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‘The History of the Great Duchy of Lithuania’ takes Belarusians back to their 
own medieval origins, providing an additional contribution to the development of 
QDWLRQDO�VHOI�LGHQWL¿�FDWLRQ��,I� WKH�FXUUHQW�DXWKRULWLHV�KDYH�D�VWDNH�LQ� WKH�QDWLRQ¶V�
Soviet heritage and oppose local historiography, books like ‘The History of the 
GDL’ nurture in Belarusians feelings of historical dignity, making them feel 
connected with their ancestors and their achievements. 

The book argues that the Slavic segment of society dominated in the Grand 
Duchy of Lithuania, although it also shows that the Balts and Slavs coexisted 
SHDFHIXOO\� LQ� RQH� VWDWH��$OLDNVDQGU�.UDǎFHYLþ� DSWO\� GHVFULEHV� WKHLU� JHRSROLWLFDO�
choices and the recipe for success for the Grand Duchy of Lithuania.

%HODUXVLDQ�KLVWRULDQ�$OLDNVDQGU�.UDǎFHYLþ�FRQVLGHUV�WKH�SXEOLFDWLRQ�RI�D�ERRN�
VHULHV�GHGLFDWHG�WR�WKH�KLVWRU\�RI�WKH�*'/�KLV�OLIH¶V�ZRUN��7KH�¿�UVW�ERRN��ZKLFK�
FRYHUV�WKH�¿�UVW�FHQWXU\�RI�RQH�RI�WKH�IRUPLGDEOH�VWDWHV�LQ�WKH�0LGGOH�$JHV��FDPH�
out in print in the summer of 2013. 

$OLDNVDQGU�.UDǎFHYLþ��D�'RFWRU�RI�6FLHQFH��UHPDLQV�RQH�RI�WKH�ZRUOG¶V�PRVW�
famous Belarusian historians. He studied at the Belarusian State University and 
the Academy of Sciences of the USSR, worked at the Academy of Sciences 
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RI� %HODUXV� DQG�ZDV� WKH� ¿�UVW�9LFH� 5HFWRU� RI�+URGQD� 6WDWH�8QLYHUVLW\�� 7RGD\��
.UDǎFHYLþ� LV�NQRZQ�QRW�RQO\�DV�DQ�DFDGHPLF�KLVWRULDQ��EXW�DOVR�DV�RQH�RI� WKH�
FUHDWRUV�RI�WKH�KLVWRULFDO�¿�OP�VHULHV�FDOOHG�µ+LVWRU\�8QGHU�WKH�3RJRQ�)ODJ¶�RQ�
Belsat TV. 

7KH�DXWKRU�GLYLGHV�WKH�¿�UVW�VHFWLRQ�RI�WKH�ERRN�LQWR�WZR�GLVWLQFWLYH�SDUWV��7KH�
¿�UVW�GHSLFWV�WKH�VWDWH¶V�IRUPDWLRQ��WKH�EHJLQQLQJ�RI�KXVEDQGU\��LWV�¿�UVW�FKDOOHQJHV�
from its neighbours, and the strengthening of the GDL. The second part is dedicated 
WR�WKH�UXOLQJ�RI�*UDQG�'XNH�*HGLPLQ��.UDǎFHYLþ�GHVFULEHV�*HGLPLQ¶V�WLPHV��KLV�
numerous successes and rare failures. At the end of the book the author enlists 
sources, gives a rich bibliography, chronology of GDL history and an index. 

He places the GDL dukes at the centre of his narrative writing mostly about 
wars and diplomacy, not culture. According to the author, the new state rose up 
to serve as a security guarantor against the Golden Horde and the Teutonic Order. 
The very beginnings of the GDL lies in the union concluded by regionally the 
largest Slavonic (Belarusian) city of Navahrudak and the powerful Baltic kunnigus 
Mindowg. The East-Slavonic element dominated the newly created duchy, which 
LV�UHÀ�HFWHG�LQ�WKH�%HODUXVLDQ�ODQJXDJH¶V�VWDWXV�LQ�WKH�*'/��

It is notable that the mere study of the history of the GDL divides people who 
now inhabit the lands of the former state.1 Still many scholars, both in Belarus and 
Lithuania consider the GDL either as exclusively a Belarusian or Lithuanian state. 
.UDǎFHYLþ�UHIXWHV�ERWK�FDPSV��FODLPLQJ�WKDW�WKH�SHDFHIXO�FR�H[LVWHQFH�RI�WKH�%DOWLF�
and Slavonic tribes and that, ‘the very genesis of the GDL can be considered a 
manifestation or an episode of  Baltic-Slavonic interaction’.

7KH�DSSHDUDQFH�RI�WKH�¿�UVW�DQG�WKH�ODVW�NLQJ�UHPDLQV�RQH�RI�WKH�PRVW�VLJQL¿�FDQW�
events in the history of the GDL. Approximately in 1253, Mindowg was crowned, 
DQG� WKHQ� WKHUH�EHJDQ�D�SHULRG��ZKLFK�� LQ� WKH�DXWKRU¶V�RSLQLRQ�� µEHFDPH� WKH�¿�UVW�
political manifestation of the GDL’s orientation toward Western European 
civilization’. Later Mindowg returned to heathendom. But religious tolerance 
remained a key value in a state that was shared by Lithuanians and Ruthenians, 
and a place where pagans, Catholics and Orthodox peacefully coexisted.  

The lion’s share of the book is dedicated to Gedimin. There appears to be two 
reasons for the author’s decision to focus so much on Gedimin. First, there are few 
references to the start of the GDL in the existing historical sources. Secondly, it 
was Gedimin’s foreign policy principles of ‘defend in the West, attack in the East’ 
that helped increase the size of the state’s territory threefold in a span of 25 years. 

1 V. Rakutis, rector of the Lithuanian Military Academy, stated in September 2013 that Belarus held 
DQ� LQIRUPDWLRQDO�ZDU� DJDLQVW� /LWKXDQLD� WKURXJK� WKH� IDOVL¿�FDWLRQ� RI� WKH�*'/¶V� KLVWRU\�� 6HH�PRUH� DW�
<http://www.lithuaniatribune.com/52087/belarusians-rewriting-history-do-you-think-youre-the-lithu-
anians-201352087/>  [accessed 23 April]. 
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The Grand Duke was lionised in history as a strong warrior and perfect 
diplomat. He was successful at war, married off his children, found allies, signed 
SHDFH�WUHDWLHV�DQG�ZDV�UHDG\�WR�FKDQJH�KLV�UHOLJLRQ�LI�LW�EHQH¿�WWHG�WKH�VWDWH��*HGLPLQ�
came to power in 1316 when the territory of the state was around 90,000 square 
kilometres. 25 years later he left the state with a territory of nearly 320,000 square 
kilometres. The current Republic of Belarus constitutes a considerable part of this 
territory today.  

In the book, the author balances between popular and scholarly literature. 
$OLDNVDQGU�.UDǎFHYLþ�SURYLGHV�DQ�H[SDQVLYH�ELEOLRJUDSK\��RIWHQ�UHIHUULQJ�WR�RWKHU�
DFDGHPLFV¶�ZRUN��([WUDFWV�IURP�FKURQLFOHV�VLJQL¿�FDQWO\�LPSURYH�WKH�ERRN��6WLOO��
the author is not above including a rather artistic reconstruction of Mindowg’s 
baptism in the book. 

The author considers the history of the GDL in the context of its neighbouring 
states. The book contains much information not only about the GDL, but also about 
neighbouring äHPDLWLMD�DQG�,QÀ�DQW\��WKH�7HFWRQLF�2UGHU�6WDWH�DQG�0D]RZV]H��WKH�
Kingdom of Poland, the Principality of Galicia-Volhynia, the Kyivian Lands, 
the Principality of Moscow, Pskov and the Novgorod Republic. He shows the 
environment of the present day Belarusians’ and Lithuanians’ motherland, as well 
as their place in Europe. 

.UDǎFHYLþ¶V�ERRN�SOD\V�D�JUHDW� UROH�QRW�RQO\� LQ� WKH�GHYHORSPHQW�RI�%HOD�
rusian historiography, but also in civil and political discourse. The history of 
the Great Duchy is still perceived in two ways in Belarus. On the one side, both 
the state and society recognise the GDL as having a historical heritage that is 
distinctly Belarusian. On the other side, civil society and the state institutions 
DUH�QRW� LQYROYHG� LQ�SUHVHUYLQJ� WKLV�KHULWDJH� DW� D� VXI¿�FLHQW� OHYHO��0RVW� VWUHHWV�
in Belarus have received their names not in honour of the Duchy’s heroes, but 
in honour of Soviet-era personalities, some of whom brought much harm to 
Belarus. Moreover, the authorities never call the GDL dukes Belarusian politi-
cians, nor do they mention the role of Magdeburg rights for Belarusian cities in 
the public psyche. 

Although the author claims he would like to make the book easier to read, 
WKHUH�DUH�VWLOO�VHYHUDO�SRLQWV�WR�EH�LPSURYHG��7KH�ERRN�GRHV�QRW�FRQWDLQ�D�VXI¿�FLHQW�
number of maps and pictures which would have made the historical text more 
intelligible. For example, when the author recalls Vicien’s recognition of ‘Pahonia’ 
as a state symbol, it would have been reasonable to show what the ‘Pahonia’ looked 
like at this time, or due to the lack of a preserved ‘Pahonia’ during Vicien’s time, 
ZKDW�WKH�V\PERO�ORRNHG�OLNH�LQ�DQ�HUD�FORVH�WR�WKLV�SHULRG��.UDǎFHYLþ�HVWDEOLVKHV�
his sources quite well throughout the book. His study seems feasible, but the text 
itself could have been less overloaded with facts. 
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Despite the desire of state propagandists to have it otherwise, the history of the 
GDL connects Belarus with a greater heritage. The actions of the current authorities 
on the limitation of history to the Soviet period are guided by an understanding 
WKDW� SHUFHLYLQJ� RQH¶V� KLVWRU\� LQÀ�XHQFHV� WKH� GHYHORSPHQW� RI� D�PRGHUQ� VRFLHW\¶V�
FLYLO�OLIH��7KHUHIRUH��.UDǎFHYLþ¶V�ERRN�PDNHV�D�JUHDW�FRQWULEXWLRQ�E\�VKDULQJ�WKH�
glorious victories of the past, the unique religious tolerance that then existed and 
the examples of the great statesmen of history. ‘The History of the Grand Duchy of 
Lithuania’ has not only cultural and historical value, but also supports Belarusians’ 
strengthen their own national identity. 


