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In the last two years, Belarus has come to occupy a more 
pronounced place in the European psyche than ever before. 
For close observers, the nation has long been understood 
as a crucial testing ground for many of the socio-political 
phenomena that have come to define the post-Soviet region. 
Its moniker as the “last dictatorship in Europe” may serve 
to exoticise a state that has more in common with both its 
immediate neighbours and the wider European community 
than meets the eye. But the dictator in question, long-term 
President Alexander Lukashenko, has now undeniably 
fashioned himself into a major figure on the continent’s 
geopolitical scene. 

In the current moment, of course, Belarus is deeply implicated 
in Russia’s criminal war in Ukraine – as staging ground for 
Russian assaults from the north, and steadfast ally to Putin, 
it is the often-neglected third party in a conflict that looks set 
to define the coming decades. Lukashenko’s commitment 
to Putin’s imperial project must be understood in terms of 
Belarus’s previous moment in the international limelight, 
the mass protests that rocked the country in the wake of 
fraudulent presidential elections in 2020. After jailing popular 
opposition candidate Sergei Tikhanovsky, Lukashenko went 
on to claim 80% of the vote, despite independent observers 
stating that his opponent, Tikhanovsky’s wife Svetlana, had 
in fact won. The mass protests that resulted were the largest 
in the country’s history, and met with brutal repression. 
Lukashenko’s decisive turn towards Russia in the aftermath, 
after years of toying with the idea of greater European 
integration, can be read as his acknowledgement that his 
regime could no longer be kept in place by anything other 
than force. 

Lukashenko’s longevity – he has been president since 1994 – 
is what makes him such a singular figure in European politics. 
It also means that each new outrage that he authors can only 
be understood in the context of a long and complex history 
– which includes the country’s Soviet past and the horrors it 
suffered under Nazi occupation. A film like Gabriel Tejedor’s 
evocative documentary Mayskaya Street offers a vital entry 

point into reckoning with contemporary Belarus. Filmed in 
2015 in the weeks leading up to the last presidential elections 
before the fateful 2020 vote, it offers a cross-section of 
provincial life that reveals the lines of division and solidarity 
that have since been blown wide open. 

Belarus as a whole is a largely ignored and misunderstood 
place; that is doubly true of its rural hinterlands. Tejedor’s 
portrait of village life captures both its charms and its 
degradations in a way that neither romanticises nor mocks 
its inhabitants. Centred around an 18-year-old high school 
graduate named Kostia, although replete with a cast 
of incidental characters that threaten to overwhelm its 
69-minute runtime, the film is quite explicitly posed as an 
inquiry into the state of the nation. Kostia is now old enough 
to vote in the coming elections, and on the verge of moving 
from his family’s homestead to Minsk. His gentle pessimism 
about Belarus’s prospects is balanced out by the staunch pro-
Lukashenko stance of older relatives who see the president as 
sole guarantor of a longed-for Soviet-era stability; and by the 
more pointedly dissident philosophising of a local priest-cum-
artist who harbours no illusions about the direction in which 
the country is headed. Along the way, the rhythms of rural life 
are observed with quiet detachment – fruits are gathered for 
jam, families gather for lunch, church bells ring in the distance. 

Tejedor, who is Swiss, has made a career of this kind of 
foray into the post-Soviet periphery. The Trace (2014) 
explored the legacy of Russia’s Kolyma labour camps, while 
Kombinat (2020) was set in the post-industrial Ural city of 
Magnitogorsk. He has declared himself “fascinated by the 
history of these countries and how people live now, with 
this heritage. After studying sociology at university, it made 
sense to me that I should ask the same questions in my 
documentary film work.” After watching Mayskaya Street 
with the grim benefit of five years’ hindsight, the viewer is 
likely to ask themselves the same questions. Where is Kostia 
now? What would he make of what Belarus has become 
since he came of age? Was he on the frontlines of the failed 
revolution of 2020?
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