe what
she says. The administrative buildings and workshops
of the Umiastouski estate were inhabited by kolkhoz
workers for a long time, but even they abandoned the
estate. Their former «apartments», which were formed
according to the Soviet tradition of dividing big palaces
into many small flats, are full of garbage now, mixed
with the leftovers of their less than sophisticated way
of life.

We are turning back to the dusty road which leads to
recently built agro-towns — a beloved project of President
tukasenka. Their green roofs are often accompanied by
red walls to fully meet an ideological ideal, reminiscent
of the current national flag. | wonder if these houses will
be standing for at least one tenth of the time that the
gentry’s palaces have survived, in spite of the ravages of
time and ungrateful descendants of those who built the
palaces on these lands.

As a symbol of its power, the modern Belarusian re-
gime is building big sport arenas and public «palaces»,
completely forgetting about the monuments which are
symbols of our past. Most of the noble historic palaces,
which were full of life 100 years ago, are standing empty
and abandoned. At best, their only reward for their glo-
rious past is a dozen standard plastic windows, which
substitute the old carved window frames of the 18th
century, and crazy elements of decor inconceivable to
former inhabitants of these estates.

Yanaeek y cnauBonpartibl BbiMae 3b BAMIKIX Kil3HAY
nnackary6ubl i n€rka BbiriHae xanesHsl UbBiK. CTapsbis,
Hs pa3 (hapbaBaHbis A3bBePbl afUblHALLA, i Nepaj Hami
naycrae nakoi XIXctaroa3bn3n. HasakigaHai cemelbliem
nagno3e nsxallb acKenki fByxcotrafosaii kadni. Ha éi
Xa BanAwlLa pacKifaHbls npanaraHgblCUKif ra3aThl
CaBeLKix yacoy, napTpaThl reHcekay i Gyxranbrapckis
paxyHKi: WMaLbLE 6binoN Beniybl i AyxoyHan raneys
caBeuKai iMnapeli...
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ZALESSIE

THE VILLAGE OF
HEREDITARY

EMIGRANTS
3AJIECCE:

BECHA

CNAAYDIHHDIX
IMIFPAHTAY

by Mikota Andrejeu, MIENSK

«l am leaving now» — The Duke couldn’t cover his
anxiety. «Where are you going?» — Maria seemed to
stay in easy mood. — «Florence, Italy.» — «When will
you return?» — «..»

THE SPIRIT OF THE PAST

«In my native country | foresaw no more opportunity to
be useful in whatever | undertake», wrote Michat Ahin-
ski, author of the c-moll #6 polonaise (later known as
the Farewell to the Motherland) in his memoirs [1, p.6o-
61]. A talented composer, a maecenas, a nobility leader,
an influential negotiator recognized in all the Courts of
Europe, Ahinski, found no place for himself at home any
more. An exhausted patriot left in distress.

That was how another influential clan dispersed,
leaving the achievements and glory of its best figures
to other nations. One more disappointed person, one
more buried hope. The fate of the Ahinski family tree is
much like the fate of Belarus: scattered about, its pieces

are being gathered by occasional volunteers into one
mosaic. The picture often shocks researchers by its by-
gone greatness.

Today, former Ahinski estates are spread around Be-
larus as well as some regions of modern Russia, Lithuania
and Poland, repeating the map of the Great Duchy of
Litva — the prototype of today’s Republic of Belarus -
and faintly reminiscent of its golden age of history. One
of these estates is Zale$sie — Michat Ahinski’s short-lived

dream, his utopia come to life, his Northern Athens.

Michat Kleafas Ahinski (1765 — 1833), known in some
parts of the world as Michat Kleofas Oginski, was born
into a noble family. Inspired figures, many Ahinskis were
known for their devoted service to their home country.
Michat Kleafas was no exception. From his early years
the young duke had no need to prove his reputation.
The good name of the family, his bright education and
musical publications won him European fame. Despite



his splendid talents, high rank and international relations,
Michat Kleafas wasted his powers in a hopeless effort.
To preserve Litva’s union with the Polish Rzeczpospolita,
and to save it from Russian ambition. Doubtful politi-
cal alliances and hope for foreign help failed to do the
job. Questioning the success of Tadeusz Kossciuszko's
insurrection, the duke took an active part in the revolt
and suffered his first emigration period in Europe when
the insurgents’ troops had been defeated by the Russian
army.

HEAVEN ON EARTH

Michat Kleafas returned to Litva (present day Belarus)
in order to exercise his succession right over the do-
main Zalessie after an amnesty for insurgents had been
granted by the Russian Emperor. The village in the Vilnia
region, returned from state possession, was in poor con-
dition. The duke rushed to renovate. He mobilized fa-
mous architects and gardeners to put his house in order;
at the same time he took the senator chair as the Tsar’s
advisor on the newly-annexed territories, i.e. Litva's part
of the Rzeczpospolita. By then, he was already popular
in Saint-Petersburg with his romances, mazurkas and
polonaises.

«The most valuable thing for every person is the res-
toration of his very Motherland, where he first saw the
light of life; there is no necessity to prove the nature
of this feeling», stated the composer. The redesign of
the homestead began in 1802. Soon, the estate became
known as Northern Athens for its chic silhouette and
vibrant cultural life. The neo-classical stone palace be-
came recognizable because of its obelisk-shaped tower
decorated with a clock and a globe. A «regular» Italian-
style park, an English «landscape» park, a Greco-Roman
chapel, a Chinese pavilion and commemorative stones
for Kossciuszko and Ralej (Michat's tutor) ensured a
special spirit of comfort.

Zalessie was always full of elegant people. The energy
of life was boiling with admirers of Ahinski’s three beau-
tiful daughters. Apart from that, theater performances,
concerts, poetry readings, political discussions and char-
ity projects chased one another. Professors of the Vilnia
university, national-oriented figures and all kinds of oth-
er remarkable people visited Zale$sie and never forgot
the impression. «<Northern Athens», a village with 1000
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inhabitants, became a competitor to European capitals
for its cultural eventfulness. During the time of Ahinski's
residence hospitals, a typography, a benevolent society
and a number of educational projects for peasants ap-
peared. Polonaises were of the greatest success, remind-
ing the nobility of the might of the lost state, the Rzec-
zpospolita.

«Zalessie is a delightful corner for us», writes Maria
de Neri, former Florence courtesan, to her sister in Italy.
Famous for her skills in the art of love, she become preg-
nant in 1804 and Michat Ahinski proposed to her.

Still, a Polish visitor noted that «the Duchess occu-
pied a separate square tower, walls of which were cov-
ered with a mosaic of non-family pictures of generals,
dukes and counts». Maria didn’t make a secret of her
sexual relations with «friends». Such a spirit of freedom
was unheard-of, indeed.

«We are surrounded by snow and frost, but we hardly
notice it. They rightfully say that happiness may be
found everywhere, where the heart is delivered from re-
pentance and is full of love.» Maria’s words may sound
like a false affirmation of well-being abroad — however,
Ahinski’s wife stayed in Zalessie even after her husband
was forced into his second, and ultimate emigration.

The moment of truth for Michat Ahinski came with
the failure of Litva’s restoration attempt. Despite his
connections and influence he failed to bring the idea
of an independent state closer to reality. Finally, he fled
abroad. The c-moll #6 polonaise Farewell became the
hymn of Belarusian emigrants sick with patriotism.

THE BELARUSIAN TRADITION OF EMIGRATION
During the last two centuries soldiers of various foreign
armies marked the ground of Zalessie as well as of the
rest of the country. At least two nations — the Polish
and the Russians — proclaimed the land as being veri-
tably theirs, developing various theories of Belarus as
«Eastern Outskirts» and «Western Russia» respectively.
Vilnia, once the cultural centre of this corner of the
world, after Stalin’s demarcation politics act in the early
communist epoch became the capital of Lithuania.

Every war that came to this land became civil, divid-
ing the people into three enemy camps: «ours, «theirs»
and «against both». The streams of emigration never
stopped, but increased after each military campaign



and national uprising, followed by repressions. The
majority of expats dissolved into other nations and
only a few of the emigrants preserved their connec-
tion to the homeland. Nowadays over three million
Belarusians live abroad, which is more than 20 per cent
of the country’s population. Unexpectedly, Belarusians
may be met in any part of the world - in Chile, for
example, people of Belarusian descent constitute four
per cent of the population.

INSPIRED BY THE GREAT PAST

Ahinski’s creative work keeps inspiring all kinds of
emigrants. The last short period in which the idea of
a national Renaissance flourished, lasted from the
late 1980s till the mid 1990s. An entire generation of
schoolchildren and students fell sick with the fancy of
the Great Duchy of Litva. The dark side of this chroni-
cles’ fantasy was the cruel post-Soviet reality. The fairy-
tale land had never been seen, but already lost. The
abyss between «what could be» and «what really is»
forced young people to make painful decisions. Among
them was the decision to emigrate. No wonder, that
one of Ahinski’s legendary polonaise’s latest remakes
by Kasia Kamockaja, a mid-1990s rock star, gained un-
precedented success among the young generation of
the Belarusian elite. The sounds of the late 18th century
keep doing their work.

Siarhei Vieramiejcyk, painter by education, left
Miensk to live in Zalessie in 1989. Seeking calmness
and peaceful village life, he had never heard of the
author of the polonaises before. Eventually, the artist
discovered ruins and began to collect the stories of the
dynasty the locals were so proud of. Restorer by vo-
cation, he started to restore Ahinskis’ family tree and
soon became an expert in it. In 2003, his book on the
Ahinskis and the history of the Zalessie estate appeared.
The villagers came to have the book signed by the au-
thor at his home. With the help of the «immigrant»
from Miensk, they have rediscovered a means of being
proud of the place they live in: The self-identification
with something great and important that took place in
their native corner many years ago. A late tribute to the
father of all Zalessie’s emigrants.

ZALESSIE TODAY

Today, Zalessie is a village in the Horadnia region of Be-
larus. According to the locals, it is neither the best, nor
the worst place in the world to live. Two and a half hours
by train to the capital, one hour to Vilnius, the Lithu-
anian capital. Some 1000 inhabitants. More than 1000
tourists visit the Ahinski estate each year — although,
with the financing of the restoration project approach-
ing zero lately and many enthusiasts having grown tired
of combating the windmills of bureaucracy — the former
Ahinski estate remains a devastated, pitiful sight.

There are mainly one-story houses, no deserted
ones. Job opportunities are poor; there is one indus-
trial enterprise in the district and a railway department.
There is only one shop in the village. Absolutely all the
inhabitants grow vegetables in their private kitchen gar-
dens and in the fields. As younger people say, «the work
cult» is ineradicable. Elder people tend to sow as much
vegetables as they can disregarding the demand.

The population increase is higher than in any other
region of the country. Nevertheless, the number of in-
habitants is stable because of emigration. Yes, job seek-
ing. The local teacher of History, Alaksandar Alaksiejevic,
states that 8o percent of the school graduates enter
higher educational establishments, mostly in Miensk.
Only a few of them return to Zalessie or to the nearby
rural areas after studies. There are a couple of positions
at school, a vet and some staff are needed in the local
administration. Salaries in the kolkhoz (collective farm-
ing) are pitifully low.

«l always tell my children that they are nothing
without learning», says Alaksandar Alaksiejevi¢. «Look
around - there isn’t a single position without educa-
tion required». According to him, the young citizens of
Zalessie have no lack of motivation. Talented and strong
by nature, they simply do their best in searching for life’s
opportunities. The History teacher himself has two sons.
He doesn’t expect them to stay for a long time.



Russia is a popular destination for the lower-qualified.
They are mainly shift construction workers. As local
people speak a mixture of Belarusian and Russian, there
is no language barrier. Moreover, Belarusian pronun-
ciation guarantees a better attitude: these people are
known for their diligence.

The family stories of Zalessie connect the village with
every capital of the world. There is not a single home
here with a lack of an emigration story. With Internet
people are getting closer. None-the-less, homecoming
sounds incredible.

AFTERWORD

There is one more person for whom Zalessie is Heaven
on Earth. Darja Lis is a wheelchair-bound invalid. She
is also a philologist, a patriot and an online journalist,
writing for non-governmental media. Emigration is one
of her favorite topics because the absolute majority of
her friends and classmates live in different parts of the
world, mostly in the EU. She loves to chat with them
using social networks.

In 2008, a book with her poetry and prose Spring
Jazz was published. Despite the cheerful title, Darja is
anxious about the strange paths people choose; the
author is concerned with the fate of her neglected
motherland. Being physically dependant on her wheel-
chair, Darja is extremely independent in her mind. She
contrasts colorful reflections of nature with gloomy
pictures of Miensk, the spiritual wealth of people with
a miserable authoritarian regime.

Despite the beauty of the nearby pine forest, a com-
fortable detached house and the care of her parents,
Zalessie is Darja’s forced harbor. The wheelchair is the
«little barrier» to her sacred dream - travelling. The in-
valid poet has no intention of repeating the routes of
Michat Ahinski, she has her own plan. There are three
places she wants to visit, banal for any other person, but
overoptimistic in her situation. First of all, Darja would
like to drink coffee in one of Hemingway’s favorite res-
taurants in Paris. Secondly, she would like to see the Bal-
tic Sea. And, above all, she wishes to take a walk down
the narrow streets of Vilnius.

Vilnius, the Belarusian Mecca, is less than seventy
kilometers from Zalessie, but there are too many
«buts» for Darja. While all she needs is visa support,
proper funding, some assistance and ... no pity for her

figure.

«Y cBaéit KpaiHe Ba Ycix cBaix NaybiHaHbHAX A HA Gaybly
60/1blI MArybIMachLi Obllyb KAPbICHBIM sIKiM 6bl TO Hi ObIIO
cnocabamy, — nicay y mamyapax Mixan AriHcki, aytap
nansHazy ci-6amonb N6, WTO MasbHeil cTay BAJOMbI fK
«Pa3bBiTaHbHe 3 Papsimaity. TaneHaBiThl KamnasbiTap,
nigap VNIbIBOBLI  Mepamoyua,
npbi3HaHbl Ba Ycix ABapax 3yponsl, Ha paa3ime AriHcki
Gonbl He 3Haxonsiy ans cabe Mmecua. BbiyapnaHsl
naTpbIET 3bAXAKAY Y afyai.

Tak 3aHAnay AwWY3 aa3iH ynabiBOBbLI POA, NaKigaoysl
JACATHEHbHT i CNaBy CBAix HaWNeNWbIX MOCTaUAY iHWbIM
HapogaMm. flwys afHa pacyapaBaHas acoba, AwWy3 afHa
naxaBaHas Hap3ses. JIEc cameiiHara Ap3Ba AriHCKix — K
néc benapyci: packigaHbls TyT i TaM, Aro YacTki pykami
BbINAAKOBbIX 3HTY3iACTAy CKAaABawouua Y aryabHylo
Ma3aiky. YacbLUAKOM KapLiHa WakKye facbnefHikay cBaéi
KOMiWHAN Benivyvy.

CEHbHA 6bInblA YnanaHbHi AriHckix packimaHbif na
ycéit benapyci, Awy4s AHbI Ecblpb Y pariéHax cyvacHail
Pacii, Jlitebl gbl Monbwybl. MaémacHas kapta pomy
naytapae kapty Bsnikara KusactBa JliToyckara i
HaraZBae npa CTpayaHbl 3anaTbl BeK ricTopbli Kpato, WTo
cTaycsa npatatbinam Pacny6niki benapycbk. Ag3iH 3 Takix
MA&HTKay — BECKA 3anecbCe, HEHAAOYra axblnas Mpos
AriHckara, iro cnpayaxaHas ytonis, AroHbls MayHouYHbIA
AdiHbl...

M3L3Har, WNAXThI,
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INVOLUNTARY
UNDERGROUND
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Until recently the word «underground» when applied to
Belarusian music, was understood literally. The reasons
for that were the multiple regulations and barriers cre-
ated by restless bureaucrats that aimed to outlaw almost
anything called «rock music». As a result, even totally
apolitical musicians could face repression.

However, the resulting revolutionary romanticism in-
spired many Belarusian musicians to create an album or
at least a couple of music tracks. Today, things seem to
be a bit easier — in times of so-called liberalization. But
no one knows how long this peace will last. And what
is left for the fans who grew up listening to the revolu-
tionary tunes, is to be nostalgic about the times when
concerts were cancelled on the day when they were
supposed to happen, when electricity was switched off
in the clubs in the middle of a performance, and under-
ground concerts took place at secret locations.

It was probably at the end of the 1980s when rock
musicians started to express their political opinions for
the first time. The USSR was crashing down in front of
people’s eyes and the revolutionary rockers started to
promote democratic values from the stage. To be more
persuasive the songs were sung in Belarusian language,
making them even more radical for those times.

Since the mid 1990s there has been less and less free-
dom, including that of a musical kind. Lists of banned
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musicians, the domination of Russian music on radio
stations and the endless bureaucracy required to orga-
nize a concert are obstacles to musical expression. Dif-
ferent ideologies, barriers, and regulations created the
current situation — as a result there is no music industry
in Belarus, which could be compared to equivalent in-
dustries abroad.

At the same time there are people who do not see
themselves as part of such a system, who agree to per-
form almost free of charge, no matter how much time
and effort it will take. These people promote Belarusian
culture. They believe that soon everything will change,
and for the better.

«THERE IS NO CLUB CULTURE IN BELARUS »
That is, according to Sasa Bahdanali. Sasa is a good
example of successful cooperation with foreign coun-
terparts, promoting Belarusian music in both the
East and West, while not forgetting his own country,
spending some time here organizing parties and con-
certs with local and foreign stars.

Sasa is 24. He almost gets annoyed when described
as a «young promoter, exclaiming: «I have been doing
it for six years!»

During the last two years Bo Promo Agency, created
by Sasa and the bands Serebrianaja Svadba and Kasijapeja



have held numerous concerts, at Belarusian festivals and
in neighboring Russia. They have also had a number of
club tours in Western Europe.

«Where do you prefer to perform: in Belarus, Russia or
Europe?»

«We like performing anywhere where people are wait-
ing for us. But | personally liked organizing concerts in
Germany, the Netherlands and Belgium.»

«What kind of trouble have you experienced organizing
concerts in Belarus?»

«In Belarus there is no real club culture at all. There are
some music venues, but they are not really clubs. The
cost of performing at those venues is very high. As a
result the event becomes much more expensive than
in a small club in Moscow. That means that at best, we
managed to break even on concerts last year, some-
times we spent more than we made on the concert.»

«So it sounds like most of the concerts organized by
Bo Promo in Belarus were done so for purely altruis-
tic reasons? Are you doing it just for your friends and
yourself?»

«We are doing it so that at least something happens
here. If we and the few other enthusiasts quit, then
there will be nothing. There are good bands, DJs and an
interested public in Belarus. It is not their fault that the
bosses in the cultural department of the country do not
do anything to support this field. This is why we have big
plans, which also include events in Belarus.»

«l understand that there are problems with holding
concerts, but what about recording and promotion?»

«lIt is going quite well. There are companies that invest
money and develop projects, record albums. But most of
them do it abroad. This aspect is not that easy in Belarus
either. That is why we plan to develop our contacts with
foreign companies that take an interest in our music.»
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«It sounds like it is virtually impossible for a musician in
Belarus to earn money through their music alone?»

«It is. Serebrianaja Svadba is one of the few Belarusian
bands, whose members do not work anywhere else in
addition to performing. Even famous bands such as
J-mors and Bez Bileta haven’t managed that.»

«And what about the promoters? Can they earn money
from concerts, at least those where foreign musicians
perform?»

«No they cannot. Even from concerts with foreign mu-
sicians. They can only break even due to cooperation
with foreigners, when we arrange concerts in Moscow
or Saint-Petersburg, etc. Here in our own country this
field is commercially underdeveloped.»

«T0 MAKE A CULTURE, A FIELD OF ONE’S OWN
WITHOUT GOING ANYWHERE OUTSIDE THE COUNTRY.
AND IF SOMEONE IS INTERESTED -

THEY SHOULD COME AND SEE IT»

Each Belarusian region has its own understanding of
music and sense of style. The few small groups, which
act within their own environment, rarely get outside of
their ghetto. Mahilotiis positively outstanding compared
to the rest. Miensk could be jealous of the concentra-
tion of bands and music events in this industrial center. |
asked Vital Shum to tell me about the phenomenon of
Mahiloti rock. Vital is a well known regional promoter,

and the main advertiser of Mahilod music.

«Could you explain to me why, in the opinion of many,
Mahilot is the rock capital of Belarus? Is this just an in-
vention?»

«No, it's not. But this is an old story. It was like that
around two years ago. There was a big concentration of
bands, concerts, events that were organized here, even a
specific press. There is a whole culture of volunteer press
in Mahiloti. In 1989, the first rock magazine in Belarus
was started here, which was published and created by



volunteers. Before that there was some dissident litera-
ture on political matters, and suddenly this rock maga-
zine appeared. It was called Okorock. 14 issues were pub-
lished. During perestroika we paid the publishing houses
with vodka and managed to get quite a lot of copies
printed. 1000 copies of a magazine was quite a lot for
Soviet times, when the music press did not exist at all.
The magazine was known all over the USSR.

Then the first rock festivals were held in Mahilot. And
the town got the nickname «rock-Vasiuki», «capital of
punk», as many famous Russian rock bands came here.
For example, Chaif, Kalinov Most and Nogu svelo. Early
Krama and Mroja concerts were also held here. Those
festivals were massive. There was nothing else like that
in Belarus at the time. Afterwards everything stopped
for a while and in 2002 Live Rock Center was created. The
principle of this creative community was to support tal-
ented bands. What is Mahilol famous for? It has always
had a developed cultural environment and subculture.
And at some point a range of bands appeared that were
unique due to their lyrics and poetry. There is no other
community like that in Belarus. People also talk about
Mabhiloti in Russia; this is some kind of Mecca. Under-
ground bands come here to perform. In their towns
they gather around 30 people, in Mahilol - 200.»

«What's so special about Miensk?»

«As in any capital, there is a lot happening in Miensk.
The music scene is divided into a couple of groups. For
example, there are fans of music in Belarusian language.
This includes ska fans, diy-punk fans, etc. All of them are
separated into small sub-cultures. And externally they
don’t have any influence. In other words punks, who
promote anti-globablism ideas, do not have any wider
impact when their concerts get only 15, 20, or some-
times 100 fans. The rest of the world does not even
know about their existence. The core for forming a cul-
ture does not exist.
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«And what are the achievements of Mahilol rock at the
moment?»

«The achievement is that you can talk about «Mahilot
rock» anywhere in Belarus and everyone knows that it
exists, even if the only thing people have heard about
it is something negative. Everyone says: Yes, I've heard
about it. | am not sure if | am familiar with the music it-
self, but | definitely heard that something is happening over
there. At the moment there is a state of slight crisis. It
is connected with the fact that some of the bands are
breaking up. We are waiting for a new wave of quality
bands, for a new generation. People don‘t earn money
from music, they have personal problems, and that is
enough to force a band to break up. Musicians dont
have favorable conditions for creativity and music. Un-
fortunately, this is the tragedy of small towns. All bands
from provincial areas move to the capital if they want to
grow, just like the band Addis Abeba which started out
playing in Homiel and moved to Miensk. It is easier in
Miensk. Many bands went to Moscow. The band #####
from Viciebsk also understood quite quickly that they
will not achieve anything staying in their town, and that
they will only be able to start going on tour after they
have appeared in Moscow. And they went there to live.
We try to concentrate on Mahiloll as a center. A center
of Live Rock. We want to create some formation here,
our own people, something real. We want to create our
own culture without going anywhere else.

«You have many fans in Russia, in the Urals, Siberia.
But why don’t you want to promote your creative
community and your bands in Europe?»

«The main problem is the language barrier. It is compli-
cated to write a good song in English. And why should
we? We have enough problems of our own. And they
should be solved first.»



«So you are not very interested in the European music
market?»

«ltis not that we are not interested. It is more a question
of whether we are interesting to them. We have a dif-
ferent mentality. | lived in Europe and | know that they
have a different approach to some issues than we do.
We live in a different reality. We don’t care about water
dripping from the tap, whereas for them it’s a headache,
a tragedy, and they would run around screaming don’t
waste water! Over here people would just laugh about
this. So why should we stick our noses in there, there is
enough to do here... They have their culture which they
value, we have our own.»

«You mentioned that you used to live in Europe. And in
your opinion what is the difference between Belarusian
and West European music?»

«lt is difficult to explain the difference just like that. First-
ly, they have a whole music industry.

A band develops to a certain level then it attracts in-
terest from promoters, who invest in it for the sake of
profit. There is no such system in Belarus. This is the
difference.

Now, concerning underground culture, | had a chance
to live in one of the oldest universities in Europe, in Co-
imbra, Portugal. That looked almost like a squat. There
were students from all over Europe: ltalians, Spanish,
Germans, etc. And in fact it was very much the same
vibe as we have here, the same house parties, small con-
certs. So in this sense the difference is not really that
big»

«| BELIEVE THAT RUSSIAN CULTURE IS GREAT,

BUT | WANT TO DEVELOP MY OWN»
Jan Maltizer from Mahilol is the frontman of one of
the most successful regional rock bands in Belarus. The
band contributed a lot to the rise of the Mahilot rock-
movement to a national level. The starting point was in
2005, when Mauzer won the young bands competition
at the oldest Belarusian music festival Basovisca, which
ironically has been held in Poland for the 20 years it has
existed.
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Jan says: «\We were least appreciated in Mahilod, but the
prophet is never listened to in his own land». — «And
where do they like you?» — «The farther away, the bet-
ter» A reason for this rejection may be that the young
musicians refused to perform free of charge at a certain
point and started to demand money for their shows.

«Are there other places for you in Belarus which are
more interesting than Mahilot?»

«l cannot say anything location wise, it depends on the
people, not the territory. For example, there is a cool
band Sciana from Bierascie. There is an opinion that rock
music has a provincial character. Almost 98% of quality
rock music is being made in provincial towns. Maybe it is
connected with an inferiority complex. What is «rock»?
Rock is close to exhibitionism, but it is also something
spiritual, when you want to present yourself to people.
In other words this is a «search for understanding». That
is why complexes, which can be something that makes
people uncomfortable, also motivate them to create
good music. But it might be just a theory. There are
many good bands in Miensk, too.

«And are there any differences in chances of promotion
for bands from Miensk compared to bands from a pro-
vincial town?»

«There is no good promotion in either of these places.
I think this is due to the generally undeveloped state of
the market.»

«Have you observed any positive changes recently?»

«You know, the problems are not only connected to
the legal obstacles imposed by the state. This segment
of the market is just lacking. | believe that show busi-
ness will start to grow only when we develop ourselves
first. Concerning the regulation problems, | can only say



that we do not have trouble arranging concerts at the
moment. Problems may arise at the stage of getting a
special permit for the organization of a public event,
which organizers have to ask for from the authorities.
They may not get it. But musicians dont face that. |
believe that this issue of forbidden concerts is a bit far-
fetched. Of course, not everything is that good here, |
don‘t want to say that the authorities are very tolerant
of us, they don't like us. But | do think that many of the
problems have been made up.»

«And nowadays, do you see the political system as an
obstacle to your musical activities? Or was it much
worse a couple of years ago?»

«Exactly! It was really bad a couple of years ago. For
example, we were not able to play in Miensk at all. In
Viciebsk we had to play in a room for 200 people, in-
stead of one for 1000. As a result there was almost a
demonstration outside the club.»

«Let's talk about the language you use. Why do you sing
in Belarusian? Do you think it is important for a musi-
cian, which language he writes in?»

«This is important for Belarusian culture. | want to be
an advocate of Belarusian culture. | guess | am a na-
tional-linguist. | don‘t think that music, which is created
in Belarus but doesn’t use Belarusian language can have
any effect, or input to the culture. At best it would be
part of Russian culture. At worst — it wouldnt be cul-
ture at all. I have nothing against Russian culture; | like
it and enjoy reading Russian writers, listening to Russian
music — the books and music that | personally like of
course. | consider Russian culture to be great, but | want
to develop my own. At some point | took a decision to
start writing in Belarusian. It might seem a bit artificial,
but it was not like that for me. There was some creative
motivation for me. | did not use Belarusian in my daily
life at that time, and when | learned a new word that
impressed me | could write a poem or a text around it.»
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«MUSIC IS NORMALLY WRITTEN FOR
COMMON PEOPLE, PASSERS-BY, WHO ARE NOT
DEEPLY ENGAGED IN CULTURE -

FOR OUR NORMAL SOVIET PEOPLE»

Andrus Takindang was born in Minsk. He speaks ex-
clusively Belarusian, thus setting a good example for
his less nationally conscious countrymen, who look far
more Belarusian than Andru$ (Andrus is the son of a
Chadian father and a Belarusian mother). Once he took
part in the legendary festival Basovisca as a frontman of
the band Reha and toured with them around Poland. Be-

sides Reha Andrus also plays in the band Harotnica.

«Do you think it is possible to earn money from music
in Belarus?»

«Itis difficult but if you work, | think it is possible. There
are examples.»

«ls music the main activity for you?»

«l also have a job. But | give lots of my time to music: re-
hearsals, concerts. Music is a demanding thing, it needs
attention and time and effort. It has become a tradition
in Belarus to pay the sound technicians, producers, that
you pay to rent all the gear, but you don‘t have to pay
the musicians. This is part of the local mentality. People
think that it's enough for musicians to come and have
fun on stage, but it is not true. Music is work.»

«l'heard that you had a big tour around Belarus a couple
of weeks ago and you visited a number of towns and
performed in the streets. Could you tell me more about
that?»

«This is rock-n-roll. As we are not that old yet, we want
to have fun. And this is why it is useful to play in the
streets sometimes. It was very important for me to take
a look at those people who would never come to our



concerts. When you play in the street you have a unique
audience. And it is also important. Because music is cre-
ated for common people, who are not deeply engaged
in culture — for our normal Soviet people. People are
very cautious. A person would first stand 200 meters
away, listen to what is going on. Then move a bit closer
and closer. And in the end he would sing with us and
couldn’t be stopped. It is important for us to bring some
fire to Belarusian towns, at least during our vacations.»

«Do you perform abroad?»

«We have not played abroad for quite some time. We
had troubles in the band with passports. Earlier we had
more concerts in Poland than in Belarus. | don‘t know
if that is good or bad. We just play where people invite
us to.»

«Do you think a band from a provincial town faces more
barriers than one from Miensk?»

«l would be able to answer this question if | lived in
Viciebsk or Mahilot. But as | grew up and live in Miensk,
| don't really know. | guess Miensk has more concerts
as it is the capital, although maybe that’s not true. The
public in the regions is not spoiled by the diversity of
bands that is why they are more frank and grateful.»

«Why do you sing in Belarusian? Is your aim to contrib-
ute to Belarusian culture?»

«l think it is the critics’ job to think of such concepts
as «contributing to culture», «heritage» and «revival». A
normal guy who plays rock-n-roll is only thinking of how
to have fun and attract the girls, earn money, become
famous and just share his feelings with the public.»

Belarusian music lovers might be under the impression
that alternative culture in Belarus has been in a state of
recession recently. Maybe this is the way we perceive
the changes which are happening in our lives now and
which we will analyze in the future. These changes are
due to access to more information, which was lacking
before, and which cannot be limited, even by the Be-
larusian government. Elements of progressive creativ-
ity are coming from everywhere, making most normal
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people think about elementary as well as more sophis-
ticated values. We can see the effect of globalization on
Western culture, which has led to the simplification of art.
Tabloids are dictating behavior; MTV is prescribing what
to listen to. People live without ideas and artists give up
their origins for the sake of a standardized product which
will be sold to the same un-sophisticated consumers.
But there is also another side of this process. The
same globalization helps to make art accessible to more
people. The Internet has changed the world. Everyone
can be heard and can hear everything. Maybe it has
become a norm in the West, but in Belarus it is just
developing now. And a whole generation, which grew
up and formed their opinions in independent Belarus,
are dreaming of a European Belarus. Not politically, but
in terms of moral values. Amorphous parts of society
are eventually going to follow the cultural figures, who
might be not interested in politics at all, but understand
that Belarus should develop within the European cultur-
al context. Under the new circumstances, every talent
will be recognized and will find the public they deserve
depending on the ideas and values they promote.

Awys 3ycim  HAayHa NaHATaK «aHparpayHo» Y
Genapyckait My3bilbl YcnpbiMaycs fiTapanbHa. bo
WwMatnikia 3abapoHbl U npycaki Y ranase YblHOYHiKay
nacTaBini na-3a 3akoHam amanb ycé, wWTo nagnagana
naj Hasoy «poK-My3blka». Yacam mnap «panpacii»
Tpannani HaeaT 3yciM ananiTblYHbIA BblKaHayLbl. Ane
paBanioLbliiHas pamMaHTbika NaAWTYpXHyNa He afHaro
Genapyckara BblkaHayly fAa HanicaHbHA anbboMmy Ui
napbl-TpoiiKi Tpakay. 3apas, 34aelua, Kpbixy, npacbLeil
— TaK 3BaHas «nibapanizauplis». Ane HixTo He 6apayua
CKasalb, AK aoyra byf3e ratbl cnakoi. A MafsMaHam, WTo
BbIPACb/i HA P3IBaNIOLbIAHbIX MaTbIBAX, 3aCTaella TONbKi
3 HacTanbrisi y3ragBaub 3pbiBbl KaHLUIPTaY, afpyboHbI
cbBATIA i MikpathoHay y knobax i nagnonbHbis KBATIPHIKI
Ha KaHCbMipaTbIYHbIX KBATIPaAX...



bEJIAPYCHAE
GENERATION Y

BELARUSIAN
GENERATION Y

by Vola Vituska, MIENSK

Generation Y is usually defined as a successor-generation
to the «baby-boomers», or Generation Next and Genera-
tion X as they are also referred to. There is no clearly
defined period in which they were born, and they are
usually categorized based on certain key similarities. Ac-
cording to Wikipedia, members of the English-speaking
Generation Y were born between the 1970s and 1990s.

The expression Generation Y appeared in August 1993
after marketing experts identified it as a separate target
group. For the business community at that point GenY
representatives were people with an explicitly practical
approach to life. Ys are the children of Xs. They are the
first generation of people who had a chance to choose
their way of life due to their financial freedom.

One can also apply this terminology to Belarus. How-
ever, it would be more logical to define the time period
during which they were born as between the end of
1970s and mid 1990s. These people were born in the
Soviet Union, grew up in an independent and demo-
cratic Belarus and are living at the moment under a dic-
tatorship with a social-democratic flavor. Each of these
periods effected their lives and character. The Belaru-
sian Generation Y is very diverse. It does, however, have
a number of common characteristics, which allow us to
define it as a generation.

| would say that the peculiarities of our Generation Y
are individuality, independence and a permanent desire
to move forward. Self-actualization and independence
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define the vector of interesting life for young people.
Our parents and sometimes even elder siblings have
never dreamed of having the kind of careers we are
working on, or going on international trips to far-flung
countries, which have become a part of our life, or about
nice and unexpected meetings which are often difficult
to believe in. During the Soviet era there were not many
opportunities for living your life differently. That the
door to the rest of the world is open to those who want
to live in it is now indubitable.

I do not remember the Soviet Union very well. That is
why | do not have the nostalgia for buying an ice cream
for just 1 kopejka (1 cent) or having kefir in glass bottles.
| am not amazed when | see an old gas water machine
which can still be found unattended in small towns
in Belarus. | like old movies and songs for their warm-
ness and sweet plots. However, | don‘t understand why
people should watch them again and again before every
New Year or sing them at the weddings and birthdays of
older family members. In my opinion, the Soviet Union
was rather the epoch of destruction and cruelty, when
people were killed and national differences and values
were destroyed. Sometimes | feel angry that we will
never be able to restore most of what was destroyed
and some of the past mistakes will only be solved by our
grandchildren.

| remember the Perestroika period, when one of the
prevailing feelings was uncertainty and insecurity. Sev-



eral years afterwards, when very rich people started to
appear, people said that they managed to take advan-
tage of that strange time to build personal fortunes. No-
body knows exactly how it was... But | am grateful to my
destiny that | had a chance to grow up in Belarus when
it was changing towards democracy after years of the
communist regime.

Belarusians who are currently 30 years old can re-
member life in the USSR and hate how it was. They wore
pioneer ties and were subjected to a patriotic educa-
tion system. Their associations with the USSR are «little
freedom, many barriers and rules and an uninteresting
education in school».

My brother was twelve when the Soviet Union col-
lapsed. His childhood was full of red attributes. But
«subconsciously» he felt that «what was happening was
unnatural».

«There was such a feeling that grown-ups lied to
themselves for some reason. The ideals were truly ideal,
but a bit unnatural and artificially imposed. That is why
the feeling of freedom and having alternatives during
the short existence of democratic Belarus stuck in my
subconsciousness.»

Many of the people | know still live according to those
ideals. The idea of a «bright future» was substituted by
a common moral.

«l remember that | mentally judged those of my class-
mates who were exchanging or selling (which was an
extraordinary act) Soviet symbols to tourists at Victory
Square and then spent the foreign currency they’d earnt
in one of the few shops where you could buy things with
it. | remember that | did not appreciate it when one of
the junior school boys came to school in a taxi. Me and
my school friend were very serious about going to serve
in the army in Afghanistan when we grew up. We de-
cided that in the 2nd grade.»
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There are many GenY representatives (in the best sense
of it) among my friends. They are people with interest-
ing life stories. They are strong and have a firm core.
They have their own businesses, work as freelancers,
create music, arrange cultural events, etc.

Vola and Jura are the creators of the portal Generation.
BY. Their lifestyle is to «rely only on themselves and con-
stantly develop».

«They often confuse egoism with individuality nowa-
days. Soviet ideology developed the group instinct. Our
generation is very individualistic. We are those people
who never became pioneers at school. Those who were
older than us got into the pioneer organization and
Komsomol. And we were abandoned and unneeded dur-
ing the time when everything was changing. That is why
we are so positive about public initiatives and not that
much about formal organizations. | remember quite
well the moment when | received the star of Okciabri-
onak, the symbol of the October children, a pre-pioneer
childrens’ organization. | was walking in the street and
was so proud to have it. | liked that before that it had just
been a school uniform, and then | suddenly had some-
thing cool», says Jura. «They did not force us to become
pioneers as it was the first year after membership had
become voluntary.»

And Vola remembers red pioneer ties with white
stripes sewn on top of them in honor of the indepen-
dence of Belarus.

«People who were children in the 8os sometimes feel
nostalgic about everything Soviet, as youth memories
are often very positive. That is why the memories of the
Komsomol and compulsory agricultural work when stu-
dents were digging out potatoes in the kolkhoz instead
of studying are often connected to memories with posi-
tive associations of being young.»

Siarhei worked for an international automobile com-
pany after he graduated. Due to excellent results in his
exams he became a financial director - first in Kiev, then
in Moscow. He was managing both the accounting and
finance departments when he was 23 years old. Then



Siarhei won a student grant to study financial manage-
ment in Vienna and was invited to work in the Austrian
headquarters of a Belarusian company. Now he is back
in Belarus and continuing to develop his career.

«Although | have always worked in very good com-
panies, | don't consider the material side of life to be
a priority. Impressions and emotions are the most im-
portant and not material things. | stay in the office until
late in the evening not because | am hoping for financial
reward, but because | am interested in what | am doing.
Of course | will probably feel differently about it when
| start a family, but this will not happen in the very near
future.»

Ania started to work in a small private business which
she developed to a new level. She did not like that the
boss was not ready to reward her initiative with a bigger
salary and felt that she grew out of her position. She was
dreaming of working for a big international company.
And she got such a position. In one year she learned
how to work under the pressure of tight time con-
straints and multiple tasks, but she decided that «being
arobot» does not correspond to her expectations of an
ideal job. And she left the company before she had an
alternative lined up.

«l ' know for sure that | don‘t want to be a small piece
of a huge mechanism. It consumes you; you don't feel
like a person in it, but simply like a part of the system.
Psychological comfort is most important to me, not sta-
tus or money. | want my achievements to be appreci-
ated and useful.»

Jula started her own professional make-up distribu-
tion company which sells cosmetics to beauty studios.
While fellow students were enjoying the last months of
their studies slowly finishing their theses, Jula was having
an official internship in her own company. In four years
her business grew in size and started to bring in consid-
erable profits.

Jan is a co-creator of a legendary club, Graffiti, in
Miensk. The club has an interesting interior and can fit
60-70 people, which is often not enough to let every-
one attend a party or an event. Around 1500 people visit
the club every month. The art department of the club is
constantly generating new ideas and aspires to constant
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development through new projects — from literature
events to modern DJ’s. «<How do we promote our-
selves?» We do that via the Internet and that is enough.
Word of mouth is especially important. People share
their impressions with others after they have attended
an unusual, interesting, unique event which they have
not heard of before, which they did not know existed.
Giving our guests a positive impression is the most im-
portant factor in success and gaining a good reputation.
Wide communication channels as mass media are of no
major use to us, as we are not looking for visitors from
the general public. In other words the average Twitter-
user is not exactly the same as a viewer of the 1st music
TV channel.

We want to create a warm atmosphere, similar to
what you feel when visiting friends or at home. Our tar-
get group is between 22 and 35 years old, people with
interesting personalities, they are simple, sincere and
open, and don’t make any effort to be cooler than the
rest. We don‘t care what car they drive to the club in or
what their day job is. We are interested in the people
and not their social status. | would say we are the anti-
thesis of most Miensk clubs. | think that most of the
more or less interesting people in Miensk might have
already visited Graffiti and formed an opinion about it.
And for me personally the most important things are
self-actualization and the freedom to be creative. | need
positive diversity.»

Information technologies have become an important
part of our dynamic lives. Ihar, who currently works as a
Software Engineer for Google in Switzerland, calls the
Internet «an unlimited space for information and com-
munication.

«The ability to work with the World Wide Web signif-
icantly increases work productivity and gives people op-
portunities to search for jobs all around the world. Now
you don’t have to go to another part of the city to buy
something; you don’t have to stay in a line to pay tele-
phone bills; to find out news about a friend who lives
abroad, you don‘t have to wait for two weeks for a letter.
Thanks to the Internet many useful things have become
available free of charge where before you had to pay
for everything. And thanks to the Internet | am working



for a company whose services are used by hundreds of
millions of people. Every change | make effects the pro-
ductivity of these millions of people».

Natasha works for a dynamic mobile company. Since
she is creative and courageous and is not afraid to ex-
press her opinion she gets to manage strategically im-
portant projects, which makes her older colleagues
envious. She has a lot of experience of participating in
different kinds of events and likes to challenge herself.
| remember when she worked in the US as a cashier.
She was once serving a serious American family. Their
daughter — who was our age — said with amusement:
«Oh! You are so clever! You came from across the ocean
and count something in the computerl» It sounded
funny to us as we didn‘t see anything extraordinary in
what we were doing.

«l want to see and feel the whole world! | don’t want
things like a car, a flat, work and family to become my
only goals and restrain me. It is much cooler to rent a flat
for a month in Paris than buy a small one in Miensk!»

| want everything (preferably to have more than oth-
ers) and to break the vicious circle of predetermination
where you feel like a bear on a bicycle in the circus who
repeats well trained tricks according to the same sce-
nario: kindergarten, school, university, work, marriage,
kids, pension...

| don‘t want to get stupid. | want to learn new things
everyday; | want to be dominantly intelligent! | want to
open a shelter for homeless animals. Also | want to buy
a piano when | get old and play four handed pieces with
the beloved one, the best man in the world.

My priorities are peace and good health, and if you
have them it is easy to fall in love and succeed person-
aIIy.»

Our associations with Soviet childhood are TV and
Valery Leontiey, the color red everywhere, demonstra-
tions and the pain of people, vinyl records, big cans
of black caviar, Kashpirovski, imported modern things,
Moscow, a stain on Gorbachev’s head. But we did not
live in the USSR, which is why we dont remember it
well. Our memories from adolescence are the first im-
ported goods, leggings, Snickers, Coca-Cola, video, tape
recorders, cooperatives, «8th TV channel», America.

«Maybe Generation Y is just one of the words from
marketing terminology; however, we feel our distinctive-
ness not only in our age. As never before, modern young
people make their predecessors look around and learn
from their children. The changes brought by informa-
tion technology is that fast», says Jura.

«Old people might recognize themselves 20 years
earlier in the words and stories of people our age. How-
ever, the first Belarusian generation which was brought
up during the period of rapid changes received unlim-
ited opportunities at the very beginning of their grown-
up life. Generation Y became the first generation of the
3rd millennium of human civilized existence.»

Wikipedia tnymaubiyb (h3HOM3H «nakaneHbH Y» fK
nacbnafoyHikay nakaneHbHs «636i-6ymapay» X ui sk
generation next. [afbl HApagX3HbHA «naKaneHbHs
Y» BbI3HavawuUa AOCbiLb yMOYHA. [na aHrnamoyHan
monapnsi namix
capapziHai 70-x i no3bHimMi 90-Mi.

Cam T3pMiH «nakaneHbHe Y» yneplbiHiO 3bsBiYCA
Y KHiYHi 1993 nacbns BbUIYYIHbHA MapKeToasrami
«nakaneHbHsY»yacobHyloMaTaBytorpyny. lpaactayHikoy
raTara nakafeHbHs TarayacHas 6i3H3C-CynofbHACbLb
aKp3acbaina Ak NoA3ei 3b APKa BbIpaxaHbiM NPAKTbIYHBIM
cTayneHbHeM fa xbllbls. Y — raTa g3eui X. [37a nepwas
nassaa noasen, sKis, O3sKyYbl n3yHan diHaHcasa
cabop3e, atpbiMani MarysiMacblpb abipalb CBOM CTbiMb
Kbllbus. CBal0 GYAYYbIHIO HOHaKi cTani npaniyBaub Ha
rafbl Hanepag.

[Ins benapyci TIpmiH «nakaneHbHe Y» Takcama
NPbIMAHANbHBI. ragami
ratara nakaneHbHs 60Mbll AAriYHa Aiybilb N3pbIAA,
namix KaHuom 70-x i capaasiHait 90-x. [3Ta nakaneHbHe
ntof3en, fKis Hapag3inicsa ¥ yace icHaBaHbHA CaBeLkara
Cato3y, ctaneni y A3amakpatblyHail benapyci, XbiByLb
3apa3 y AblKTaTypbl 3 pbicami caublsn-g3Makparhli.
KoxHbl 3 TaKix po3HbIX 3Tanay ix Xbllbls HAKIAY CBOWA
afbitak Ha xapakrtapbl i nécel. I cami niog3i Y senbmi
po3Hbif. Ane, K CKnapHiki nto6oii cynonbHackLi, siHbI
MatoLib arysibHbI PbiChI...

MeXbl NaKaleHbHA afA3Ha4daloub

Ane HapagX3HbHA  Noa3sei
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Essay on the Problems of Writing About a Belarusian Village

by Vital Voranaii, MIENSK

When | applied to join the Inside-Out project, | had not
realized that writing about a Belarusian village, a topic
that | had proposed myself, would turn out to be quite so
problematic. | spent considerably more time in Vudziela,
my village, than Thoreau did in his make-shift dwelling
on Walden Pond. He wrote a three hundred page book
about spending two years living in the wild. | have only
been able to write the recollections of my childhood in
miniatures, but elected not publish them here. | feel that
they are as yet incomplete and they would not suit this
magazine.

| joined the project as a writer, but as the project
progressed, | got the impression that the venture | had
joined was rather journalistic. | tried to be a journalist for
a while, and to write down stories, not of my own, but
rather of old people who are still living in the half-dead
villages of the Viciebsk region. Together with a German
photographer, | traveled from West to East in the north-
ern part of Belarus, seeking good shots and people who
would be willing to tell us stories, in exchange for a por-
trait of their life.

It turned out to be a good deal; within a few days, |
had jotted down some interesting stories and we de-
cided that each story would go along with a portrait of
the person who told it. However, with time, we started
to notice that some good stories were connected with
people who were no longer there. Therefore, we came
to the conclusion that we should concentrate rather on
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taking photos of the places connected with the charac-
ters in the stories we were being told. We proceeded
in this way for another two days: my companion taking
photos of rundown and abandoned cabins, with a par-
ticular focus on the remnants of life which were around,
while | searched for stories about the dead owners of
empty houses. This turned out to be another false trail,
as some stories lacked the cabin, and some cabins lacked
good stories, or neighbors or relatives who would talk
about them.

That is why | proposed to concentrate on my village,
a place we had previously been to, and report on it as a
focus point illustrative of life in any village in the region
and the whole of Belarus. We did go back to the village
but gave up as soon as we arrived. | realized that it was
too personal a place for me to write about with the im-
partiality requisite of the journalistic discipline. The last
few days of the project we spent experimenting with as-
pects of what we had set out to do. We even took por-
traits of ourselves, hoping that the story of our getting
into people’s houses would make up a narrative. But our
deadline was within the month.

From the very start, my fundamental approach to
working in tandem with a photographer, was of tell-
ing one «story», and not two parallel ones; with that, |
waited for the pictures, to see what we have and what
we can make of it. On our journey, | had seen her taking
the photos and the views she was capturing, but never



the photos themselves, as she was working with a film
and an old-fashioned camera, with a «reverted image»
preview screen. While she did her work in the dark
room, | continually noted what would be corresponding
stories, recording our visits. One story was about a girl
who was left by a boy she loved, after many years of dat-
ing, which destroyed her dreams of a married life with
him. She attacked his wife after the wedding ceremony,
splashing animal dung on her dress, and lambasting her
with curses. The wife died a few years later when, go-
ing with her neighbor to an underground store room,
both suffocated from an unknown gas; the wife leav-
ing three children behind. The girl who had spoilt the
wedding married her beloved man less than a year after
his first wife’s death and took care of the three children,
never having children of her own. It inspired me to col-
lect stories connected with mystery, witchery, and local
tragedies — the big affairs of simple people.

Nevertheless, it emerged as too ambitious a project
to complete in a week — witchery, and traditional pagan
culture, is rarely practiced nowadays and difficult to col-
lect data on, even in less than modernized Belarus. An-
other argument for not telling that story is that it would
do the Belarusian village a disservice, stereotyping it as
the scene of ceaseless disaster and misfortune. Betray-
ing that coherence, another story | heard reminded me
that an honest portrayal of life there has to include not
only tragedy, but also happiness. One old woman told
us about the funniest moment of her life, which surpris-
ingly, overlapped with the arrival of the Bolsheviks to
the western part of Belarus, at that time occupied by
Poland. It was the first time she and the people in her
village, consisting of twenty one houses, saw a plane.
Literally all of them, young and old, as she said, left their
houses and abandoned their everyday work to look at
the plane as it flew over a big field. As it went west-
ward they happily ran behind it, and when it went to the
north, they chased it that way with loud screams and
laughs. It went on like this for more than half an hour,
after which the pilot threw them a note with a short
message: «Get out of the field, | am trying to land here.»
The woman finished the story and started to laugh like
a kid, and for a while we saw a happy little girl in front
of us, and not a melancholic woman, reflecting back on
her life, rather than looking forward.

| was immediately captivated by the idea of collecting
only anecdotal moments like this, to balance the sad old
faces and the decrepitude of the surrounding. My initial
inspiration of the foresaken-looking villages had been
surpassed, by some of the people in the portraits not
being sad at all, but on the contrary, glittering with hap-
piness; for a moment somebody focused only on them
and they could not help but smile. Finally, | realized that
we should tell different kinds of stories, sad and hilari-
ous, amazing and plain, universal and pretty contextual;
like yet another one, about a woman who mistakenly
slept in the same bed with her drunken neighbor, think-
ing it was her husband, who came back home later to
find them there. As he stood in front outside his own
house, she thought he was a stranger, and argued with
him that her real husband was already sleeping in his
bed. Given the pictures my photographer sent me, |
have chosen those which portrayed little details of the
households. They seemed to go perfectly with particu-
lar qualities of life in a Belarusian village. A photo of a
big dining table with moonshine on it would comple-
ment the story of those unfortunate hunters whose
prey, a wild boar, escaped them, after they brought it
home, and prematurely celebrated, thinking the pig was
«very dead». Inspiring fragments of old-fashioned buf-
fets, mirrors, pillows, and shaving tools would find their
counterparts in plot.

This was the first time | disagreed with my compan-
ion over the final result, with her maintaining that the
fragments did not give an overall picture, while | insisted
that they did, in an artistic way. At last we came to the
conclusion that they would be a piece of comprehen-
sible art only to those who know what the overview
looked like. Arriving at this understanding, for whom
we were writing our project was nevertheless without
conceptual unity only a few days prior to deadline. With
some contradiction to my initial assumptions and ambi-
tions, | proposed that my project partner compose her
own photo story, as it was aimed to function indepen-
denly and | would spend the last days before the up-
coming deadline, fitting my stories together, so that the
whole might still work together as one.



| was disillusioned one more time. Not with the picture
selection, as it is exceptionally good, but with the sto-
ries of the Belarusian village. | was brought up there as
a child. I was sure that | would know how to chronicle
its life from the inside, but | was wrong. Belarusian vil-
lage life is now dying, and this is not the village | re-
member, the place which already lacked children in my
time, though still full of life. My village was full of color-
ful cabins none of which were empty. | would be able
to tell you the story of my village in that time, but my
photographer would not be able to contribute images
from that time; although still there — everything has
changed in the meantime. | could tell you how ghostly
life in today’s Belarusian rural area has become, but that
would not be true — many people are still very happy
to live their less than perfect life, there. Focusing on
the positives of contemporary life in a Belarusian village
would be wrong, as it is undoubtedly dying out, taking
away a layer of traditional culture, leaving us ill suited to
city life. | wanted badly to tell a story that is crucial, not
only to me, of the Belarusian village, and | am not pre-
pared to tell a passive, sad story of its passing. The Be-
larusian village is looked upon from extremely different
perspectives even in Belarus, outside observers aside.
Some people associate it with a post-kolkhoz landscape
which is not worth going to or thinking about; some try
to revive it under the new-old brand of «agrotowns»;
some are trying to sell their parents cabins even for
symbolic money, to be able to put it in the past, both
good and bad; and some are trying to look upon it as
the corner stone of a tremendous spiritual life which,
even to the extent that it lingers, is heavily obscured;
for me it is a «dead line» which | do not want to cross
yet. Ironically, I know how I should not write about the
Belarusian village, but | still have no idea how the story
ought to be told, if told at all. Sometimes silence can be
more telling. But this is a kind of a story too...

Mapatoubl 3aBY Ha ya3en y npaekue Belarus Inside Out,
A He ycbBegamnsy, WTo nicaub npa Genapyckylo BECKY
— T3MQ3, AIKYI0 A NpanaHaBay caMm, — BbIABiLLA HACTONbKI
cKknafaHboiM. Y cBaéil BEcubl Byasena s npaBéy Hawmar
60/blW Yacy, YbIM aM3IpbIKaHCKi nicbMeHbHik feHpbl Topa
¥ cBaiM yacoBbIM MpBLITYAKY Ha YonpsHckaii caxaniibl.
Mpa [BYyxragoBbl AOCbBEA MPaXKblBaHbHA Y Mylbl EH
Hanicay KHiry Ha TpbiCTa cTapoHak. f nakynb wto 3goney
Hanicalb afHO YcnaMiHbl CBaro A3sLiHCTBA Y MiHiATYpaXx,
ane nacraHasiy He nybnikasalb ix TyT: aAYyBalo WTO AHbI
AWY3 HAMOYHbIA, Na Apyroe, sHbl Haypapn ui 6 nacasani
Ja ratara yaconicy.

Al panyublycs Aa npaekTy AK niTapatap, ane nagyac
npaubl 3pasymey, WTO 3afyma, Aa AKOW A Janyyblycs,
Mae 3 Gonblara XypHanicukylo HakipaBaHacbup. Ha
n3yHbl Yyac s nacnpabasay 6biLb XypHanicTam i 3anicauyb
ricTopbli He cBairo ayTapcTBa, ane navyTblf af CTapblX
ntofi3er, AKiA [axbiBalOLb Y HanaymépTebiX BECKax
BiLeOwyblHbl. Pa3am 3b HAMelKail oTamaiicTapKai Ml
pacnayani majapoxa 3 3axajy Ha ycxof nmayHouHail
yacTki benapyci § nowyky pobpbix Kagpay i ntoasei,
AIKis 3aX0YyLb anaBecbLli HaM cBae ricTopbli  abMeH Ha
MapTp3T CBAWro XblLbLs.

[3Ta naganocs pobpbim rewscdtam, 60 3a napy
O3EH A HAKP3CbNiy HeKanbKi LiKaBblX anaBffaHbHAY,
i Mbl WITO KOXHbl anoBej MnaBiHeH
cynpaBafpKauLa BbisiBai acobbl, AKas CBaiM anoBejam 3
HaMi nag3aninacs...

nactaHasini,






THE SIMPLE PLEASURE

OF WATCHING THE SUNSET AND BUILDING

A HOME OF YOUR OWN

Life in a Belarusian Eco-Village

text by Kaciaryna Biezmaciernych, MIENSK
photos by Katrin Kramer, BIELEFELD

They dont watch TV in Belarusian eco-villages. As long-
haired artist Andrey, who also writes fairy tales, explains:
«We have satellite TV of our own. We sit on the swings
or under a tree and watch the sunset.» His young wife
Anastasija adds: «And the sunset can never be the same.»
The eco-villagers build ecological houses out of clay and
straw, learn to earn money through crafts. And if they
get a pig, they do not kill it, but use it as help in the
garden! This article was inspired by staying in Rosy (in
the vicinity of Miensk) and Zvon-hara (in the vicinity of
Viciebsk).
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INTRODUCTION

A public movement for the creation of eco-villages was
started in Russia and is called the «Clinking Cedars of
Russia». In Belarus, there are only two villages like this at
the moment — outside of Miensk and Viciebsk. They are
around five years old, the inhabitants are actively build-
ing houses and the fragile cedar trees planted here are
so small, that an unprepared visitor can easily step on
them without noticing. Ten more eco-villages are set to
be started up in different parts of Belarus. The move-
ment organizes conferences and seminars in Miensk
and other cities.

Every family within this movement builds a house on
aone hectare area — their own eco-system. The borders
of the territory are marked with trees and bushes in-
stead of a fence. Some also have a small forest, a pond,
swings and other things to entertain themselves.



«ROSY» NEAR MIENSK,
«ZVON-HARA» NEAR VICIEBSK
Young families in their late 20s and early 30s consti-
tute the majority of the inhabitants of such eco-villages,
where nights are filled with the sound of birds, humming
of insects and other living creatures.

Rosy is the biggest eco-village in Belarus. There are 28
plots in total. Ten families live here permanently, oth-
ers are still preparing to move in. The Nalibockaja Pusca
(deep forest) begins in Rosy. There is also ariver, the Istac,
three kilometers from the village. In the forest there is
a guest house with a kitchen, and a book shelf which
includes titles like Building a fire-place with your own hands,
A herbs register and The Sacred calendar of druids.

A home-made colorful map of Rosy with funny po-
ems written by the settlers decorates the wall. In the
garden there is a bonfire site underneath a skillfully built
shed, where | am meeting some frequent visitors to Rosy.
Programmer Koscia comes to Rosy to communicate with
nice people and to meet his future neighbors. Soon he
wants to settle down here himself.

BREAKING THE «HOME-OFFICE-HOME» CIRCLE
The enthusiasts from Zvon-hara, which consists of 13
plots of land and has two families living there perma-
nently, found an abandoned village, cut the grass which
had covered everything and began to build new houses.
In Zvon-hara there is silence and lots of space.

«We saw birches blooming in the spring», smiles Lena
from Zvon-hara. The inhabitants of an eco-village are
very different from one another, but at the same time
they share a few things in common. At least in terms of
finding their truth not in the heart of a city, but under a
country sky covered with stars.

Most of them have higher education degrees. There
are lawyers, many programmers, teachers. Many really
enjoyed their jobs back then — when they were part of
city life.
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Chatty and energetic Ira from Rosy has been studying
German since she was ten. Having graduated, she got
an interesting job, you could foresee her future steps
up the career ladder. «However, | kept asking myself: is
that all? All for the rest of my life? Until retirement? In
between a short vacation — and then the same all over!
Is this my destiny? Certainly, | was afraid to leave behind
everything that | have been doing for the last twenty
years... But now, in the eco-settlement, it occurred to
me, that my self-realization as a human being is much
more versatilel»

Nascia, a web-designer who now lives in Rosy, had the
same thoughts when she was living in the city. «I liked
my job, but it wore me out: commuting took forever,
then you work and work, then you go shopping. But the
feeling of happiness is gone. Things are always the same.
| did not feel complete, something was artificial. Here,
on the contrary, there is plenty of interesting work. Ev-
ery time there is something new! | look at my kid and
cannot picture her inside an apartment. Look, | put her
on the grass, gave her a dandelion to eat the sweet pol-
len, but she turned the flower around and eats the bit-
ter side. And looks so pleased! It must be coming from
nature. | observe my daughter watching birds, wind. You
have no right to deprive your children of this.»

Anastasija from Zvon-hara who used to sew clothes in
the city, says: «Everyone has something in themselves,
some seed that starts to grow and reveals itself only here.
This place brings the feeling of self understanding.»

Some things which were necessary in the city became
useless here. «In the eco-village we don't care that much
about clothes. Actually we don‘t care about them at
all...», says Natasa from Zvon-hara. Food preferences also
change. Ira and Maksim, who live in Zvon-hara, became
raw foodists. They dont eat any meat, only fruit and
vegetables. They do not boil cereals or cook them in any
other way. Instead they leave them to soften in water.






The eco-villagers like to talk about their role on planet
earth, about how strong an idea can be. They speak
about love - to each other, to their chickens, to the
plants. Almost nobody eats meat here. Andrey from
Zvon says: «| saw tears in my granny’s eyes, when they
were killing a pig. And then granny calmed down and
ate a cutlet. Strange! She gave her pig a name, took care
of it, loved it, and then she ate it! We question many
things here. Do we need that in our lives? You can eat
porridge, salads and then work all day, and keep fitl»
The inhabitants of eco-villages also feel as if the space
around their houses is alive. They say it soaks people’s
attention.

The word «freedom» is often mentioned in conver-
sation here. The eco-villagers state that they have ex-
perienced much more of it here than in the city. Sasa
from Rosy, who is a renowned hitch-hiker, says: «I feel
trapped in the city. | always have to work for someone
there. And here | feel that | am the master of my own
destiny.» | also heard them mentioning «responsibility»
— for every step they make, for their relationships with
nature and within their families.

THIS PLACE INSPIRES THINKING

A family consisting of a man and a woman is essential
for a family estate. From the outside it seems as if the
relationships here possess something that is lacking in
the city. Ira says: «In the city people often live together
without a common goal. And here we have so much
in common! There are so many opportunities to help
each other and reveal one’s talents. The land serves as
a test. It either accepts your union or shows that you
don’t belong to each other. Singles — they are a city phe-
nomenon.»

Are these intelligent, cultivated and educated people
not missing something? Not at alll In order to build a
household and find ecologically clean and interesting
methods to do so, they read a lot of books with inter-
est. For example, deep ploughing degrades the quality
of the soil, which had already been proven by Asvinski in
the 19th century. That is why potatoes are planted into
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straw that has been lying there for one and a half years.
This place encourages thinking. It inspires you to build a
nice shelter, you want to construct benches. «We do not
separate ourselves from the city. We are the same as we
were when we lived there, but we are richer. We some-
times go to the theater all together. Our aim is to create
an infrastructure that will enforce an exchange between
the city and the country», says Andrey. They also plan to
organize a school and to build an amphitheater.

They are very friendly to each other. They openly
share secrets about organizing households, arrange
communal meetings, visit each others’ homes. They
watch movies together on the computer. They enjoy
holidays when they learn songs, invite many friends. On
the last Kupalle (the shortest day of the year) 150 people
gathered in Rosy. But guests also come on normal days,
some of them come from abroad. The eco-villagers or-
ganize social projects. For example, they planted cedar
trees in front of the National Library.

Where do they get their money from? At the mo-
ment many of them still work full-time or part-time in
the city. But they claim that this is only temporary. They
have to be creative about income. Andrey produces
hand-made barrels for sale. Ina, Alena and Ata have
started to produce stylish apparel made of linen, em-
broidered with magic Slavic talismans. Some help peo-
ple with the construction of their own houses, dig wells.
Sasa received a certificate of being an eco-farmer and
sells products from his garden. His family also breeds
french bulldogs.

«Life is a creature that turns its face to those who
act according to their real wishes and act courageously.
Then everything goes welll», said Andrey. We drank tea
in their small house, over our heads dry herbs were
hanging under the ceiling. On the wall was a painting
done by Andrey. In the picture there was a pond, a nice
estate and happy people. «This is an image of our fu-
ture common house», he explains.
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Y benapyckix akanacenilyax KiHyni ragsetpb Tanesisap.
[loyraBanocbl Mmactak AHLp3W, fAKi AWYd i Kaski
BbIAYMASE, Kaxa: «Y Hac écblb CBAaé cnajapoXHikaBae
TanebayaHoHe. Capgaem Ha apani anbbo npocTa nag
Ap3BaM i maf3im Ha 3axaf.» «I 3axap Hikoni He ObiBae
afHONIbKaBbIM», — Aafae Aro Manafas XoHka AHacracis.
fIHbl GyAyoUb 3KanAriyHbll faMbl 3 [iHbl i CANOMbI,
ByyYallla 3apabnaub rpowwsl pamécteami. A kani napctoka
npbigbatoLb, AblK He Ans 3ab60iCTBa, a Kab Ha rapoase
Aanamaray! ApTbIKyn HATXHEHblI racbUfABaHbHEM YV
«Pocax», wTto nag MeHckam, Ha Yckpaiky Haniboukait
nywysl. I § «3BOH-rapbi», WTo napg Biuebckam.

lpamapa3ki pyx CTBAp3HbHA 3Kanaceniwyay pacnadaycs
Yy Pacii i 3aBelja «3bBiHAYbIA Keapbl Pacii». Y benapyci
naky/ib — fiBa naceniwysl, nag Mexckam i nag Biuebckam.
Im kans nayassacaTkaragoy,y pasrapbl 6yaayHiuTea gamoy,
a KPOXKif Managbls Keapbl rocblib MOXa 3b NIErKacbLio
pa3pasiup, He 3ayBaxblywel. Aw4s na ycéit benapyci
dapmyeLua fAsecaub  packifaHbix  3Kanaceniwyay.
JNapzauua cyctpaybl, KaH®3IP3HUbIT 1 npaekTbl Y MeHcKy
Abl iHWbIX rapagox. ..
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