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dred pages or so “will not be inter-
esting to specialists” because they
simply summarize modern scholar-
ship on nationalism. The book’s very
title is misleading because Bulhakau
thinks he is writing about the pre-
history of Belarusian nationalism.

Most of the sins to which the au-
thor confesses are real. I am not sure
how many readers will continue
reading his book after such a pref-
ace, but persistent ones will be re-
warded with Bulhakau’s original,
perhaps intentionally provocative,
ideas in the latter part of the book.

However, the question of genre
needs to be addressed. Published in
Russian in Lithuania, this book by a
trained literary historian is based on
the author’s dissertation, which was
written in Belarusian in Ukraine and
defended at the Institute of Philoso-
phy of the Ukrainian Academy of
Sciences. Bulhakau is also a well-
known Belarusian oppositional in-
tellectual and editor of the journal
ARCHE. The author claims in the
preface that this is a semi-popular
work (nauchno-populiarnoe izdanie,
P. 12), and his decision to translate
the text into Russian seems to indi-
cate his intention to reach out to a
wider readership in Belarus and else-
where. Yet only the first part and the
epilogue fit this definition stylisti-
cally and in terms of level of com-
plexity. Part 2 and the lengthy con-
clusion will be a challenging read for
people without a serious background

in history; Part 3 requires an under-
standing of some basic concepts from
the field of literary analysis. On the
positive side, every type of reader –
historians, literary scholars, and
Russophone Belarusian general
readers – will find something of in-
terest in Bulhakau’s book.

Part 1 is actually a protracted
summary of the state of knowledge
on nations and nationalism in gen-
eral, with special attention to the
Russian and Polish cases in the last
section. Yet the author’s occasional
references to Belarusian nationalism
signal his unorthodox vision, which
is often formulated in a deliberately
striking way. At one point, Bulhakau
promises to show that “the first Be-
larusian nationalist” was in fact the
Russian monarchist and imperial
patriot of Belarusian birth, Mikhail
Koialovich, who is usually seen by
historians as a reactionary figure (P.
41). This already indicates to the
reader Bulhakau’s intention to revise
the traditional history of modern
Belarusian national identity usually
narrated as the story of the gradual
introduction of peasant vernacular
into high literature.

Bulhakau explains his alternate
understanding in Part Two. Early
writers in modern Belarusian, such
as the famous “founder of the new
Belarusian literature,” Vintsent Du-
nin-Martsinkievich, “did not have a
direct effect on Belarusian nation-
building” (P. 124). They wrote some

Serhy YEKELCHYK
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This interesting book begins with
a strikingly humble, even self-dep-
recatory, preface. Already on pages
10-13 Valer Bulhakau provides a
lengthy catalogue of his book’s
shortcomings: unoriginal theory and
methodology, interpretations often
borrowed from more developed
Ukrainian scholarship, insufficient
knowledge of recent Belarusian pub-
lications, sketchy referencing, stylis-
tic and methodological differences
among the three parts of the book,
and conceptual inconsistencies that
occur in the text. To top it all off,
the author states that the first hun-
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