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Introduction: Rethinking Religion in
Modern Russian Culture

Mark D. Steinberg and Heather J. Coleman

S ——

hese essays reflect the dramatic growth of new research and interpretation

on the long neglected history of religious life in late imperial Russia.’ An
elusive object of study, religion is understood here less as the story of institu-
tions or fixed beliefs than as a vital terrain of social imagination and practice
where everyday (and extraordinary) experience, ideas, beliefs, and emotions
come together as people make sense of their lives. As in so much religious expe-
rience and expression, at the center here are stories and images, representa-
tions through which meaning gels (and disintegrates, and is reshaped). No less
important, these cultural stories bridge the gap between the inner self and social
existence. This work views the religious as fully and deeply entangled with
the world. Belief, spirituality, and the sacred are seen not as separate, clearly
bounded spheres—religion as the terrain of “things set apart and forbidden”>—
nor as mere reflections of social and political life but, rather, as powerful and
complex cultural expressions of transcendent meanings, passions, and beliefs
entwined inescapably with the whole of life, in Russia and beyond. Necessarily,
therefore, these sacred stories are also stories about power and resistance, com-
munity and individuality, the public sphere and private life, class and gender,
and, pervading all this, modernity. Indeed, the relationships between religion
and the landscape of the modern—modern forms of political power, modern
social relationships and identities, modern conditions of change and crisis, and
modern ideas—imbue these stories with their particular tone and urgency.

Religion and the Russian Fin de Siecle

Modern Russia, especially in the final decades of the old regime, was awash
in sacred stories. As will be seen in the chapters that follow, the landscape of
rapid industrialization, social transformation, and political revolution in the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was also a landscape of intellec-
tual journeys of spiritual discovery, mass religious pilgrimage, nonconformist
religious movements, battles over freedom of conscience, literary and artistic
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mysticism, and the emergence of a vital new tradition of religious philosophy.
In the pages of the increasingly free and widely circulating press, Russians
told one another of religious healing, of lives transformed by the words of
charismatic preachers like the priest Father Ioann of Kronstadt or the dis-
sident lay preacher “Brother” Ivan Koloskov, or of conversion to new creeds.
Writers, poets, artists, and philosophers increasingly described the world in
mythic and mystical terms, exalted spiritual imagination and elemental feeling,
spoke of the divinity of all things or of mystical “correspondences,” resituated
ethics on the ground of religion, turned away from both church dogma and
scientific materialism and determinism toward a new spiritual faith, and often
described apocalyptic visions of a coming catastrophe out of which, perhaps,
great redemption would come. The imperial Russian state and its church also
entered the fray, telling stories of a national religious mission and of an eternal
spiritual bond between ruler and ruled. Sacred stories were to be found in
unexpected places, too—in the pages of the secularist Yiddish press, in the work
of avant-garde, even “Futurist,” artists like Kazimir Malevich, in the verse of self-
consciously proletarian poets, and even among revolutionaries articulating their
own sacredly inflected story of imminent revolutionary change. Modernization
and the modern were entwined through all these stories. Modern life unsettled
social, political, and intellectual hierarchies and knowledges. Quite tangibly
urbanization, modern rail transport, and the rapid expansion of popular literacy
and the press worked together with other new social and economic realities to
cause many people to experience their faith in novel ways and to send others in
search of new, more appropriate forms of spirituality and transcendent mean-
ing for a modern age. Just as the encounter with modernity made people more
self-conscious as individuals, it also heightened self-awareness about religious
belief, the presumed boundaries of the sacred and the secular, and the place of
religion in their country and the world.

Orthodoxy, the established religion of the empire, found itself in a para-
doxical position. Russia’s last two tsars, Alexander III (reigned 1881-1894) and
Nicholas II (reigned 1894-1917) championed an “Orthodox” conception of the
monarchy and the empire. Both personally devout, father and son sought to
“resacralize” the monarchy by revitalizing the role of Orthodoxy in imperial
ceremony and by sponsoring festive commemorations of great religious events
in the nation’s past and the canonization of new Russian saints. Religion also
played an enhanced role in state social and educational policy, as Konstantin
Pobedonostsev, influential adviser to the tsars and lay director of the Holy
Synod, aimed to “convert the Russian people and Russian society to a native,
religious form of social thought and action” through the wide dissemination of
religious reading matter, by sponsoring a network of parish primary schools,
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and by encouraging the opening of new monasteries, convents, and charitable
institutions.? Religion was politicized also in the form of anti-Semitic policies,
restrictions on the non-Orthodox faiths of the many national minorities of the
empire, and a renewed attempt to combat the public expression of religious
dissent by Old Believers and sectarians. Indeed, it remained illegal to leave
the Orthodox Church until 1905.Yet, despite this government sponsorship, the
Orthodox Church faced a pastoral and identity crisis at the turn of the twentieth
century, as churchmen wrung their hands at the godless condition of educated
society and the ignorance of the masses, and chafed under the harness of state
obligations.* When the state tacitly acknowledged the increasing pluralism of
Russian society by decreeing religious tolerance during the Revolution of 1905,
the state church was forced to confront its own relativization.>

In these years large numbers among the educated urban elites, typically
the most imbued with modern secular ways of knowing and seeing, sought
spiritual meaning. Many returned to the church and sought to revitalize their
faith. But even more evident were nonconformist paths of spiritual searching,
sometimes termed “God-seeking” (bogoiskatel’stvo). Writers, artists, and intel-
lectuals in large numbers were drawn to private prayer, mysticism, spiritualism,
theosophy, Nietzschean philosophy, Eastern religions, and other idealizations
of imagination, feeling, and mystical connections between all things. A fascina-
tion with elemental feeling, with the unconscious and the mythic, proliferated
along with visions of coming catastrophe and redemption. Aptly “Golgotha”
represented, in the works of many writers and artists, the essential spirit of the
time: a metaphor of suffering and death containing the transcendent promise of
salvation. The visible forms of God-seeking were extensive, from relatively for-
mal organizations such as the Religious-Philosophical Society of St. Petersburg
or the Russian Theosophical Society to informal circles and salons, séances,
and gatherings in private apartments for prayer and even liturgies. In 1909,
in a sensation-creating volume of essays under the title Vekhi (Landmarks or
Signposts), a group of leading left-wing intellectuals, mostly former Marxists,
repudiated the materialism and atheism that had dominated the thought of the
intelligentsia for generations as leading inevitably to failure and moral disaster.
The only path to Russia’s regeneration, they argued, was through the sacred
principle of the absolute autonomy and value of the individual, including in
his or her inward life, through spiritual and moral awakening to sacred truths.
No less, they joined many intellectuals in rejecting universalizing historical
narratives (specifically, Marxist Messianism) in favor of what Petr Struve, one
of the contributors to the volume, called a faith that was ultimately “diffident,
intimate, undemonstratable.”® At the same time some Marxists elaborated
a re-enchanted Marxism. Feeling the cold rationalism, materialism, and
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determinism of traditional Marxism inadequate to inspire a revolutionary mass
movement, they insisted on the need to appeal to the subconscious and the
emotional to create a new faith that placed humanity where God had been but
retained a religious spirit of passion, moral certainty, and the promise of salva-
tion.” In a similar spirit, some individual clergy worked to revitalize Orthodox
faith, most famously Father Ioann of Kronstadt, who, until his death in 1908,
emphasized Christian living and sought to restore fervency and the presence
of the miraculous in liturgical celebration.?

Among the lower classes a similarly renewed vigor and variety in reli-
gious life and spirituality flourished in the early years of the twentieth century,
and intensified still further after the upheavals of 1905. In the countryside we
see widespread popular interest in spiritual-ethical literature; nonconformist
moral-spiritual movements; an upsurge in pilgrimage and other devotions to
sacred spaces and objects (especially icons); persistent belief in the presence
and power of the supernatural (apparitions, possession, walking-dead, demons,
spirits, miracles, and magic); renewed vitality of local “ecclesial communities”
actively shaping their own ritual and spiritual lives, sometimes without clergy,
and defining their own sacred places and forms of piety; and the proliferation
of what the Orthodox establishment branded as “sectarianism,” including both
non-Orthodox Christian denominations, notably Baptists, and various forms of
deviant popular Orthodoxy and mysticism.? Among the urban poor, the often-
described decline in Orthodox belief and practice may be partly questioned by
evidence of high rates of communion and confession.”” Even more noticeable,
traditional religious patterns were challenged in the city not only by secular
values but also by competing forms of religious faith and enthusiasm. We see
much the same dissatisfaction as among the more educated with an established
church that often did not seem to satisfy spiritual, psychological, or moral
needs. This popular urban religious revival, often nonconformist and function-
ing outside the established church, included gatherings in taverns to talk about
religion; followers of individual mystics and healers; adulation of Lev Tolstoy
along with a growing Tolstoyan movement; the charismatic movement known
as the “Brethren” (brattsy), which attracted thousands of workers to an ideal of
moral living, the promise of salvation in this life, and impassioned preaching;
and growing congregations of religious dissenters, frequently branded by the
Orthodox Church hierarchy as “sectarian.”*

Russia at the fin de siecle, as elsewhere in the modernizing world, experi-
enced a remarkable upheaval of religious invention, creativity, and conflict, of
intense competition about the sacred and its place in private lives and public
culture. Religious ideas and experiences and conceptions of the sacred were
intimately intertwined with emerging definitions of the self, the negotiation of
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the public sphere, the elaboration of national identity, and the articulation of
new ideologies. The Symbolist poet Alexander Blok spoke of this age as witness-
ing a volcanic upheaval of the “elemental” through the “crusted lava” of modern
civilization.” Yet, until recently, religion and spirituality have not been treated
as central to our understanding of this age of crisis and change, but have been
pushed to the margins of analysis, dismissed as the whimpers of a dying tradi-
tion against secularizing progress, sidelined in favor of what were perceived as
more “real” social, economic, and political forces in Russian society. This vol-
ume exemplifies the scholarly work that has been bringing this neglect to an
end. This new work, however, has sought not only to fill gaps in our knowledge
and understanding of the Russian past.The goal has also been to explore, along
with scholars of other places and times, critical theoretical questions about the
nature of religion and the sacred and their role in modern times.

Religion and Culture

What does it mean to study religion and the sacred? In this collection the
discourses, practices, and boundaries of religion vary considerably, ranging
from narratives of pilgrimage, confession, and miraculous healing to religious
writing about secular concerns, the language of sacred community, ethical phi-
losophy, and, finally, visual and symbolic expressions of the sacred. If there is
something essential amid this diversity, clearly it is not simply the church, which
once stood at the center of religious studies but here is only one of many impor-
tant locations of religious practice and discourse. The effort to name and fix the
category of “religion” is characteristically modern. The common definition of
“religion” as a clearly bordered set of beliefs, practices, and communal institu-
tions, as a “system” of symbols and emotions that formulate some coherent con-
ception of the “order of existence,” has been usefully criticized in recent work
as too limiting and, specifically, as a modern, and Western, definition imposed
on other times and places, on other meanings and practices.”> And like so much
of the modern project to make the human world “legible,” to order it by means
of controlling knowledge, this effort to fix and bound the definition of religion
tends to falter in the face of ubiquitous unpredictability and ambiguity.™ A
historical approach, however, partly addresses these uncertainties. “Religion”
and the related but not synonymous categories of “belief,” “spirituality,” and
“sacred” are not self-evident in meanings or boundaries. The same can be said
of “secular” and “profane,” which might appear to be antonyms of the sacred but
are not, as several of the authors in this volume argue. In late imperial Russia,
as elsewhere, these words carried the weight of well-established meanings, but
they were also built and continually remade in the practices of people living in
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the variety and flux of place and time—in social and political relationships and
in efforts to make the world comprehensible, meaningful, atleast bearable, and
possibly even filled with joy and hope.The varied stories in this collection meet
in a common recognition of the persistent power of the religious in modern
times to construct and voice meaning, but also of the persistent multiplicity and
multivocality (raznorechivost’) of the religious. These categories remain elusive,
but, as living practices they are of compelling value as evidence of historical
experience and agency.

The question of how to define religion is not new. The field of religious
studies itself was born a century ago amid new questions about the definition of
“religion,” about the relationship between religion, the sacred, and spirituality,
and between subjectivities and material experience. As the founders of mod-
ern theories of religion confronted the variety of human religious experience
around the globe, as well as a decline in the institutional power of traditional
churches in the lives of many Europeans, some proposed a broad notion of
the “sacred” as a means of defining that which is essentially religious. Emile
Durkheim famously asserted that religions share not a belief in the super-
natural but a division of the world into sacred and profane spheres. The sacred
becomes religion only when systematized by beliefs and practices that unite
believers into a community. This distinction between a theologically and insti-
tutionally defined religion and the more general mysterious, transcendent,
awe-inducing, symbolic, and powerful qualities of the sacred was an important
early insight pointing to the necessity of studying both organized religion and
a wider sphere of spiritual experience and sacred meaning.*

Until the mid-1950s, however, religious history remained primarily the
history of institutional churches and formal theology. When the history of the
Church was the main subject, of course, problems of definition were necessarily
less acute. But newer scholarship, influenced by social and cultural history, has
had to face these questions directly as it turned to view religion as something
experienced and shaped in social practice, as a product of a complex dialogue
between institutions, inherited ideas, and individual human agency.* Indeed,
one of the core insights in the scholarly literature over the last couple of decades
on the history of religion in modern Europe is that the phrase “to be religious”
has had quite different meanings attached to it according to place, local culture,
education, class, and gender. Thus, it is argued, the history of religious beliefs
and practices is one of appropriation, adaptation, variety, and even the unex-
pected. Religious feeling and devotion in modern Europe has been seen to be
remarkably persistent—whether linked to organized communities of believers
or more loosely associated with a spirit of the mysterious, transcendent, and
awe-inspiring—but also complexly varied, shaped around historical memory,
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identity, and sentiment, as well as around the flux of social and political rela-
tions and conflicts.”?

Thomas Kselman has proposed “belief” as a more flexible category with
which to conceptualize the subject of religious history. Unlike traditional church
history and, ironically, the studies of “popular religion” that challenged it—for
both tend to accept the misleading dichotomy between official religion and the
beliefs of the laity—“belief can be used to cover the relatively unsystematic
formulations of laymen without rigidly distinguishing these from the com-
mitments of the clergy.” As many of the essays in this volume demonstrate,
the laity were neither blind (nor true) followers of the established faith, nor
autonomous (nor false) practitioners of a distinctive popular faith covered by
a veneer of formal religion; rather, they were active participants in the making
of “belief” As Kselman argues, “belief restores the element of agency to the
historical subject, who combines, amends, and rejects elements drawn from the
religious environment.””® But even “belief” may be too limiting, for it suggests
confidence and faith—what Clifford Geertz called the “aura of factuality.”*
Mikhail Bakhtin contrasted “faith,” the codification and fixing of a belief system,
with a more elusive “feeling for faith” (chuvstvo very). Such a feeling might be, as
it was for Bakhtin, imbued with metaphors like the Incarnation and the Passion,
yet remain, as Caryl Emerson has described it, “restless, engaged, at risk, con-
scious of being on the boundary with another and different substance.”>> More
recently Jacques Derrida has distinguished the “experience of belief,” marked
by confidence and trust, from “the religious,” which he describes as “vaguely
associated with the experience of the sacredness of the divine, of the holy, of
the saved or the unscathed [heilig],” but also of “hesitation” before the vain
“temptation of knowing.”*

The emphasis on “experience” and “feeling” in these efforts at definition is
essential, whether it is an experience of “faith” and “belief” or a more “vaguely
associated” experience of the sacred, the holy, and the transcendent. Religion
functions, it has often been argued, to give order and comprehensibility to
the experience of life in the world—especially to the chaos, evil, and suffering
of everyday life—and, perhaps, of the beyond. Belief in the miraculous can
express a sense of more profound reality, one that can give meaning to even the
uncanny and the ambiguous, and, of course, to evil and suffering. At the very
least, religion has been a ground for ethics, for the knowledge of right action
in relation to essential and transcendental truth.>* But religion, spirituality, and
the sacred also serve to express feelings about the world as a place of mystery
and awesome power, to give form to imagination, to voice nostalgia for lost
perfection, and to articulate potent feelings of awe and the sublime.* This is
the more difficult terrain in the interpretation of religion. The literature on the
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history of religion and spirituality has elaborated its social functions better than
it has described and theorized its subjective power. Indeed, scholars have even
spoken of the “principled difficulty in contemporary cultural studies” of seri-
ously addressing belief and faith.* Yet clearly religion provides both emotional
and interpretive knowledge, evoking transcendent moods and offering social
and ethical meaning.

The cultural stories people tell one another are at the center of how these
varieties of religious form and function are understood. In viewing religious
life in late imperial Russia through the prism of culture (as complexes of sym-
bols, ideas, and practices that people use to make sense of, and shape, their
world), scholars have treated religious cultures “as not merely inherited or
imposed” but “also made and remade by the people who live them.” Religion,
in other words, is processual and performative, and is constructed of diverse
and contested meanings.» Language and narrative are often at the heart of
these cultural practices. In this volume we see sacred words believed to heal
the body and the self, and words assumed to have the power to transform the
world. We see sacred stories intertwined with stories of community and nation.
And, of course, we see that narratives of the sacred, even when as scripted and
formulaic as prayer or confession, or as inherited as the story of the Passion,
remain subject to elaborations, appropriations, even counter-narratives. People
continually construct, as Nadieszda Kizenko comments in her essay, “their
own versions of the sacred.” But they also believe deeply, as almost all these
authors demonstrate, in the sacred“power of the word.”

These words and stories reflect social realities but also transform them by
changing the way people perceive and act. This is not a simple matter of how
social experience shapes or is shaped by religious language, or how religious
belief shapes or is shaped by the meanings of words. Rather, this is a subtle story
of inseparability, in the construction of meaning, of the social and the sacred,
of the word and its practices. What is required here is to uncover the “social
imaginary” of religious expression and practice: the complex linkages between
material experience, the language of representation, emotional experience,
and belief.*® Implicit is the reminder not to lose sight of the agency of historical
actors, even amid the many social and cultural constraints in which people live
and think about life.”

These differences of religious definition, function, and practice, and their
interrelations, are explored in the stories presented here. These chapters con-
cern institutionalized practices and unquestioning belief in the miraculous and
the presence of God, but also more elusive forms of spiritual experience and
expression. They explore the existential and moral ordering of the world but also
expressions of spiritual feeling and uses of religious language and argument
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that were distinctly restless and hesitant. Above all, they examine powerful
words and stories—as expressions of tangible and elusive experience, of the
social and the subjective, of meaning and feeling, and of belief, uncertainty,
and desire.

Entangled with the World

Religion, spirituality, and the sacred are understood here as fully inhabit-
ing social and political life. This should not be confused with functionalist ap-
proaches to religion, which seek to expose the “underlying social structures or
unnoticed psychological distresses” that are said to “form the real root of reli-
gious behavior.”8 Even Emile Durkheim, who was instrumental in developing
an interpretive model for religion as the social product of people acting as com-
munities to constitute themselves in the world, understood that the religious
was no mere “reflection” of the social but remained a social phenomenon in
its own right, engaged in continual interaction with worldly life. This dialogue
with the world is a central theme in these chapters.

Modernity stands at the center of these dialogues. The essays in the vol-
ume speak often of the modern and describe modernity as being “embraced,”
“accommodated,” and “adapted,” but also “confronted” and “opposed,” through
religion and spirituality. Most concretely, we see Russians using modern means
of communication to tell their stories, even to experience the sacred: news-
papers, journals, magazines, pamphlets, advertising, printed and mass circu-
lated religious images, the railroad, even a “modern consumer industry of holy
objects.” We also see the sacred as a constituting factor of the emerging modern
public sphere, that critical space of civic involvement between the private life
of the individual and the institutional power of the state. As Russians sought
to find a place for individuals and individual expression, and for alternative
forms of community, in Russia’s increasingly vibrant if still fragile civic life,
religion and the sacred were rarely distant. Finally, modern ideas pervade these
sacred stories: these chapters speak of complex interrelations between religious
vocabularies and “secular rationalism,” worldly notions of justice and morality,
modern ideas of the self, and still more radical forms of philosophical human-
ism and individualism.

Conventionally the discourse of modernity tells a tale of inexorable secular-
ization. The rationalization and disenchantment of the world through rational
knowledge and organization, the displacement of religion from the center to
the margins of public life, the privatization of religion—all these processes are
considered to be the hallmarks of modern life. There can be no denying that in
Russia, as in western Europe and North America, the processes of economic,
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social, and political modernization in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries
destabilized traditional institutional and theological hierarchies and paved the
way for the emergence of competing new individual identities. Yet, for all that this
story of secularizing modernity explains, it also masks a great deal. As Derrida
recently warned, if we continue to imagine a world where reason and religion,
science and religion, and modernity and religion are inevitably opposed to each
other, we risk being unable to see, let alone explain, the “return of the religious”
in our own age.* In recent years historians, sociologists, and anthropologists of
religion have reexamined and challenged these venerable binary oppositions
in response to widespread evidence of the continued vitality of religion and the
sacred in modern life. Without entirely rejecting the notion of secularization,
they have suggested that it is only one element of a more complex story of reli-
gious change in the modern age. They have emphasized, in particular, that the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the period traditionally seen as
marking the victory of rationalist modernity, was, in fact, one of terrific religious
mobilization, resulting in part from intense religious conflict and invention.*
Modernization itself created an unprecedented self-consciousness about reli-
gious faith and practice. It shook up assumptions about the relationship between
religion and nation, about the individual conscience, and about the very nature
of religion itself.* Some philosophers and cultural critics have suggestively
pointed to an even more imbricated and paradoxical relationship: “seculariza-
tion” as the “hostile foundation of religion but also its driving force”; “religious
belief” as “modernity’s estranged self.”>* It is useful, in this regard, to keep in
mind that “modernity” itself is not simply a story of rationalistic and scientific
modernization: the cult of reason, the doctrine of progress, confidence in science
and technology, the secular concern with time. It is also, as much recent histori-
cal scholarship has shown, a story of dynamic displacement, rupture, and flux.
But perhaps the most essential sense of modernity may be found in the volatile
dialogue between its two mutually dependent selves: inherently critical, rest-
less, and insatiable but also endlessly seeking to overcome, even deny, this self
through the disenchanting artifice of reason, legibility, and homogeneity.»

On this ambiguous and conflicted terrain, religion often found itself, in
modern Russia as in other modernizing nations and empires, less and less cen-
tral to the social organization of public life and even to everyday social practice,
but persistently, even increasingly, important to experiencing, interpreting, and
constructing the modern. As these chapters reveal, people still sought to experi-
ence the transcendent and the divine, although their reasons and definitions
were changing. No less, they brought religious beliefs, narratives, images, and
emotions into a critical dialogue with the modern everyday: with urban and
industrial life, with illness and death, with the greater mobility of individuals
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in search of work and opportunity, with the disruption of family life and new
roles for women, with the growth of a vibrant and often disorienting public
sphere, with increasing social and cultural difference, with new ideas about
the world and the self, and with revolution. The national cults of various saints,
Christine Worobec shows, were modern phenomena, made possible by mod-
ern transport, mass media, and orchestration by the state church, and healing
visions and experiences were shaped by expectations and narrative patterns
made available by the widespread circulation of miracle tales to an increasingly
literate public; at the same time miraculous cures were made subject to the
verifications of modern medicine and rational investigations. The transforma-
tion of the Solovetskii Monastery during the nineteenth century from cloister
to mass pilgrimage destination, examined here by Roy Robson, was aided by
modern transport and media, although some participants were troubled by the
commercialization and mass character of modern pilgrimage. Authors of letters
of confession to Father Ioann of Kronstadt, as Nadieszda Kizenko demonstrates
in her essay, shaped the ages-old narrative script of confession to fit their own
purposes, and to reflect the conditions and values of the world in which they
lived. For many educated female penitents, for instance, it was quite natural to
seamlessly combine traditional religious language with the modern language
of psychological self-analysis. Facing the intensifying modern life around them,
Russians spoke often, as we see in these chapters, of “new times” and “new
desires,” and the worldly and the sacred were inseparably intermingled in how
they experienced and constructed both time and desire.

A critical terrain on which these dialogues were played out in imperial
Russia was the public sphere, which was dramatically emerging as an arena
where individuals and groups could articulate the values that form the basis
of a modern civil society, such as the inviolability of the individual conscience
and freedom of speech and assembly; construct new identities; and mold pub-
lic opinion.>* Scholars have generally expected the values of this public sphere
to be secular; indeed, for many, a public sphere infused with religious values
would not be modern. Yet many essays in this volume suggest that contests
over religious values and their public expression brought new voices into the
Russian public sphere and played a central role in promoting individualistic
and pluralistic values and secular legal principles. Paul Werth demonstrates
that religious affiliation was an important arena where the state and its subjects
communicated over the question of individual rights, where different stories
about the meaning of freedom of conscience competed, and where notions of
citizenship and of the relationship of the individual to the group and of the
group to the state were rethought. Similarly Heather Coleman reveals how, by
telling stories about religious violence in the countryside, villagers and various
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elites debated pressing questions of freedom of conscience, constitutional order,
representative politics, and national identity, and convinced many government
bureaucrats that, if only in the interest of preserving order, some sort of legal
acceptance of religious pluralism was necessary. And Nicholas Breyfogle shows
how members of the Molokan sect, in seeking to establish prayer houses, cre-
ated the kinds of associations commonly considered to be the building blocks
of a public sphere and implicitly promoted notions of religious pluralism.Thus
conflict over religious values and the desire to freely express religious beliefs,
as well as the formation of organizations based on shared religious objectives,
all played a fundamental role in pushing open the boundaries of public debate
in late imperial Russia and offering new models of citizenship that would not
favor one religious affiliation over another. In this respect, Russia resembled
other countries, such as Great Britain, where the pressure of religious dissidents
for more religious rights played a crucial role in the early evolution of the public
sphere and the legal acceptance of civic pluralism.” Religious pluralism is the
distinguishing feature of a secularizing society and a modern public sphere, not
the absence of religious organizations and spiritual values.>

The construction and defense of community was often central to these
stories of religion in the public sphere. The creation of a “moral community,”
Durkheim argued in his 1912 study of “religious life,” was crucial to the functions
of religious belief and practice;” of course, the notion of moral community was
also partly what the nineteenth-century Slavophiles had in mind in speaking of
sobornost’ (conciliarity, a community of values and faith) as the basis for a regen-
erated and reintegrated social and spiritual order in Russia. We continually see
religion entwined with stories of defining, building, and defending but also
with negotiating the created boundaries of communities. We see this most vig-
orously in Coleman’s stories of religious violence and Werth’s account of state
policing of confessional boundaries. Very often, difficult questions of identity
were central to these stories—matters of experience and self-identification no
less complex and multiple than religion itself. In the minds of many, Orthodoxy
and tserkovnost’ (“churchness,” i.e., belonging to the ecclesial community of the
Russian Orthodox Church) were essential to the definition of Russian national-
ity. Rituals and discourses around a revered icon, Vera Shevzov shows, helped
bind together both local communities and a national community as sharingin a
defining sacred history and its remembrance. Likewise, many religious minority
groups defined themselves as communities of difference (or by the difference
others saw in them). For the Molokans, for example, the new desire to pray
together in their own buildings, despite a long history of Molokan critique of
the physical church, reflected a growing inclination to make themselves into a
tangible civic as well as spiritual community.



Introduction 13

As these discussions of community, difference, and tolerance suggest, fun-
damental questions of power, and resistance, are often crucial to these stories of
religion and the world. William Wagner describes the efforts of Orthodox writ-
ers to extol in sacred terms the virtues of women’s obedience and submissive-
ness but also their arguments about the essential spiritual equality of men and
women, both equally capable of living a life of faith and piety. Gregory Freeze
finds in debates about divorce a struggle—and a losing one for those defending
traditional authority—not only over the power of the church to regulate civiclife
but also over the moral authority of patriarchy as a cultural and social system. The
declaration of freedom of conscience, Werth shows, provoked a wave of requests
to change confessional affiliations that threatened to destabilize the special and
privileged relationship of the Orthodox Church to the Russian state, and raised
difficult questions about the religious construction of national identity and the
boundaries of “Russian” and “alien” within the empire. Related questions about
the role of the state in enforcing adherence to Orthodoxy as a definition of com-
munity and nation, and fear that the growth of non-Orthodox Christian confes-
sions was a cause of social disorder, are basic to Coleman’s chapter, as is a more
localized and bloody contest over power and order, both partly rooted in a deep
fear of difference as the source of disorder. Clearly religion functioned here as
“an eminently political thing,” to paraphrase Durkheim, as communities (empire,
nation, church, confessions, village) constituted themselves in the world.

Class and gender—critical categories of public experience, identity, com-
munity, difference, and power—were entwined with how the sacred was under-
stood and used. The essays in this volume join the ongoing reassessment of the
relationships between class, “popular culture,” and religion. Works on popular
religion have tended to focus on the distinctive ways that ordinary people fash-
ioned religious practices to suit local circumstances, customs, and mentalities.
This approach emphasized the agency of the laity in accepting, rejecting, or
reformulating the teachings of religious institutions. But just as historians of
popular culture have, in recent years, criticized models that too strictly separated
popular from “high” culture and overemphasized elements of resistance over
those that were shared across class lines, historians of religion have increas-
ingly questioned the overly simple contrasts between high and low, clerical
and lay, rational and emotional, and spontaneous and conscious religiosity that
were usually implied in the concept of “popular religion.”® Thus Kizenko and
Worobec, for example, highlight how religiosity was at once experienced dif-
ferently and shared across class lines. Both argue that laypeople from across
the social spectrum took seriously the teachings of the clergy and engaged with
them in introspective, active ways. Religious piety was not just the characteristic
of presumably ignorant, premodern peasant mentalities and practices but was
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also meaningful to educated, urban Russians. Still, the awareness and enact-
ment of class difference—of different experience and its understanding—is
inescapable. Gregory Freeze sees a growing chasm between official and popular
Orthodoxy in attitudes toward marriage and the family. When Russians went on
pilgrimage, Worobec and Robson show, the “better public” (literally the chistaia
publika, or “clean public”) kept themselves away from the diseased, dirty, and
pustulous bodies of the poor. Indeed, practices of class discrimination at reli-
gious sites and during religious ceremonies repeatedly reminded lower-class
Russians that in the community of Orthodox believers, where all should have
faced God as equals in both sin and dignity, as in the idealized worldly com-
munity of the nation, some were more equal than others. At the same time, the
poor themselves, drawing on religious notions of pollution and sin, could feel
their own debasement as a class, as Kizenko and Mark Steinberg find in lower-
class confessions and poetry, although these could variously be expressions
of self-deprecating guilt, a desire to escape, or defiant anger. Clearly “popular
religion”is best understood neither as passive accommodation or internalization
of prescribed beliefs nor as a defiantly separate and autonomous plebeian cul-
ture but as a dialogic cultural practice that can simultaneously embrace, resist,
appropriate, and rearrange forms and meanings.

Gender, too, was part of these dialogues between the sacred and worldly
experience and identity. Scholars have long debated the “feminization of reli-
gion” in modern Europe, visible, for example, in the greater relative persistence
and even rise of female observance and piety, and of a supposedly “feminine”
tendency toward spiritual sentimentalism and irrationality.® In this volume
Worobec and Kizenko explore more subtle workings of gender in narratives
of the sacred.* In stories of healing miracles, Worobec finds men and women
(and different classes) equally attracted to saints’ cults but sees subtle gen-
dered differences in individuals’ troubles and desires, and in definitions of
disease (including possession) and miraculous healing. Similarly Kizenko ques-
tions simplistic claims that confession was a “religious genre more congenial
to women” but also observes important differences in men’s and women’s
confessional voices. Wagner and Freeze explore discourses of gender in which
male and female become matters of both sacred values and secular relation-
ships—including the contemporary belief that women were more pious and
thus represented a moral force beneficial to the family and, by extension, to the
whole social and political order. Religious attitudes about women (including
among women themselves) were shaped by the interplay of church teachings,
secular ideas, changing economic and social conditions for women, and lay and
religious activism by women themselves. Arguments were constructed, in ways
not easy to disentangle, of both profane and sacred materials.
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The religious was entwined with the construction not only of communi-
ties and collective identities but also of the self—with individual experience,
personal self-knowledge, and self-assertion. The self and its social and moral
meanings preoccupied many Russians in the final decades of the old order.+
The characteristically modern, Western idea of interior and autonomous per-
sonhood, reflexively aware, actively self-fashioning, and endowed by nature
with a universal humanity and dignity, became a powerful presence in modern
Russia. This modern “effort to map inner space,” and to draw political and social
lessons from these discoveries, was closely linked with religion and the sacred.
At the very least, the widespread notion of the intrinsic value of personhood
(lichnost’) was viewed as immanent in the making of humanity in the “image
and likeness” of God. The sacred narrative of the self was also connected to
notions of the mystery of being, the transcending “unknowability” of God and
hence of the individual human person, creating a pervasive “otherness” within
all creation that results in an encompassing sacredness. The self-consciousness
so central to modernity helped to constitute a heightened self-awareness about
belief and faith that was one of the defining features of modern religiosity.+

Notions of self-knowledge, personal dignity and will, and self-realization
pervade the stories of the religious and the sacred explored here. Equally we see
the central importance of inward feeling and faith, the critical but interpretively
difficult terrain of feelings, emotions, and subjectivities.#* Liberal Orthodox
theologians, for example, as Wagner describes, increasingly spoke of the per-
sonal autonomy of women and even emerging “notions of self,” constructions
that in turn emphasized, as Christian values, personal moral and spiritual
development, individual self-realization, and the inherent “human dignity”
of women. Women themselves, Freeze shows, sometimes challenged official
notions of the marital sacrament to defend their own personal dignity and rights
as grounded in values of personal self-esteem and of love and affect in mar-
riage. As Werth demonstrates, the 1905 decree promising freedom of religious
“conscience” was viewed by many, including in the government, as recognition
that faith was a “personal affair,” a matter of “individual” belief not of external
structures of law or even birth (although this view was vehemently rejected by
many others in power). Religious dissenters, of course, like the Baptists dis-
cussed by Coleman, often assumed faith to be a matter of personal choice and
inward conversion (although this is precisely what so offended many Orthodox
communities that they were provoked to violence). But the Orthodox, too, prac-
ticed an often personal and inward faith. Miraculous healing, Worobec shows,
often involved individual promises made to saints and personal tokens of affec-
tion, as well as individual cure. Pilgrimage, both Robson and Worobec describe,
involved individual decisions to leave a community, even to act against the will
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of relatives, in the pursuit of healing (or as a mark of individual gratitude for
healing) or of other uplifting experiences, including the personal pleasures of
travel and unusual encounters. Confession, as Kizenko discusses, was a char-
acteristic practice of intimacy and revelation—of the self but always in relation
to God and others—that often involved “eclectic and personal” interpretations
of religious formulas to express personal concerns and needs. And Shevzov’s
chapter shows how, even when dealing with such a strongly communal narra-
tive as that of the Kazan icon, Orthodox pastors often chose to preach to the
individual about the internal processes of human spiritual development. At
the center of the impassioned language of worker-poets, and of the meanings
with which they infused images like martyrdom and crucifixion, Steinberg
describes, was the self: feelings of “dignity” continually “wounded,” and feelings
of an “interior distance” from others and even from the present time and place,
led to individual “wandering” in search of “truth,” healing, and salvation. Like
these worker-poets, the new Jewish “heroes” in the stories of the Russian-Jewish
ethnographer and writer S. An-sky, as Gabriella Safran describes, believe in the
ideal—indeed are made by it—of an elevated self and community empowered
by the sacred force of feeling, speech, and word. Similarly, religious think-
ers of the Silver Age like Dmitry Merezhkovsky, Viacheslav Ivanov, and Pavel
Florensky (discussed by Bernice Rosenthal and Paul Valliere) and mystical-ori-
ented artists like Kazimir Malevich (examined by Alexei Kurbanovsky) explored
the deification of the human person, above all through the power of feeling, of
inward passion, even ecstasy. At the heart of so many of these sacred narratives
we see the “inner space” of the self, although inescapably entwined with other
spaces and other selves.

The essays in this volume repeatedly draw our attention to the ambiguity of
the boundaries between the sacred and the profane, the religious and the secu-
lar, the spiritual and the physical. The perceived boundary between sacred and
secular was especially unstable in these years. Sarah Stein observes, through
close attention to narrative, the fuzziness of the divide between what have tra-
ditionally been treated as the very separate worlds of “observant” and “secular”
Jews in late imperial Russia. Stein shows that the secularizing agenda of the
editors of the first Yiddish daily newspaper published in Russia, Der fraynd, was
constantly undermined by the sacred stories that were the experience of their
readers. This tension, she argues, reflected a pervasive uncertainty: for Russian
Jews in this period, the boundaries between “religious” and “secular” Jews were
profoundly unclear—indeed, they were being invented by advocates of a secular
Yiddish culture such as the editors of Der fraynd. Likewise, Rosenthal medi-
tates on the irony that, owing to the affinities between Nietzschean ideas and
Orthodox thought, Friedrich Nietzsche, that herald of the death of God, played
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a central role in inspiring and reshaping the thought of writers and thinkers
dedicated to a revitalization of Orthodoxy in the modern age.

The boundaries of sacred and secular were continually violated in the
quest, widespread in early-twentieth-century Russia, for a modern mysticism.
Safran identifies a search for such a mysticism, for a spiritual energy divested
of formal religious content, in An-sky’s retelling of the Hasidic legend of a rebbe
who puts God on trial. We see much the same search in the work of the artist
Malevich, in the poetry of workers, and in the thinking of many leading philoso-
phers. Valliere, for example, shows us the fashioning of a highly original new
Russian tradition of religious philosophy animated by the desire to overcome
the gap between religion and modern secular civilization through a theology
of “culture.” These philosophers viewed modern Russian cultural history itself
as constituting a sacred story and sought to ground modern civilization in the
sacred without necessarily tying either to religious institutions.

At every turn we see sacred narratives and practices questioning dichoto-
mies and transgressing boundaries. We also encounter constant efforts, some-
times quite desperate and even violent, to sustain and police these boundaries.
Atissue, for example, were definitions of male and female natures and roles, of
national and confessional “moral communities,” of religious and secular words,
stories, spaces, images, and people, and of the secular and sacred in the work of
philosophy and art. The questioning, contesting, and guarding of these bound-
aries were not only a matter of words and stories. In the search for answers or
solutions (including healing), individuals looked to the law or revolution, turned
violently against one another, “converted” from one faith to another (although
it often seemed to them that they were simply turning to the truth), or crossed
the boundaries of both place and perception by taking to the road as pilgrims
and wanderers.

We see in many of these essays striking evidence of the ambiguity of even
the most solid boundary: that between the physical and the spiritual. Material
objects and places—icons, relics, burial sites, churches, crypts, scraps of cloth,
stones, water, words, visual symbols—reach across the presumed divide to make
present and tangible the healing power of saints and the divine.These boundary
crossings were only made more frequent and complex as holy objects became
entangled with modern forms of production and commerce. For some fin-de-
siecle religious intellectuals, notions such as “holy flesh” alluded not only to the
historical incarnation but also to a sanctification of the body and sexuality. In
any case, they argued, all dichotomies, including the physical and the spiritual,
would be reconciled finally by the apocalyptic Second Coming of Christ.

It is, of course, characteristic of the modern age, with its pervasive rup-
tures, displacements, and flux, that interpretive boundaries became fraught and
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uncertain. However, one should not overstate the modernity of all this. Religion
has long been a form of experience and interpretation that reaches across the
lines supposedly separating, for example, the living from the dead or the pres-
ent world from transcendent spaces. There is nothing inherently modern, for
example, about the powerful and often unsettling liminal experiences of pil-
grimage or ecstatic prayer or the miraculous. Orthodox Christianity, especially,
often takes place precisely on this boundary of the physical and the spiritual.
Sacraments and icons are manifestations of the presence of the transcendent,
eternal, and sacred in the physical and temporal present. And, of course, the
essential ambiguity of the boundaries between spirit and matter, sacred and
secular, human and divine is exemplified by the foundational image of the
incarnate, suffering, and dying Christ. When the experiential transgressions and
displacements of the religious occur in modern conditions of flux and rupture
they can become especially intense.

The full history of the upheaval of religion and spirituality in Russia and
its place within the whole of Russia’s history in those critical years of change
and crisis has yet to be written. But the essential research and interpretation
is being done, enriched by new sources (some of them inaccessible before the
post-communist opening of archives and other collections), new questions, and
new approaches. This work offers stories that fill gaps in our knowledge of the
Russian past but that also force us to rethink Russia’s modern experience. In
the process critical interpretive questions are raised regarding the definition
of the religious, especially in relationship to the modern; the place of narra-
tive in the construction of vision and understanding; the connections between
sacred stories and everyday life in the world; and the relationships between
religion and politics, class, gender, and the individual self.
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Miraculous Healings

Christine D. Worobec

An examination of religious literature published in the last decades of impe-
rial Russia reveals the tangible hope of a cure that Russian Orthodoxy
offered to the disabled and diseased, as well as to their relatives and, indeed,
all believers who feared they might fall ill. Through their prayers for the inter-
cession of the Mother of God, Christ, the saints, and other holy persons, and
with vows to visit saints” graves, the sick and disabled often believed they
could receive God’s mercy and grace. Miraculous cures at the graves of saints
or through visions of holy persons in dreams were regular occurrences in
late imperial Russia. The narratives describing these cures reveal a Russian
Orthodoxy not stuck in medievalism and obscurantism but relevant to people’s
lives, regardless of gender and class.The sacred stories demonstrate individual
or collective experiences with the divine. Miraculous cures, to be certified as
such, had to be witnessed by others, and some posthumous miracles ascribed
to holy persons had to be verified through an investigation by the Holy Synod.
Print culture not only disseminated the stories of the miraculous throughout
European Russia but also beckoned the infirm to visit local and national shrines
that enjoyed the imprimatur of the Russian Orthodox Church and the support
of pilgrims who believed that prayers at a shrine were “more efficacious.”

In addition to recording healings ascribed to divine forces, the miracle tales
demonstrate the ways that the Orthodox Church in later imperial Russia con-
fronted and embraced elements of modernity. The Holy Synod tried to shape
popular piety in the face of formidable challenges posed by competing faiths
and ideologies, including Old Belief, sectarianism, Shtundism (or Evangelical
Christianity), secularism and scientific rationalism, and atheism. Its use of mass
communications, verification of miracles, the demotion of demon possession
from acceptable to fraudulent behavior, and representation of a shrinking per-
centage of peasants among recipients of the miraculous pinpointed a religious
establishment that had adopted modern notions and means, even though its
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belief in the possibility of miracles was decidedly antimodern.z By simultane-
ously promoting pilgrimages, trying to control the definition of what constituted
a miracle, and catering to the aesthetic needs of the upper classes, the Church
may have helped to exacerbate the tensions between upper and lower classes
in imperial Russia.

The turn of the twentieth century in Russia is a rich period for examining
miracle narratives, for the Russian Orthodox Church canonized six holy men in
the reign of Nicholas II, beginning with the glorification of Archbishop Feodosii
of Chernigov in September 1896 and ending with that of Metropolitan Ioann of
Tobolsk in 1916.The Holy Synod also confirmed Anna Kashinskaia’s sainthood
in 1909. This flurry of canonizations represented a departure from the Synod’s
reticence in recognizing posthumous miracles of holy persons, as attested by
its recognition of only four new saints over the course of the entire nineteenth
century. Unwittingly influenced by secular rationalism, in spite of their railing
against it, late-eighteenth-century ecclesiastics had become skeptical of the pos-
sibility of miracles in the modern age, particularly those reportedly experienced
by commoners. They were also wary of acknowledging miracles because of the
growing numbers of schismatics, sectarians, and converts to other Christian
denominations who questioned the legitimacy of Orthodox saints and were
prone to attack the Russian Orthodox Church for exploiting holy relics for
financial gain. At the same time, the scrutiny of popular practices with regard
to miracles had the unintended and undesirable consequence by the early nine-
teenth century of turning the faithful away from the Orthodox Church and into
the hands of Old Believers and sectarians. In response, the Holy Synod relaxed
its skepticism toward miracles. By the mid-nineteenth century the Synod began
to publish regular accounts of miracles in the religious press, even though it
remained cautious about recognizing new saints and continued to assert its con-
trol over miracle-working icons.> As Gregory Freeze has demonstrated, many of
the early-twentieth-century canonizations came about because the state sought
to re-sacralize the failing autocracy and bring it closer to the masses of Orthodox
believers. Tensions between the Holy Synod and the autocracy, the dubious
character of some of the candidates for sainthood, and the scandal surround-
ing the corrupted remains of Serafim of Sarov resulted in a disastrous public
relations campaign for both government and Church.* A counter-narrative,
however, may be found at the level of the miracles stories that attested, in the
believers’ minds, to the holiness of individual saints.

This essay examines 247 miracles ascribed to the intercessory powers of
Serafim of Sarov (canonized in 1903), Bishop Ioasaf of Belgorod and Oboiansk
(canonized in 1911), and Bishop Pitirim of Tambov (canonized in 1914). In the
case of Saints Serafim and loasaf, the miracle narratives were printed in diocesan
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newspapers, religious journals, and individual publications that had passed the
Holy Synod’s censors.’ The 110 miracles performed by Serafim posthumously
and the 102 attributed to Ioasaf outnumber the officially verified miracles for
each.® They include miracles recorded prior to the canonization ceremonies as
well as accounts of miracles that occurred during and after the ceremonies of
glorification. Not all of them, therefore, had their information authenticated
by an official church commission. In the case of Pitirim of Tambov, the record
includes thirty-four official miracles (involving thirty-five individuals)’ veri-
fied and sanctioned by a committee, with additional information coming from
nineteen cases in which lay and ecclesiastical commissioners could not validate
the miracle.® The mixture of official and nonofficial miracles provides evidence
about the Church’s agenda in the late imperial period as well as its own and
its followers” understandings of communities of believers. At the same time,
conclusions reached in this essay can only suggest trends that will have to be
tested against miracle narratives connected to other saints, both those officially
recognized by the Church and those not sanctioned.

Methodologically this essay employs quantitative and content analysis.The
breakdown of recipients of miracles by geographical origin, estate, age, and
gender reveals both differences and similarities between these saints’ cults;
and comparison of the miracles with those from the mid-eighteenth century
elucidates both continuities and discontinuities over time. Given the wide range
of illnesses represented in the miracle tales, statistical analysis is less illuminat-
ing in this regard than content analysis. Information gleaned from eyewitness
descriptions of the canonization celebrations themselves and medical records
demonstrate the degree to which medicalization of illness had taken place.
Finally, content analysis also illuminates the rituals of the saints’ cults as well as
the importance of the press in disseminating information about holy persons,
encouraging pilgrimages, and stimulating miracles.

Geographically the recipients of cures before, during, and after the canon-
izations of Serafim of Sarov, Ioasaf of Belgorod, and Pitirim of Tambov reveal
saints’ cults of varying national impact. Whereas the glorification of Serafim of
Sarov had been carried out at the express orders of the royal family, the can-
onizations of Bishops Ioasaf of Belgorod and Pitirim of Tambov were instigated
by the Church. Of the three, Serafim of Sarov (1754-1833),° a simple monk
who served as spiritual elder or adviser to all supplicants regardless of class
origins, enjoyed the greatest popularity among the faithful. Throughout the
nineteenth century the Sarovskaia Uspenskaia Hermitage, where Serafim’s
remains rested, drew pilgrims from far and wide.”* In order to establish a record
that could later be used to argue in favor of Serafim’s sanctity, monks at the
hermitage had regularly noted the miracles attributed to him. Dismissing the
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validity of those miracle accounts because they could not be verified, the Holy
Synod set up a separate commission in 1892 to investigate newer miracles.
After repeatedly delaying Serafim’s canonization, the Synod finally bowed to
the appeal of Nicholas II on the anniversary of Serafim’s birth in July 1902 that
Serafim be glorified the following year.” The miracles attributed to him before,
during, and after the 1903 canonization ceremonies involved individuals from
an impressive range of provinces. Twenty-nine percent of the recipients came
from unidentified locations, and only 15.5 percent were from the immediate
provinces of Tambov and Nizhnii Novgorod. A slightly higher percentage (17.3)
stemmed from Penza, Saratov, Voronezh, Riazan, and Vladimir provinces, all
located around Tambov. A significant 38 percent of miracle beneficiaries, on the
other hand, were residents of regions outside the circumference of the latter
area.They came from as far away as Siberia in the Northeast and Astrakhan in
the East to St. Petersburg in the North and Riga in the West. The report of the
peasant Ivan Kharitonov Shazhkov of the village of Zaplavnoe, Tsarevskii uezd
(district), Astrakhan Province, that he had walked one thousand versts to Sarov
in fulfillment of his vow to make the pilgrimage there and seek the saint’s help
surely must have impressed the readers of his miracle narrative.’> The cult of
Ioasaf of Belgorod (located in Kursk Province) had less of a national reach than
that of Serafim, with 33 percent of the individuals reporting miracles because
of his intercession identifying themselves as residents of Kursk Province. Just
over one-third did not specify their place of residence; 13. 7 percent came from
provinces bordering Kursk (Orel, Voronezh, Chernigov, Poltava, and Khar’kov);
and 17.3 percent came from provinces outside those areas, ranging from Minsk
in the West to Tashkent in the East; Ekaterinoslav in the South and Kostroma in
the Northeast. Unlike the Serafim and Ioasaf cults, the cult surrounding Pitirim
had, in keeping with most miracle cults, strictly a local cast: all beneficiaries of
his miracles resided in Tambov Province.

At both the national and local levels, print culture played a significant role
not only in disseminating information about holy persons and their posthu-
mous miraculous cures but also in promoting the possibility of the miraculous
in the modern age and begetting new miracles.”> Owing to popular demand,
portraits and vitae of holy men were circulated well before their glorifications.
Thus we read about a noblewoman’s gradual healing from what appeared to
have been a stroke (paralysis was accompanied by a sagging of the lower jaw,
a crooked mouth, and loss of speech) in 1815, as a result of her husband’s plac-
ing a portrait of Ioasaf of Belgorod at the head of her bed and then traveling
to the saint’s grave where he ordered a thanksgiving service (moleben) for the
holy man. Numerous other references are made in other miracle narratives to
the beneficial effect of Ioasaf’s portrait, including one instance when a mother,
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through prayer, beseeched the saint’s help in saving her two-year-old daugh-
ter from pneumonia and used his icon to provide her daughter with spiritual
and medicinal treatment: she poured water over the icon in a vessel, wet the
child’s head with the “holy” runoff, and had the child drink some of the water.™+
Posthumous miracles ascribed to Serafim of Sarov are replete with references
to individuals and their relatives reading Serafim’s vita before they received
a miraculous cure through the holy man’s intercession. By means of the hagi-
ography, believers learned about his reputation as a holy man and a healer of
disease, followed his advice about how to seek a cure and lead a full Christian
life, and, influenced by the iconography on the printed page, pictured in their
minds an image of the saint.

Dreams of Saints Serafim, loasaf, and Pitirim, generally prompted by the
print media, are another common feature of the miracle narratives. Some of
the nocturnal visions occurred without the benefit of saints’ portraits as had
been the case in the medieval period, but the vast majority of miracle recipi-
ents who had divinely inspired dreams of holy men evidently were influenced
by the print iconography. A vision generally followed the reading of a blessed
person’s vita. The beneficiaries of nocturnal visitations invariably described the
clothing of the holy men as either generic monk’s garb or the brilliant vestments
they wore in their graves. Sixteen-year-old Elizaveta Feodorova Letunova, for
example, who had been suffering from epilepsy for about six years, described
Pitirim as a monk wearing “a klobuk [monk’s hood], ... with a long greying
beard,” and “holding a small wooden black box [of herbs] in his left hand.” In
describing Pitirim to her mother, she insisted that he was not a figment of her
imagination, because the man who came before her looked very much like the
depictions of St. Pitirim in two pamphlets a neighbor had left them.'

In the dream visitations a holy man did various things: he ordered anill per-
son well, commanded the infirm or the parents of small children to travel to his
shrine to seek healings, or insisted that those who were ill vow to visit his grave
in gratitude for the healing they were about to receive. Playing a didactic role, he
might admonish a father for postponing his child’s baptism, order an ill person
to pray to a particular icon, or command the sick to “serve God and the Tsar” in
order to receive a cure.’ Saints appearing in dreams also chastised persons for
not carrying out their pilgrimage vows. Nocturnal visions prompted by mass-
produced literature could thus result in a healing but served a larger didactic
purpose of sharing with believers the proper actions of a Christian seeking a
saint’s help to attain God’s mercy.

In preparation for the glorification of saints, religious publications increased
their reportage of miracles, and this in turn begat other miracles. Already
in 1909, two years before the glorification of Ioasaf of Belgorod, the wife of
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A. P. Ivanov of Stavropol, who had been diagnosed with incurable stomach
cancer that caused days of severe vomiting, sought Ioasaf’s help after a friend
showed her newspapers that listed his miracles.The friend had also advised her
to send a telegram to Belgorod, presumably to the bishop.”” Other telegrams to
the Bishop of Belgorod beseeched him to pray before the saint’s grave on a sick
relation’s behalf and, in some cases, to hold a service of intercession (moleben) at
the same site. The bishop’s office responded to all such requests by disseminat-
ing information about Ioasaf and mailing to each supplicant an icon of the holy
man as well as a pamphlet detailing his vita and miracles.”® Reading a newspa-
per account of a miracle could convince the sick to abandon scientific medicine
in favor of spiritual means. Thus when, at the beginning of 1910, the Mel’nikovs
read aloud a story in a Kursk newspaper about Ioasaf healing a boy of cancer,
their precocious young daughter, who had been wasting away from a five-year
bout with cholic, refused to take her medicine and accept yet another doctor’s
examination; instead she announced that she would seek the holy man’s help
through prayer.” Whether it was the child or the parents who decided to turn to
Ioasaf was irrelevant; the article gave patient and relatives hope for alternative
means for a cure that was credible within their belief system. A priest, learning
from a Church bulletin about the impending transfer of Ioasaf’s holy remains
from his tomb to a glass-cased reliquary, and then reading the story to his con-
gregation, immediately vowed to travel with his son to the saint’s grave if his
dying son were cured of pleurisy. The cleric was pleased to report that he had
been able to carry out his vow.** Such bargaining with a deceased holy person
was not unusual in the miracle narratives. Mass-circulated literature clearly
influenced the way readers handled illness, providing them with tangible proof
of God’s mercy.

Religious newspaper and journal reports also encouraged villagers to
time pilgrimages to coincide with canonization and translation of relics, times
when a saint’s power was thought to be heightened. The elder Anatolii at the
famous Optina Hermitage counseled Klavdiia Pavlova Malinina, the wife of the
Ranenburgsk urban school inspector, to seek Ioasaf’s help for her debilitating
rheumatism by traveling to Belgorod in time for the translation of his relics.
This advice came only after the woman’s ailment had been eased but not cured
by carrying through Anatolii’s directive that she bathe in the holy waters con-
nected to the cult of St. Tikhon.* In 1903 a young woman who believed that she
was possessed by demons after her cure at St. Serafim’s grave explained that
her travels to the Sarovskaia Uspenskaia Hermitage had been precipitated by
hearing that Serafim was to be glorified. “When news reached our village of
Novo-Kurchak (Bobrov District, Voronezh Province) that our Father the Tsar had
ordered...that the holy remains of the elder Serafim be opened,” she reported,
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“our peasants, both young and old, decided to go to Sarov on pilgrimage. They
seized me, I was ill at the time, and my godchild Kostia, who had been blind
since birth.”>2 The lists of miracle stories published by the Church in popular
religious magazines and pamphlets to coincide with canonizations convinced
individuals suffering from various afflictions that they needed to take advantage
of the opening of saints’ relics to seek out new cures.” Others postponed their
pilgrimages until after the glorification ceremonies, when news of new miracles
at the grave were reported in newspapers or by word of mouth.

The magnitude of literature circulated for a saint’s glorification can
only be suggested by the impressive local activities of Kursk’s Znamensko-
Bogorodichnoe Missionary and Educational Brotherhood. Beginning in 1909 the
brotherhood undertook to acquaint believers within Kursk Province with the
life of Ioasaf of Belgorod. Its members organized processions in his honor, sub-
sidized publications of the saint’s vita, and provided the clergy with devotional
literature having to do not only with the saint’s life, his posthumous miracles,
and his teachings but also with anti-sectarian advice.The brotherhood boasted
that over the course of two years it had published one million copies of leaflets,
brochures, and books largely at its own expense.* Rising literacy rates and the
mass circulation of literature were drawing Russians of all classes to various
pilgrimage sites, although, as in the case of Pitirim, those sites could still retain
a fairly local flavor and constituency. That Pitirim’s cult had a limited following
should not be surprising, given that the popularity of most saints” cults was
regional. The greater national resonance of both Serafim of Sarov and Ioasaf
of Belgorod was more unusual and part of the modernization of the Russian
Orthodox Church.

The democratizing effect of the mass circulation of pictorial representations,
vitae, miracles, and other information about the three saints was reflected only
to a degree in the estate representation in the miracle narratives of beneficiaries
of miracles. On the one hand, the saints’ cults of Serafim, Ioasaf, and Pitirim
exemplify communities of believers that stemmed from all groups in society.
On the other hand, the portrayal of peasants in the miracle stories attributed
to Ioasaf and Pitirim was not as robust as in the cases of Serafim or Dmitrii of
Rostov, an eighteenth-century saint.

The distribution of beneficiaries of miracles by estate and occupation is
shown in table 1.1 and includes a profile of 243 individuals who were recipients
of 232 miracles accredited to the intercession of Dmitrii of Rostov. Dmitrii had
been the metropolitan of Rostov from 1702 to 1709, and the miracles attributed
to him occurred between 1753 and 1762, that is, both before and after his 1757
canonization.”> Compared to the eighteenth-century miracles, it is not surpris-
ing that more townspeople were represented in the early-twentieth-century
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Table 1.1. Breakdown of Beneficiaries of Miracles by Estate

Attributed to Attributed to Attributed to Attributed

Estate Serafim (%) Ioasaf (%) Pitirim(%) to Dmitrii (%)
Civil Service 0.9 0.0 11.4 13.2
Ecclesiastics* 9.1 12.7%* 8.6 13.2
Merchantry 7.3 2.0 11.4 5.3
Townspeople 14.5 22.5 28.6 9.5T
Military*** 6.4 6.9 8.6 14.4
Nobility 7.3 16.7 11.4 7.4
Peasantry 33.6 21.6 14.3 31.7
Others 5.5 3.9 5.7 2.9
Unknown 15.5 13.7 0.0 2.5
Total 100.1 100.0 100.0 100.1

Note: The glorification of Serafim, Ioasaf, Pitirim, and Dmitrii occurred, respectively, in 1903,
1911, 1914, and 1757.

* Includes women religious

** One of the miracles includes an indeterminable number of clergy, which means that this
figure is artificially low

*** Includes Cossacks

tThese are posadskie and slobodskie liudi (tax-paying and non—-tax-paying lower urban
classes)

miracles, given the growth in urbanization in the second half of the nineteenth
century. Nor is the decline in the military unexpected in the modern period,
because the military reforms in 1874 made conscription universal and short-
ened the length of military service considerably.

The increased relative weight of the nobility and the decline in peasant
representation in the miracle tales attributed to Ioasaf and Pitirim, however,
bear comment. It appears that both Ioasaf’s and Pitirim’s cults were more
urban-centered, and in the case of Pitirim they attracted more members of the
social elite. The Church’s demotion of demon possession, which had become
almost exclusively a peasant affliction and is discussed below, also accounts
for the lower numbers of peasants. The rudimentary nature of medical care
in the countryside also guaranteed that fewer peasants would be involved in
official miracle tales, as doctors’ testimonies about individuals’ medical histories
became critical in the decision making of commissioners charged with verifying
miracles. Even non-verified miracle tales referred to the inability of medicine
to cure the ailments in question. Peasants who had not sought medical care
because of the expense and their distrust of doctors were clearly disadvantaged
when they reported miraculous cures. Serafim’s more popular resonance with
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villagers is understandable, given his role as a spiritual elder who practiced
humility and led a life of poverty.

When gender is considered, women’s representation in the eighteenth-
century miracle tales is similar to their representation in the nineteenth- and
early-twentieth-century cults. Women, adolescent girls, and female children
(ranging in age from a few months to ten years) accounted for just over 50 per-
cent of the recipients of miracles attributed to Dmitrii of Rostov (53.5 percent),
Serafim of Sarov (53.6 percent), Ioasaf of Belgorod (57 percent), and Pitirim of
Tambov (57 percent). These figures change only slightly if adults are considered
separately from children.The miracle narratives give no indication that parents
favored male over female children in seeking cures. Nor do they support a
conclusion that religion was being feminized in the modern period.® All the
saints’ cults examined here attracted both women and men. Their grave sites
were equally accessible to men and women, a far cry from the medieval period
when monasteries were reluctant to allow entry to women for fear that their
bodily pollution would defile sacred spaces.” Miracles, then, essentially “cut
across lines of class, sex, age, and status” and therefore were critical social bonds
between recipients and witnesses “as participants in a sacred community.”

The saints” accessibility to all believers was also made possible by the
availability of material objects linked to the saints that facilitated miraculous
healings. We have already seen the ways in which believers used the saints’
icons to try to effect healings. The miracle narratives also repeatedly refer to
the miraculous properties of holy water, holy oil from the votives illuminat-
ing icons in the saints’ crypts, wadding from the saints’ coffins, and pieces of
the saints’ clothing. Some of the cures involving these substances and articles
occurred at the individual saint’s grave site, and others took place at the sickbed
because relatives or acquaintances had brought the material objects back from
the holy sites. A cure sometimes resulted from applying the cotton wadding of
a saint’s coffin to the diseased part of the body, placing a saint’s miter on the ill
person’s head, or covering a sick person’s face with a saint’s paten bearing an
embroidered illustration of the saint.? Other miracles were facilitated when a
sick person applied holy oil from the votives in front of the holy person’s icons
to an infected area of the body or donned the saint’s cross or his stockings.»
Although the use of such objects did not guarantee a cure, it appeared to believ-
ers that using them increased the possibility of a healing. A cleric, who always
had some oil and wadding from Ioasaf of Belgorod’s grave on hand, explained
that intercession of a saint was crucial in imbuing the holy substances with
curative power. In relating a miracle story, he noted that he had administered
the oil to four children with eye ailments, but only one of them regained her
sight as a result of St. Ioasaf’s intervention.>!
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Orthodox teachings did not frown upon such faith in holy objects and the
merging of “the boundaries between the material and the spiritual.”>* These
teachings stemmed from the New Testament examples of miraculous cures tied
to the touching of Christ’s clothing (Luke 9:43—48) and the application of hand-
kerchiefs or aprons that had been handled by Paul himself (Acts 19:11-12).33
According to the cleric Sergei Goloshchapov, the elements of a saint’s crypt and
his clothing were considered holy objects.>* Metropolitan Antonii went further,
explaining that “even the earth upon which a saint walked acquires healing
strength,” as did “earth from Serafim’s grave, the stone on which he prayed, the
spring which he dug.”? So important were such materials that a substantial, if
controlled, modern consumer industry of holy objects developed at pilgrimage
sites both within and outside monasteries’ walls.

The ecclesiastical hierarchy forbade monasteries and churches from selling
the objects from the saints’ crypts, thereby trying to raise standards among the
clergy and also reacting to the criticism of sectarians, other religious groups,
and skeptics that the Church was only interested in financial gain in promot-
ing saints’ cults. The Church hierarchy was also concerned with the potential
defilement of relics. In the case of Ioasaf of Belgorod, for example, a legend
circulated that priests who had once served in the Troitskii Cathedral and sold
bits of the saint’s hair and beard to worshipers were driven insane and suffered
other misfortunes as a result of the saint’s ire.* Included in the list of miracles
attributed to St. Ioasaf, the vengeance legend was meant to be a deterrent to
greedy members of the clergy.

While prohibiting crass commercialization of the saints’ relics and cloth-
ing, the Holy Synod did permit monasteries to sell candles, prosphora (small
communion loaves), holy water, holy oil, portraits of saints, postcards, rosaries,
and crosses. It also allowed monasteries to receive donations and use some of
the profits on food, housing, and medical services for poor pilgrims. Dmitrii
Ivanovich Rostislavov, a prolific nineteenth-century author who wrote about
the Russian Orthodox Church and clergy, and was disturbed by the intrusion
of profane money into sacred spaces, explained the pilgrims’ understanding
of their responsibilities, which involved various offerings, once they arrived at
their destinations. The faithful felt obliged to buy candles at the shrine, which
they then placed before icons and a saint’s crypt, and to make small contribu-
tions to the collection plate circulated during the liturgy and to collection boxes
located near holy relics and miracle-working icons. Their pilgrimage rituals also
involved ordering and paying for services of intercession or thanksgiving at a
saint’s shrine and purchasing several prosphora for themselves as well as rela-
tives and neighbors who were unable to go on a pilgrimage. Pilgrims who could
not afford to make cash donations for every service instead made offerings
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of ribbons, towels, and cloth. So considerable were these material donations
of cloth that the monasteries had to sell the items to peddlers and traders.
Pilgrims could also buy holy objects and other paraphernalia from peddlers
who set up their stalls outside the gates of the monasteries.

Although the profane certainly mixed with the sacred in these transactions
for spiritual relief, the donations pilgrims made must be understood within the
context of the rituals that were integral to pilgrimages and to the fulfillment
of individual pilgrims’ vows. Exchanges of all types occurred at the pilgrim-
age sites, as pilgrims attempted to execute the provisions of the contract they
had made with their patron saints, in return for which they expected “material
and spiritual favors.”>® The physical burden of making the pilgrimage on foot,
especially for the sick and crippled; the fasting, confession, and communion
that often took place at a holy site; and visitation of pilgrimage stations—
locations where a saint had experienced visions and other manifestations of
God’s grace, prayed incessantly, and received visitors—all prepared the peni-
tent for the climax of communion with the saint at the grave site.”» However, only
the tactile sensation of kissing and kneeling at the grave itself, followed by the
ordering of a special service in the saint’s honor, ultimately released pilgrims
from their vows. Donations in money and kind at various points were tangible
representations of the pilgrims’ sincerity. In return for the curative powers they
anticipated from a saint’s clothing and personal belongings, they gave memen-
toes and offerings to the saint and his patrons as tokens of their affection and
as representations of their individuality. The souvenirs they purchased were an
indispensable part of the rituals of thanksgiving and remembrance.

While rich and poor alike served as recipients of miracles and the dreams
of saints, and indulged in the same practices involving holy objects, they did
not enjoy the same access to holiness during canonization celebrations, which
emphasized class differences. The luxurious nature of the first-class passenger
cars to the Arzamas train station and the availability of expensive carriages to
transport the wealthy the sixty versts to the Sarovskaia Uspenskaia Hermitage
contrasted sharply with the primitive third-class rail cars that poor peasants
occupied as well as their travel by cart or on foot. Once at the pilgrimage des-
tination, however, all pilgrims would have expected to participate equally in
the glorification ceremonies and have the same access to the relics of honored
saints. This was not to be the case, however.The presence of the royal family at
the glorification of Serafim of Sarov, and the corresponding security require-
ments, necessitated tickets of admission which were distributed only to mem-
bers of the upper classes and to church officials. Thus thousands of pilgrims
and parish priests huddled in the courtyard around the main cathedral, des-
perately hoping to hear sounds of the liturgical services that might drift into
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the courtyard. Tens of thousands more found themselves completely removed
from the sacred events.

Even though Nicholas II and his family were not present at the 1911
glorification ceremonies for Ioasaf of Belgorod, the attending police issued
tickets for the purpose of controlling the crowd.« The Kursk Znamenskoe
Bogoridchnoe Missionary and Educational Brotherhood was able to obtain a
mere one hundred tickets for its own members, visiting clergy, and the “poor
and crippled.” Indeed, pilgrims were not allowed to wander about the city or
enter the monastery freely at that time. The Church organized services for the
pilgrims in village squares and in front of the tents and barracks where they
were housed.# On the first anniversary of Ioasaf’s canonization, the priest
Porfirii Amfiteatrov made a point of commenting on the sharp contrast in the
nature of the crowd of pilgrims who attended the all-night vigil compared to
the gathering of worshipers in the cathedral for the glorification ceremonies.
“If on that night the previous year one could see only glittering full-dress
uniforms and elegant dress, then on this night, to the contrary, one could find
mainly the meager clothes of poor people who had access to the cathedral and
[the area enclosed by] the cathedral fence.”+ Amfiteatrov obviously felt that
the poorer pilgrims were more loyal devotees of the saint than their wealthier
counterparts.

The segregation of the poor from the rich occurred not only during the
glorification ceremonies themselves but also at the springs or wells that were
believed to have miraculous properties. At Sarov, bathing in Serafim’s spring
did not involve full immersion. Rather, bathhouses were segregated by gender
for modesty’s sake, and then each of those bathhouses was divided into two
areas: one for the elite, the other for the masses.# Water flowed continuously
out of a sluice for commoners, who might be naked or partially clothed, whereas
the water for the rich came from a faucet.# The protection of the rich from the
pustulous and vermin-ridden bodies of the poor suggested a Church that was
sensitive to notions of upper- and middle-class decorum. That sensitivity in turn
implied that not all individuals were equal in the eyes of God.

Social divisions are also evident in educated society’s descriptions of the
sick at holy sites, which painted an oppressive picture of poverty-stricken and
crippled peasants. Commenting on the ill pilgrims who sought the help of
Serafim of Sarov, an anonymous correspondent for Pravitel’stvennyi vestnik
found disturbing the numerous “bodies of the sick, emaciated, corrupted by
illness or deformity”:

Along the road to the spring ... one can see a multitude of ill [persons].
Here on a stretcher—made of two sticks with a cloth stretched over
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them—they are carrying an ill girl; in a cart they are leading a sick man
whose legs are paralyzed; a pale, weak, sick woman, having put her arms
around the shoulders of two women, hardly moves her legs, every minute
using up her breath from exhaustion; a hunchbacked old woman goes on
two crutches; holding the stick of a boy leading him, a blind man walks
with his head held high; behind him a boy hops on a crutch with a bent
leg; a woman moves on her legs and arms, like a four-legged [animal],
contorted at the waist.*®

This and other similar descriptions pinpoint the centrality of the ill at saints’
shrines. “Usually relegated to the unseen margins of society,” they now “took
centre stage.”+* Momentarily claiming the spotlight and seeking preternatural
intervention, the pilgrims not only disturbed witnesses around them but also
humbled them. The same author who was made uncomfortable by the multi-
tudes of the sick also remarked on the “joyous exclamations of those healed,”
noting that “the Lord’s mercy does not abandon them.”+7 Medical science and
the larger community might have failed the indigent, but God did not.

While the above description focuses on physical infirmities, the types of
illnesses described in the miracle tales of the early-twentieth-century saints’
cults defy easy classification. Worshipers did not identify Saints Serafim, Ioasaf,
and Pitirim with specific diseases. Ailments ranged from endemic diseases
such as typhus, measles, diphtheria, consumption, and dysentery to abscesses,
paralysis, tuberculosis of the bones, peritonitis, rheumatism, and other life-
threatening problems to congenital defects. The presence of medical doctors on
commissions set up to investigate the validity of miracles, as well as testimonies
from doctors about their patients’ treatments, reveal a growing influence of
medical science on the identification and treatment of illnesses in late imperial
Russia. Surprisingly illnesses that today might be identified as psychosomatic
do not prevail in the miracle tales. The stories highlight, instead, the limitations
of medical science in spite of its growing authority and the possibility of the
miraculous in a modernizing world.

The medical and religious story of the Tambov townswoman Elizaveta
Kononova Troshina poignantly demonstrates the limitations and in this case
cruelty of late-nineteenth-century medicine vis-a-vis women, and the solace
that spiritual faith provided them. Troshina’s claim that she had been cured of
her nervous affliction because of God’s grace, which she received as a result of
Pitirim’s prayers and the holy water she drank from his well, turned out to be
insufficient evidence to deem her cure miraculous.The commissioners charged
with verifying miracles attributed to Pitirim could not determine whether the
medicines administered by doctors to the poor woman or the holy water had
been instrumental in the healing of an incurable “serious nervous disorder.”
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One can only imagine the woman’s disappointment in not having her cure
recognized as miraculous after what she had suffered. The record tells us that
in 1893, when Troshina was twenty-four years old, she developed a nervous dis-
order that almost drove her mad. Hospitalized for three months, from 27 August
until 30 November, in the Tambov Provincial Zemstvo Psychiatric Hospital for
the Insane, she was treated not only with medicines and hypnosis but also
intrusive and unnecessary surgery.+

The hospital log, which was produced for the benefit of the commission
investigating Pitirim’s miracles, provides a biography of Troshina written by
a medical expert who consciously set her up as a candidate for hysteria. It
describes her as having been a child “distinguished by a changeable mood,” a
characteristic psychiatrists associated with hysteria, and repeatedly frightened
by an alcoholic father. Her four-and-a-half-year marriage bore no children, but
the economic and emotional bases for the marriage, according to the record,
were good. Although she exhibited “sufficiently abrupt mood changes,” she felt
well. Then the record makes the following value judgment, “She did not like to
work, and more often sat with some kind of handiwork or read a novel.” The
medical staff at the zemstvo (rural administration) hospital was obviously con-
cerned that Troshina was rising above her station. Handiwork was not for the
hardworking lower classes but a sign of refinement, and novels were the stuff
that rotted women’s minds. Since her confinement in the hospital, she turned
to religious books and “was indifferent to music.” These descriptions lead to the
fact that three years earlier the woman had been subjected to a gynecological
treatment requiring her to syringe her vagina with mercuric chloride. Rather
than reflecting on the possible harmful effects of the mercuric chloride, the
medical record paints an unflattering picture of a woman who began to obsess
about being poisoned. A year later, the report continues, Troshina’s obsession
turned into an idée fixe that she was being punished for her sins. Troshina’s
fifty prostrations before God each morning and evening to fulfill the penance
she had imposed upon herself left her weakened and “in a hysterical state.”
Suspecting a serious gynecological problem as the root cause of her mental con-
dition, the doctors performed an examination on 1 September which revealed
that the woman had signs of gonorrhea as well as endometriosis. The log, then,
essentially concealed the woman’s history of venereal disease, for which she
was administered the mercuric chloride in the first place, until it established
that the woman was mentally unstable. It subsequently went on to note that
after the uterine examination, the woman immediately began to obsess about
the possibility of the doctors operating on her, as if the idea of an operation
were ludicrous. As time passed and no operation was performed, the woman’s
“obsessions weaken somewhat. She becomes happy, sleeps better, and wants
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to work.” Instead of recognizing the woman’s valid fears, the log comments that
“the ill woman is completely impressionable. Thus, for example, the doctor’s
advice to carry out an easy operation on her uterus caused a serious hysteri-
cal condition.” As it turned out, the so-called easy operation, which was per-
formed on 13 October, involved the removal of Troshina’s cervix. In other words,
Troshina’s obsessions were a direct result of her having been traumatized by
the doctors themselves. After a period of calm, Troshina’s obsessions, for which
hypnosis had no effect, returned. In the end, a defiant Troshina signed herself
out of the hospital on 30 November 1893, after her mother had given her holy
water from Pitirim’s grave. Her tortures came to an end within two months,
during which time she had the opportunity to visit Pitirim’s grave several times,
have services said for him, and drink water from his well. Troshina testified
under oath in 1897 that she was completely healthy because of the holy Pitirim’s
intercession on her behalf. Medical drugs and hypnosis, she pointed out, had
absolutely no effect until after she drank holy water from Pitirim’s well. Even
her doctors, she stressed, had deemed her incurable.® Troshina’s earlier fears of
doctors had been well founded, and her recovered health served as testimony to
the elevation of the individual or the self over the objections of medical doctors
who had mutilated her body.

The impact of medical science on classifications of illness by the early-
twentieth-century may also be seen in relation to klikushestvo or demon pos-
session. A comparison of the illnesses cured in the eighteenth-century miracle
tales of Dmitrii of Rostov with the early-twentieth-century narratives reveals a
shrinking number of individuals believed to have been possessed by demons.
As I chronicle elsewhere, demon possession became feminized in the late
eighteenth-century because state and Church demoted the phenomenon in
the Petrine period from acceptable to fraudulent behavior. Casting doubt on
the possibility of possession in an increasingly rational world, authorities were
now identifying the loss of control over the body as a feminine rather than
masculine trait. The feminization of possession victims in officially verified
miracles continued apace in the course of the nineteenth-century so that, by
the mid-nineteenth century, demoniacs were exclusively women; at the same
time the medical diagnosis of hysteria as an alternative descriptor of women’s
loss of control appeared in the miracles stories. Doctors” greater access to and
influence over upper- and middle-class women resulted in confining to the
peasant class those demoniacs who still figured prominently in the miracles
ascribed to Feodosii of Chernigov, a late-seventeenth-century archbishop of
Chernigov canonized in 1896. Demoniacs, nonetheless, appeared far less fre-
quently in the miracles attributed to Serafim, Ioasaf, and Pitirim. Demotion of
demon possession had to do with the Church’s embrace of scientific rationalism
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and the medical profession’s refusal to recognize possession as a legitimate
affliction, preferring instead to see some of these women as suffering from hys-
teria. As the appearance of demoniacs lessened in the miracle tales, so, too, did
the number of peasants, as attested in the miracle cycles of Ioasaf and Pitirim.
At the same time religious commentators did not dismiss demoniacs altogether
from their writings, noting their presence among the crowds of pilgrims, as well
as the cacophony of their shrieks in the midst of religious ceremonies. Once
again, these women demonstrated the limitations of medicine in a world God
continued to govern.>®

Although the overwhelming majority of miracle tales focused on the cure
of illness, a minority involved conversion and punishment narratives. In the
late imperial period, the Russian Orthodox Church felt besieged by competing
religions as well as by atheism. In a report about the glorification of Feodosii
of Chernigov in 1896, a cleric framed his remarks with specific reference to
“the attacks of the Tolstoyans, Shtundists, and other sectarians on the validity
of miracles.”s* A parish priest reported that many of his peasant parishioners
in Petrovskii khutor in Novooskol’sk uezd, Kursk Province, were constantly
being exposed to sectarian ideas and pressure to convert to Shtundism on
their travels in various Ukrainian provinces collecting rags. He was pleased
to announce, however, that none of them was tempted away from “pure and
strong Orthodoxy,” especially since one of their co-villagers had miraculously
been cured of a life-threatening ailment after visiting Ioasaf’s grave.>> Given the
need for the Church’s vigilance and publication of anti-sectarian literature in
tandem with glorification ceremonies, it is not surprising that the miracle stories
contain conversion and punishment narratives.

While the early-twentieth-century saints could not claim to have converted
two thousand Old Believers, as had the uncorrupted remains of Feodosii of
Chernigov in 1896, conversions still took place. Thus, for example, we read
about the sixty-year-old Old Believer peasant woman, Dar’ia Ermilova, from
Nikol’sk uezd, Samara Province, who came to Sarov in July 1903 for the canon-
ization ceremonies. Unfortunately the sacred story does not explain Ermilova’s
motivation for traveling to Sarov but notes that, once she was there, she wit-
nessed numerous cures at Serafim’s holy spring, “understood all the deceit of
the teachings of the Old Believers,” and decided to convert to Orthodoxy. One
Old Believer peasant, Sitnov of the village of Stepurino in Bogorodskii uezd,
Moscow Province, who mocked Serafim and declared that he would disregard
the decision of the village assembly forbidding work in the fields on the day
of the glorification, was not so lucky: he was struck dead. As word of Sitnov’s
punishment at the hands of St. Serafim spread, according to the miracle narra-
tive, other Old Believers in the vicinity refrained from working in the fields on
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19 July, the day of the canonization.’? In another miracle tale a Baptist railway
worker suddenly suffered paralysis right in front of his fellow workers immedi-
ately after he challenged Serafim’s sanctity, the holiness of saints in general, and
the possibility of miraculous cures.> Even a philosopher-unbeliever, despite his
denial of the existence of miracles, God, and personal salvation, could not stay
away from the Sarov Hermitage during the canonization festivities. Placing his
hand on the cross at the saint’s grave, the atheist found himself thrown several
versts by a mini-earthquake. The event so frightened him that he sobbed that
“his life’s work was destroyed.”>> Such tales of vengeance “encouraged believ-
ers to call on supernatural intercession” and touted the superiority of true
Orthodoxy.*

Orthodox individuals also risked bringing the wrath of the saint down upon
their heads if they insulted a saint or did not fulfill their vows by traveling to the
saint’s resting place to give proper thanks and to order a thanksgiving service
for the saint. In an obviously didactic miracle story, Kondratii II'in Mordasov, a
peasant of the village of Borshchevo in Kozlovskii uezd, Tambov Province, had
suddenly become mute when he had too much to drink at a christening in the
town of Kozlov and refused to take his mother-in-law home so that she could
prepare for her trip to the Sarov Hermitage. Mordasov recovered his speech
only after he asked for Serafim’s forgiveness and ordered a prayer service to be
said before Serafim’s icon in Kozlov’s Arkhangel’sk church, and then another
prayer service in his own parish the following Sunday. The recovery was not
immediate but was delayed a day after the Sunday memorial service, when
Mordasov arose in the morning and made the sign of the cross.”” According to
another miracle narrative, the husband of a peasant woman who had suffered
from a “woman’s ailment” soon contracted a liver disorder as a just reward
for callously objecting to his wife’s going on a pilgrimage to Belgorod for the
translation of Ioasaf’s relics. His wife, who had defied her husband by going on
the pilgrimage and had become the beneficiary of a miraculous cure through
Ioasaf’s intercession, refused to get her husband the medical treatment he
needed, and he subsequently died!*® The tale suggested that the man’s earlier
actions, not those of his wife, were responsible for his death.

Punishment tales of this sort were didactic, stressing the importance of an
individual’s respect for the veneration of saints and of restraint from alcoholic
excess. In highlighting the superiority of a male saint’s authority over that of a
husband, the third example involved the empowering of a woman to assert her
independence from her spouse in seeking help for herself. Indeed, many ill per-
sons had to resist the pleas of relatives to remain at home rather than embark
on a risky trip to a faraway shrine. Obedience to a saint took precedence over
obedience to a family member. Since women were rarely victims of punishment
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tales, the Orthodox Church in the early-twentieth-century may have been more
concerned with losing men than women from their flocks as a result of growing
urbanization and secularization.

The miracle tales connected to the cults of Saints Serafim, Ioasaf, and Pitirim
in early-twentieth-century Russia reveal a vibrant Orthodoxy that enveloped
local and national communities of believers from all social classes. The thau-
maturgical arsenal of saints’ cults was still powerful in an age when medical
science had limited if increasing impact. By disseminating information about
saints and their miraculous cures, mass-circulated literature drew believers’
attention away from their individual parishes to much larger congregations of
believers at the regional and sometimes national levels.The Serafim and Ioasaf
cults attracted the sick from a wide geographical base. Mass communications
not only helped to keep the possibility of the miraculous alive in a modern-
izing world but also served to teach the faithful about Orthodox practices. The
individuals who came forward to tell their stories about miraculous cures did
so to celebrate their encounters with God’s grace and mercy through the com-
passion of saints. They sometimes had to assert the self over family members’
objections to their traveling to saints” shrines. At all times they asserted the
self against a variety of afflictions, but all the while as participants in a larger
story of redemption. Mass-produced literature also reminded believers about
the constant need for vigilance against competing faiths and the continuing
relevance of Orthodoxy in their lives.

Although early-twentieth-century miracles cutacross gender and socioeco-
nomiclines, the declining representation of peasantsin the miracle cults of Ioasaf
and Pitirim suggests a disturbing trend in Orthodoxy. Suspicion was increasing
regarding miracles among commoners, whose dependence on spiritual healing
was greatest,and alsoregarding some of theirailmentssuchas demon possession.
The social divide experienced by the lower classes at the glorification ceremo-
nies and at the saints’ springs was a constant reminder that, in a community of
believers, some were more equal before God than others. The egalitarian nature
of visions of saints was somewhatbelied by practices on the ground.
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Transforming Solovki: Pilgrim
Narratives, Modernization, and Late
Imperial Monastic Life

Roy R. Robson
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Nestled in the White Sea, near the Arctic Circle and buffeted by storms
or ice for nine months every year, Solovki (also known as Solovetskii)
was an unlikely pilgrimage destination.’ The storied monastery had weathered
political, military, and religious tempests since its founding in the 1420s. From
the famed piety of its founders, Saints Zosima and Savvati, to its holding out
against a seven-year siege by the tsar’s own army during a monastic uprising,
Solovki was among the most famous holy places in all of Russia. Its renown
tempted pilgrims to make a long, difficult journey to see its celebrated walls,
huge cathedrals, and legendary riches.

By the early twentieth century expanded opportunities and interest in
pilgrimage helped to produce a minor genre—the Solovki pilgrim narrative.
These narratives were based on the model provided by two well-known works
from the mid-nineteenth century, S.V. Maksimov’s A Year in the North (God na
severe), which went through many editions starting in the mid-century) and
V. I. Nemirovich-Danchenko’s Solovki: Recollections and Tales from Travels with
Pilgrims (Solovki: vospominaniia i razskazy iz poiezdki s bogomol’tsami, published
in 1884). The pilgrim books published at the turn of the century were both less
professional and less extensive in their approach than the two more famous
volumes. The narratives are useful, however, because they describe the pilgrim
experience at Solovki and offer entrée to issues raised by the dramatic expan-
sion of pilgrimage to the islands during the period. This essay considers six
pilgrim narratives printed during the late imperial period and one published
recently from a manuscript of that time.> The narratives introduce us to themes
important to pilgrimage in the period and provide a framework for discussing
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both the pilgrims’ notion of the meaning of travel and the impact of pilgrim-
age on the monastery itself. Most important, the stories show the impact that
modernization had on the monastery.

The authors of these narratives—which were often published from diaries—
represented a cross-section of the pilgrim population itself.* Two of the works
were published by members of the clerical estate—the eminent Bishop Evdokim
(Meshcherskii) and a group of seminarians from the Tobol’sk Theological
Academy.Thebackground of three otherauthors—K.Kokovtsov,S.D.Protopopov,
and N. Trush—can be inferred only from their texts. They were apparently of the
“better society” that traveled by first-class, but little else is known of their back-
ground. Of the three, Protopopov styled himself as the most worldly, fretting
over provincial life:

Farewell, Arkhangel’sk! I abandon you without regret. This city is flat like a
pancake and poorly built like a village. In dry weather, clouds of dust float
along the streets; after rain—mud. There is no local newspaper, and there
is nowhere to buy the capital’s news. In two hundred years Arkhangel’sk
hasn’t climbed the first step of culture.’

The last Russian pilgrim used in this study was the Tot'ma peasant A. A. Zamaraeyv,
who kept a journal from 1906 to 1922. Although the trip to Solovki occupied but
a small part of his diaries, Zamarev’s work offered a firsthand look at travel by
the middle and poor peasants who comprised the vast majority of pilgrims.

The English priest included here—Father Alexander Alfred Boddy—
published detailed descriptions of his extensive travels, including his volume
With Russian Pilgrims: An Account of a Sojourn in the White Sea Monastery and a
Journey by the Old Trade Route from the Arctic Sea to Moscow. Although Fr. Boddy
was not a Russian pilgrim, his descriptions often provided detail to the picture
outlined by the Russian books.°®

Background

“Short-term pilgrims”—known as the “three-day pilgrims” because of the
time spent on the islands—had come to Solovki in the eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries in relatively small numbers. Rarely did more than one
thousand faithful arrive each year.” Several events helped to raise that number,
however. In 1826 Archimandrite Dosifei (Nemchinov) ordered two three-mast
ships to be built for the monastery—the Nikolai and the Savvati—named for
the White Sea’s two patron saints. Although these were not specifically bought
to carry pilgrims, they may have been in response to an earlier Arkhangel’sk
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provincial law forbidding the monastery from carrying pilgrims in its own
boats.® Then, in 1836, the monastery built its first large-scale hostelry—named
the Arkhangel’sk Guesthouse—to house pilgrims. With expanded ship con-
nections and accommodations, pilgrimage grew to the islands. By mid-century
some eight thousand pilgrims arrived at Solovki each year.

Living conditions for pilgrims on the islands also improved in the latter half
of the century, following an investigation into the scandalously poor treatment
of pilgrims during the 1830s. As a result of the investigation, the monastery
constructed “two extensive two-story wooden structures built for accommo-
dating pilgrims; a three-story, stone, sixty-foot-long building, for the various
established workers and masters; a two-story stone building for the lodging of
monastic servants; an extensive wooden building with a stone foundation on
Muksalma Island” (near the main monastery) and a new bakery and cookhouse
that increased production dramatically.’

The Allure of Solovki

Why did so many faithful want to travel to Solovki, the northernmost pil-
grimage destination in Europe?™ Our diarists offered little reason for their
trip—Zamaraev wrote simply, “Tomorrow I want to begin my travel to the
Solovetskii Monastery.”** Protopopov assumed his readers would know why
that was the place to go; he opened his work advising that “June and July are the
best times for a trip to Solovetskii.”** Kokovtsov, however, was more reflective:

In June 1900 it was suggested that I carry out a trip to the Solovetskii
Monastery which I had intended to do earlier. Both then and now, this
ancient abbey has had its historians and its annalists. The beauty of north-
ern nature, with its overgrown forests and its terribly beautiful ocean,
were conveyed by S.V. Maksimov, V. I. Nemirovich-Danchenko, and oth-
ers; itis comparatively rarer to read about the educational meaning of the
Solovetskii society and the spiritual-educational aspect of its activities.”

Indeed, the many printed reports, travelogues, pilgrim stories, and guides
to the monastery served to entice pilgrims to Solovki’s remote shores. Although
Maksimov’s and Nemirovich-Danchenko’s books were undoubtedly the most
important memoirs, scores of other books and pamphlets were published on the
subject. A number of travel guides for pilgrims appeared, with detailed informa-
tion about routes to Solovki, places to stay, travel costs, and appropriate times
for travel. Newspapers in the North, especially in Arkhangel’sk, published the
sailing times for steamships embarking for the islands.”* The monastery added
its own guides, histories, and pamphlets commemorating important events.
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The monastery had also gained considerable cache for its role in defend-
ing Russia during the Crimean War, a rare bright spot in a disastrous period
of Russian history.”> On 6 July 1854 (0.s.), the HMS Brisk and the HMS Miranda
lobbed shells at the monastery walls, scarring buildings and landing inside
churches. No one was seriously hurt, and holy objects remained largely undam-
aged. In fact, unexploded shells were found behind icons, which remained
unharmed. Based on descriptions of miraculous occurrence and heroic defense,
one observer sent by the Holy Synod reported that all who were on the islands
deserved medals of commendation.*®

This conflation of Russian nationalism and religion had a particularly mod-
ern ring to it. The monastery actively promoted the linkage, memorializing spots
where British bombs had hit its buildings and opening its armory (filled mostly
with outdated pikes, muskets, and cannon balls) as a testament to its role in
defending the motherland. Fifty years after the event, institutional memory of
the British attack was fresh and each of the diarists recounted the skirmish. Even
Zamaraev—not usually a stickler for detail—noted the following:

I saw and hefted shot in the fortress, English. All the shot and splinters
are gathered in one heap, where there is a chapel. In the walls and on the
fortress were many holes, all closed up and marked with black paint. The
captain of the English squadron was Erasmus Ommanei, the frigates Brisk
and Miranda bombed on 6 and 7 July.”7

Protopopov, who rarely showed any excitement in his description of the mon-
astery, wrote that “in the history of the Solovetskii Monastery, this bombard-
ment of 1854 makes up one of the most interesting pages.”** The most obvious
connection between nationalism and faith came on 4 August 1912, when the
British returned a bell to the monastery that had been taken as a prize during
the fighting. The bell was transferred from a British steamer to the monastery’s
own Vera and brought ashore with the pomp usually accorded only visiting
heads of state—red carpet, pealing bells, singing choirs, and fresh flowers. The
archimandrite compared the bell’s return to the Jews receiving back the Ark of
the Covenant. The monastery immediately published a long pamphlet marking
the occasion, tempting more pilgrims to see the bell in its original home.™
Because of its heritage as both areligious shrine and a site of patriotic defense
of the motherland, travelers to Solovki were sometimes grouped as “pilgrims”
versus “tourists.” Bishop Evdokim, remembering his first views of the White Sea,
wrote, “The thought of a tourist, of course, was concentrated exclusively on the
picture unfolding before his eyes. But the thought of the pilgrim is unconsciously
carried away on this watery plane to the place of great works and podvigi [heroic
deeds], to Solovki.”* This seems rather too fine a distinction: without exception,



48 Roy R. Robson

the pilgrims themselves wrote about the astounding natural beauty of the White
Sea area, noting interesting flowers, trees, and animals—even whales. Tourists,
on the other hand, also took part in the life of the monastery during their stay.

Modernization Begets Pilgrimage

The romantic picture of Russian pilgrims portrayed them as wanderers,
trudging “on foot, in bands of fifty or sixty persons—men, women, children,
each with a staff in his hand, a water bottle hanging from his belt; edifying the
country as they march along, kneeling at the wayside chapel, and singing their
canticles by day and night.”>* By the late nineteenth century, however, pilgrim
transport had taken on modern characteristics, including huge barges, trains,
and steamships. Moreover, the pilgrim trade became a major source of income
for Solovki.

Although itinerant preachers and wandering pilgrims had been known for
centuries in Russia, pilgrimage became a mass phenomenon only in the latter
half of the nineteenth century. Emancipation of the serfs, coupled with rapid
advances in technology, gave pilgrims both the opportunity and the means to
travel. Thus the faithful needed only a desire to see the holy sites and a small
amount of money. Emancipation had animmediate impact on Solovki—receipts
for the transportation of pilgrims jumped from 3,351 rubles in 1860 to 12,937
rubles in 1861.

In 1870 an English travel writer described the “mastering passion” and
“untamable craving” for religious travel among Russians: “One of these lowly
Russ surprised me on the Jordan at Betharbara; and only yesterday I helped his
brother to cross the Dvina on his march from Solovetsk [sic]. The first pilgrim
had visited the tombs of Palestine, from Nazareth to Marsaba; the second, after
toiling through a thousand miles of road and river to Solovetsk [sic], is now on
his way to the shrines at Kief [sic].”* A generation later, Bishop Evdokim wrote:
“Here are priests, candidates of the academy, priests [sic], pupils of seminaries,
hieromonks, monks, nuns.There is a merchant, here is a soldier, there a bureau-
crat, here a group of peasant men and women.”* The vast majority of pilgrims
to Solovki were “peasants of the provinces of Arkhangel’sk, Olonets, Vologda,
and Viatka; but, among them, it was common to encounter pilgrims who had
traveled many thousands of versts.”» The seminarians agreed, noting that “from
this mass of gray chuyki [overcoats] worn by the people of the northern borders
who comprise the majority of the public” could be seen peasant clothing from the
central provinces, Riazan, and “the elegant figures of the servants of Mars.”*

As might be expected, pilgrim narratives emphasized the journey itself,
especially the period before arriving at the monastery. The short-term pilgrims
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invariably traveled during the brief navigable season on the White Sea, roughly
from the end of May through the end of August. In fact, about 8o percent of the
faithful traveled to Solovki in the first half of the navigable season, almost all
from Pentecost to mid-July.

Shortly after emancipation, the monastery bought a used steamship to ferry
the faithful and other goods from the mainland to the islands. On 15 August 1862
the Vera made its maiden voyage from Solovki. It cost the monastery 24,479 rubles,
paid over five years.?” Soon Solovki added three more steamships—the Nadezhda
in 1863, the Solovetskii in 1881, and the Mikhail Arkhangel in 1887. Finally, the Vera
was completely overhauled in 1902 and refit for more pilgrims.Instead of buying
used ships, the monastery soon had enough money to look abroad for new, high-
quality steamers. The Solovetskii, for example, was built by a Norwegian company
to carry both cargo and pilgrims in its holds and on deck.*

Within a single generation, the monastery became one of the most impor-
tant steamship companies in the Russian North. With four ships in its line,
Solovki flew its own maritime flag—the Russian tricolor with the letters “S. M.”
emblazoned on it. Plying the waters from Kem’ and Arkhangel’sk to Solovki,
and carrying both passengers and cargo, the monastery used the newest tech-
nology to link itself to mainland Russia for three months a year. The monastery
took great pride in running its own affairs, captaining its boats with monks, and
undertaking major repairs at the dry dock on Solovki, the only such dock on
the White Sea. Describing the captain of the Vera, one observer wrote in 1870 of
“this dwarf, in a monk’s gown and cap, with a woman’s auburn curls, the captain
of a sea-going ship!”* Even more colorful was the story of the Vera’s first year
on the White Sea, illustrating the importance Solovki placed on developing its
own maritime affairs:

Atfirst these holy men felt strange on deck; they crossed themselves; they
sang a hymn; and, as the pistons would not move, they begged the Scottish
engineer to return; since the machine—having been made by heretics—had
not grace enough to obey the voice of a holy man. They made two or three
midsummer trips across the gulf, getting helpful hints from the native skip-
pers and gradually warming to their work. A priest was appointed captain,
and monks were sent into the kitchen and the engine-room.>

The importance of the ferries was immense. Holding 400 to 450 passengers
and steaming from mid-May to mid-September, the monastery’s ships carried
thousands of pilgrims to the monastery each week.Thus the number of pilgrims
visiting Solovki grew tremendously, from about 6,000 in 1863 (just after the Vera
was put into service) to around 24,000 in 1900, when all four ships were in ser-
vice. In 1863 the monastery had realized a profit of 2,914 rubles from the Vera.
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After losing money in 1864, the steamships were again profitable until 1913.
Moreover, their profit rose continually, except during the 1905 Revolution. By
the eve of World War I Solovki was realizing a profit of more than 50,000 rubles
per year on steamship tickets alone. An average of 11 percent of Solovki’s yearly
income was derived from the four ships.>*

Most pilgrims came to Arkhangel’sk, where they had to arrange for pas-
sage to the monastery.The huge increase in pilgrimage during the late imperial
period manifested itself in the city, which could barely contain the seasonal
increase in visitors. Most problematic was the monastery’s city house (podvor’e)
at Solombal’skoe, outside Arkhangel’sk, where thousands of pilgrims some-
times waited days for the next sailing of the islands’ steamers. By monastic tradi-
tion, visiting the podvor’e was free—once a pilgrim made it to Arkhangel’sk, the
monastery paid for a bed and tea. The monastery, however, simply could not
keep pace with the flood of pilgrims desiring its hospitality. Up to goo people
sometimes found shelter at the Solombal’skoe podvor’e, a building designed
to house fewer than 150. The situation grew progressively worse in the early
twentieth century, and the monastery experienced “extreme need” for a guest
house. (During the war the Sololmbal’skoe podvor’e even housed “citizens of
hostile powers who were arrested from the ships and boats of Arkhangel’sk.”)
In 1917 the monastery finally petitioned the Holy Synod to build its own hotel
in the city of Arkhangel’sk to house the hundreds of pilgrims who could not be
cared for at the podvor’e.>> The revolution intervened, however.

Descriptions of the monastery regularly included comments on the huge
income derived from pilgrims, which came not only from the steamships but
also from the shops, the poor boxes, and the offertories during the liturgy.
The seminarians marveled at the shops’ wealth; Protopopov grumbled about
illiterate (but wealthy) pilgrim women who thought nothing of paying thirty
to forty rubles for icons, oleographs, and neck crosses but loudly complained
when paying three to five kopeks for baggage transfer. He guessed that even
the “simplest” pilgrims spent one or two rubles at the shops and kiosks. In fact,
from 1863 to 1913 the monastery consistently made more than 40 percent of its
annual income from serving pilgrims, not including income derived from sell-
ing food, fur coats, or other goods produced on the island.The monastery’s total
income rose by 71 percent from 1863 to 1913, with the increase directly related
to the number of pilgrims arriving each year. (The only significant downturn in
income occurred during the Russo-Japanese War and the 1905 Revolution, when
pilgrimage plummeted.)* Through its aggressive development of pilgrimage,
Solovki became second only to the St. Sergius—Holy Trinity Lavra in the yearly
income monasteries made. This was particularly impressive, given the former’s
remote location. St. Sergius—Holy Trinity, on the other hand, was able to draw
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pilgrims from the Moscow region, with a far higher population density than in
the Far North.

Class Distinctions in Pilgrimage

Although the monastery prided itself on welcoming all manner of Russian
folk, and although most Solovki monks were peasants, the pilgrims’ experiences
varied by wealth and class. Undoubtedly the vast majority of pilgrims came
from among the peasantry, and most of Solovki’s resources went to providing
them with food and shelter. Still there were clear differentiations between the
rich and the poor, that is, between the “better public” (chistaia publika) and the
“dull public” (seraia publika). Protopopov noted that “the majority of pilgrims
are common people. Many of them make the journey by foot, suffering all the
discomforts of traveling in third and fourth class and by ‘common tickets.””>>
Poor pilgrims could also find work on the river boats carrying wood to fuel the
steamers or helping to push boats off sandbars and shoals. The most generous
aid, however, came directly from the monastery. The cost for passage on the
monastery’s steamships was kept artificially low, and the monastery regularly
provided free passage to the poorest pilgrims.>® Finally, three-day peasants did
not have to pay for room or board while at the monastery.

Travel was highly segregated onboard both commercial fleets and those of
the monastery.The least expensive method of travel was on the deck of wooden
river barges that made their way to Arkhangel’sk. Hundreds of pilgrims and
other travelers crowded there, able to cruise very cheaply. Both the barges
and monastery steamers provided four classes of travel, the latter offering 12
places in first class, about 100 in second class, and another 350 in third and
steerage classes. Group differentiation was bolstered when the pilgrims arrived
on Solovetskii’s dock. As the pilgrims exited the steamers, monks shepherded
them into rooms at the monastic guest houses. The “better” pilgrims were led
to the Preobrazhenskaia hostelry. An imposing, three-story stone building that
had taken six years to build (1859-1865), the Preobrazhenskaia opened its main
doors right onto the dock. Even at that hostelry, however, some pilgrims were
pushed together into rooms with strangers, sleeping on the floor when there
were too many people for the four couches furnishing the room.” The authors
related their experiences in the Preobrazhenskaia: rooms number 1 and 6 on the
middle floor—there were seventy rooms in all—were the very best: clean, with
beautiful views and upholstered furniture. (This is where Fr. Boddy stayed.) The
third floor was worse than the second, and the first floor worst of all.?

The “lesser” pilgrims were herded to the two older guest houses. Although
the Arkhangel’sk Guest House proudly showed off its scars from British bombs,
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Figure 2.1. View toward the Solovetskii Monastery from a guest house.
Library of Congress, Prints & Photographs Division, Prokudin-Gorskii Collection.

by the early twentieth century it had fallen into disrepair. Some forty-five peo-
ple packed into a single room. Fr. Boddy remembered that “the place, whenever
I visited it, was crammed with pilgrims reclining on the sloping counters which
did duty as beds. It was somewhat like the steerage on our great Atlantic steam-
ers, where all sorts and conditions of men, women, and children come together.”
An earlier observer claimed that, in the guest houses, he saw “everything: fight-
ing, profligacy, and theft.”>

Finally, distinctions at the monastery were reinforced during mealtimes.
Three times a day, “simple folk” went to the “needy refectory” or the “women’s
refectory,” whereas monks, long-term workers, and the “better” guests ate at the
brothers’ refectory. Trush reported: “Experience and practicality is evident in the
monastic-refectory in this regard, as [it is able] faultlessly to assign the mass
of people [for meals], as was done in the guest houses, dividing men into two
parties and directing one to the lower refectory and the other to the brothers’
and then women to their particular one.”+* Apparently, however, this system did
not always work. For some meals, the peasant Zamaraev ate among the seraia
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publika; but on the last day of his pilgrimage, he noted: “We ate lunch together
with the brothers. Here the food was better, in four courses, in the Uspenskii
Church.”+

Although pilgrimage was overwhelmingly a peasant activity throughout
the early twentieth century, the chistaia publika also developed an interest in
Solovki. Protopopov wrote, almost conspiratorially, that “people who know
Solovetskii well recounted to me in confidence that the former severity of
monks in this monastery is gradually beginning to change. The growing con-
tingent is not only literate but also cultivates a [higher] cultural-clerical level
of the monastery. Year in and year out, the number of pilgrims from the “bet-
ter’ class grows.”+ Protopopov undoubtedly saw this as progress, and long
overdue—Valaam Monastery had already begun providing more comfortable
hostels for its pilgrims. If Solovki would only orient itself to the “better class”
and get rid of its bedbugs, Protopopov wrote, it, too, would develop a pilgrim
trade based on Russia’s higher classes.

Thoroughly Modern Traditions

Without doubt, the vast growth in pilgrimage at the end of the imperial
period changed the religious experience of pilgrims to Solovki. On the one
hand, the daily activities undertaken over three days remained rather constant,
but, on the other, the practice of those activities differed significantly over time,
taxing both the pilgrims and the brotherhood.

Pilgrim narratives described similar experiences at the monastery. Upon
arriving early in the morning after the night crossing, time was taken up finding
aroom at one of the various hostelries and getting acquainted with the monastic
kremlin. Always the most succinct of the narrators, Zamaraev wrote that “the
monastery is large, beautiful. Many temples and bureaucratic buildings are
visible, rich ones. The fence around the monastery for thirteen hundred paces
is made of large stones, as are the towers.”+ Others, as one might expect, were
more colorful in their initial descriptions of the monastery. Bishop Evdokim
wrote: “I quickly climbed to the deck. Before my eyes unfolded a staggeringly
wonderful picture.... And just in front of us, in all its glory, pouring out in
evening color sunlight, lay the holy cloister of Solovetskii with its great sacred
places.”#

Pilgrims generally took partin anumber of traditional activities during their
stay on Solovki. Although none was significantly different from religious devo-
tions available at any parish church, these activities took on heightened mean-
ing at the monastery. The most important was the taking of communion and the
receiving of prosphora, the bread blessed during Eucharist commemorations.
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Every few days, the archimandrite of Solovetskii—Fr. Ioanniki for most of the
early twentieth century—served the liturgy himself. From the time of Peter I,
who bestowed this honor, Solovetskii’s archimandrite was allowed to serve an
“archimandrite’s service” exactly like that of a bishop. This caused some excite-
ment among the pilgrims, many of whom rarely witnessed a hierarchal liturgy.
Zamaraev noted, “The archimandrite served. Communion lasted until one in the
afternoon.”# The seminarians agreed, writing that “on another day—a Sunday—
the solemn liturgy was served by the archimandrite himself with many of the
brothers. There were a lot of people in the church. They served with grandeur. It
is true that they sang, as always, loudly and not particularly harmoniously; still
the “archbishop’s service” of the archimandrite produced a strong impression
on those present. The liturgy ended around one.”+

At the end of the liturgy, prosphora was handed out to all the faithful in
pieces, and whole small loaves (with a small triangle taken out for use in the
communion chalice) were returned to pilgrims who brought them from the spe-
cial prosphora chapel outside the monastery walls. From the earliest days of the
monastery, Solovki’s prosphora was considered to be particularly holy, carried
home to loved ones and consumed during sickness to hasten a believer back
to health. To fill the demand, Solovki had to import ever-increasing amounts of
flour and expand the bakery. In return, prosphora sales accounted for signifi-
cant income for the cloister.

After liturgy, pilgrims regularly stood in line for hours to venerate the relics
of Saints Zosima and Savvati. Although many churches and local monasteries
might have had reliquaries, few could compete with the sacred power invested
in these two saints, the founders of Solovki. Bishop Evdokim asked, “Is it neces-
sary to speak of the feeling of fullness in our souls when we bowed down before
those shrines? No, it is not necessary. I wanted to lay on the floor forever in front
of those saints in fear and trembling, wanted to be the dust and perpetually be
trampled upon before them.”# It was an impressive sight; Fr. Boddy wrote that
“countless offerings of candles were blazing around the tombs of the saints of
Solovétsk [sic], and the floor of the chapel, with its black and white pavements,
was covered with a dense mass of kneeling humanity all worshiping toward
the rich shrines glittering with gold—a contrast to the two simple old men who
lie there.”#

In addition to the founders’ bodies, the monastery’s exceptional collection
of other saints’ relics and wonder-working icons also attracted the pilgrims.
Miracle-working icons included a “Slavianskaia” Theotokos; an image of the
Savior painted by St. Eleazar himself; and the wonder-working “Sosnovskaia”
Theotokos that saved the monastery from bombardment by the British. (This
last icon was Kokovtsov’s first stop in the monastery.)*° Objects from the saints’
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own lives provided a tangible link to their holiness—chief among these was a
stone cross brought to the islands by St. Zosima.

In late afternoon, the monks began to serve intercessory services (moleben)
and services for the dead (panikhida). Although these services were regularly
available at home, to have the monks of the holy island pray for one’s family was
a high point of the pilgrimage. Trush noted that the monastery had therefore
developed a system to serve the spiritual needs of thousands: pilgrims queued
at the cashier near the back of the church and paid for their service. Priest-
monks stood there, too, ready to take the faithful into a corner of the church to
celebrate the service. Once finished, the priest came back to the cashier to pick
up another believer.>* In this way, the monks could serve five hundred to six
hundred of these short services per day. This placed extreme demands on the
monks who served the pilgrims and upset the daily routines established for
the rest of the year. As early as 1863 the monastery leadership had to implore
monks to serve in this capacity, saying that all consecrated monks of any rank
needed to serve in rotating shifts at the churches. In fact, anyone who “could
sing even a little” was called to the Troitskii-Zosima Cathedral to help serve at
the saints’ tombs. Notably the document also exhorted the monks to treat the
pilgrims “cordially, affectionately, and with decent respect, and to bear all their
imperfections tolerantly.”>* This intimated the stress undoubtedly felt by the
monastic community when confronted by thousands of pilgrims.The most stern
monks were castigated for sending pilgrims away in tears.s

The great number of intercessory and memorial services celebrated at the
monastery highlighted how sheer magnitude changed the quality of the pil-
grims’ religious experience. Some writers grumbled that there were far more
peaceful and accessible monasteries in Russia that could provide a deeper
spiritual experience for pilgrims than could be offered by the mass character of
all the religious activities on Solovki. This view, however, missed a central point
about the sanctity of Solovki: herds of pilgrims arriving by the boatload only
heightened the monastery’s appeal as a sacred place, as thousands of candles
were a better sacrifice to the saints than one single candle burning in front of
their crypts. The mass nature of Solovki’s pilgrim experience—made possible
largely by changes in technology—rather than undermining its sanctity actu-
ally increased it.

Enormous financial growth, fueled by pilgrimage, significantly affected
the internal life of the monastery. The upheaval experienced during the pil-
grimage season was overwhelming but relatively short. The pilgrims began to
arrive in late May or early June, and by August almost all of them had left the
islands. The task of cleaning up, fixing up, and preparing for the next summer’s
onslaught, however, became a major task for the brothers of Solovki. This was
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accomplished through a series of large public-works projects that brought new
technology to the monastery, sometimes introducing innovations to the Russian
North. Between 1895 and 1917, for example, the monastery built its own electric
station, telegraph service, horse farm, fisheries, and other major projects, largely
based on income provided by the pilgrims.

The large building and development projects favored by Solovki’s long-
serving archimandrite, Joanniki, had little support among the brothers of the
monastery who regarded him with suspicion—especially after 1907 when he
decided to build a turbine mill. One brother told Protopopov that “the father
abbot fancies himself an engineer-shipbuilder ... hmm ...I don’t know if this
should be [said].” Other pilgrims, however, praised the archimandrite. In the
words of the seminarians:

The archimandrite approached. This is a stocky person with energy and
small expressive eyes, the typical Russian peasant. His manner and method
of treatment show his origin, but in his eyes one sees intelligence, and in
his step and in his characteristic features—between his brows—uncon-
querable energy. This is a man of action—a child of the gloomy North. He
makes no allowances for the monks and maintains strict discipline. The
monks are afraid of him but respect him; they elected him their leader for
his outstanding intellect, boundless energy, and excellent understanding
of the monastery and all its procedures, from the time when the archi-
mandrite began his career from among the trudniki [working pilgrims]
and then became a novice.>

Although he fought back vigorously and continued to modernize the mon-
astery, the archimandrite received increasingly harsh condemnations: in 1911
a former teacher of theology at Solovki went so far as to call Ioanniki a “nihil-
ist,” a “practical atheist” who ran the monastery with the unbridled power of
a Pope.>> Formal charges were brought against Ioanniki, related in part to his
misuse of funds, but he was not removed from his post until 1917. By that time
the Russian press had begun reporting on problems at the monastery and so
the Holy Synod was forced to act.

These problems may have had little effect on the pilgrims. In fact, Ioanniki’s
policies probably helped the monastery to attract more pilgrims—the great
wealth and modern miracles to be seen there provided ever-more exotic reasons
to visit Solovki. And despite the many monasteries one could visit throughout
the North, Solovki continued to captivate the imagination of Russian pilgrims.
It may be that pilgrims simply preferred rich monasteries to poor ones, but the
faithful also saw in Solovki a monastery where they could encounter the sanctity
of Russia’s medieval saints while experiencing the great wealth developed by
modern methods.
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Concluding Observations

The peasant A. A. Zamaraev wrote down the particulars of his trip home
from Solovki: “At last, on 13 June somehow we left aboard the ship Vera, which
departed at 2:00 in the afternoon. The weather is calm.”>* With him on the trip
back to Tot'ma, via Arkhangel’sk, Kotlas, and Velikii Ustiug, were hundreds of
like-minded souls, looking forward to arriving home. What was the meaning of
their experiences? The more descriptive of our authors offered a few thoughts
on their journeys. Kokovtsov remarked that the importance of Solovetskii had
changed over the centuries—"In our day it cannot have the complete propaga-
tion of the Word of God as in the fifteenth century, but it expresses itself in the
maintenance of the Orthodox way.”” Here Kokovtsov intimated that the faith
needed maintenance, that Solovki was a defender of tradition against a sea of
change. Protopopov was not so sure: “It is said that the faith of the people is fall-
ing and weakening, that rationalism is spreading. How might this be reflected
in a monastery, the income of which acts as a good thermometer of religious
temperature? Alas!—in the absence of good writings about monastic life, and
being unable to establish the necessary facts without the assistance of monastic
powers, this question, for me, must remain unanswered.”?®

Protopopov may have been more satisfied with his spiritual temperature
taking had he analyzed his fellow pilgrims” experiences rather than monastic
ones. The throngs of believers that came to Solovki in the waning years of the
empire represented a high level of popular religious commitment among a
certain segment of the population. There seems to be little evidence—given
the narratives offered here—that pilgrims had become more rational in their
approach to religion. Indeed, just the opposite was true: the traditional forms
of worship and piety at the monastery during these years, rather than suffering
a decline, were in fact reinforced.

Yet a transformation had been occurring, and the outlines of that change
could be seen in the pilgrim narratives. Solovki, long proud of “working only for
itself,” was now linked to the laity in ways it had never experienced. When the
monastery’s first steamship arrived, the pilgrim experience at Solovki likewise
changed forever. Remarkably this remote monastic outpost became among the
most-often visited holy places in Russia. With its mammoth influx of visitors,
the monastery sometimes seemed to be more income-driven than spirit-filled,
and some guests came away disgusted with the amount of money the monas-
tery made.

Most pilgrims, however, continued to experience the monastery in deeply
religious ways, as attested by the huge number of requiem and intercession ser-
vices celebrated each day on the islands. Likewise, the vast amount of communion
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bread sold for personal commemorations also illustrated the central place of
prayer in the pilgrims’ activities. The English priest—Fr. Boddy—summed up this
aspect of Solovki’s pilgrim culture: “I had been to a great number of services in
Russia . .. but never was more impressed than at Solovetsk [sic]. There was such
earnestness and simple devoutness in these pilgrim faces.They had come across
the Ural from Siberia, from the steppes of the Cossacks of the Don, from the for-
est of northern Russia, had traveled for weeks and weeks, and at last here they
were in the Holy Place itself, and almost overwhelmed with devout emotion.”>

Although Fr. Boddy was emphasizing the continuation of piety in Russian
culture, he also introduced another puzzle, as yet unexplored. These narratives
hinted that thousands of pilgrims crisscrossed the empire and far beyond, but
we still do not know the extent of their travels. (Protopopov suggested that some
had been in Kiev before making their way north.)* Was it possible to attach
a size, shape, and meaning to the movement of believers across Russia? Was
Solovki’s transformation—from cloister to pilgrim Mecca, capable of housing
and feeding thousands of pilgrims at once—a singular occurrence or part of a
larger change in popular religion in the late imperial period? These areas are
ripe for examination.
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