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Formulation of the Problem, Method

What happens when the Russian Orthodox tradition meets post-Soviet 
Russia? This is the general question I will attempt to answer in the fol-
lowing study, which is more in the tradition of the history of ideas and 
culture than the social sciences. I am particularly interested in examining 
the intersections between Orthodoxy and secular culture and will only by 
way of exception examine questions concerning the Church’s practical 
and legal relationship to society and politics, an issue that has been given 
considerable attention, as we can notice in the recent research reviewed 
at the end of this chapter. One chapter, however, will dwell on this issue 
as a background to the further study. 

I intend to study “the Orthodox component” in post-Soviet Russian 
culture, both in its own right and as a constituent of memory, a conserva-
tive or imperialist political attitude and postmodernism. Consideration 
will also be given to the question of whether a number of these functions 
might be concurrently present as interacting or counteracting elements. 
My thesis here is that the relationship is reciprocal: the postmodern 
element, for example, is reinterpreted in culture in Orthodox religious 
categories, and Orthodoxy takes on features of postmodernism. 

The issues that will be addressed are the following: the debate over the 
use of Church Slavonic as the liturgical language. This is a question that 
is not strictly religious but concerns Russian culture and its distinctive 
nature in general; it is also part of a broader debate on language and 
identity in post-Soviet Russia. 

Another question involves the nature of the new canonizations that 
have taken place in the Orthodox Church. I will concentrate here on 
those promoted by various extremist orthodox groups in recent years. A 
special sub-study focuses on the attempts to canonize the soldier Evgenij 
Rodionov, another on the efforts to make Stalin a saint. I conducted an 

1



�0

earlier study, already published, on the new martyrs, that is, the Orthodox 
Christians who were canonized because they had been tortured and died 
for their faith in the Soviet era.1

A third issue is jurodstvo, or holy foolishness, as a particular and re-
curring theme in the Orthodox Church after the fall of the Soviet Union 
as well as earlier in Russian history. A sub-study has been made of Kse-
nija of Petersburg, the peculiar and well-loved holy fool of that city. 

The last issue to be examined is the significance of the Orthodox 
tradition in the most recent Russian art and poetry. A special study is 
dedicated to the debates around the exhibition “Caution! Religion”, the 
equivalent to the discussion of the Mohamed caricatures in the West. I 
have restricted my last chapter before my conclusions to poetry given 
that a general comparison seems to indicate that it is here and not in 
prose that the most interesting encounters occur between contemporary 
literature and the Orthodox tradition. There is also a practical conside-
ration taken into account: it involves a smaller quantity of text, and it is 
easier to do a close reading of poetry than prose. 

Although the political role of the Church as an organization will  
be considered only in an introductory overview, I will investigate the 
interaction between contemporary political reality and the liturgical, 
hagiographic and iconographic creations of the Orthodox Church and 
parachurch groups. This focus on sacred texts and images rather than on 
Church documents of a more general nature is more or less unique. These 
texts and images will also be compared with their secular counterparts in 
an in-depth examination of the material not found in previous research 
to any significant extent. 

My investigation is informed by the comprehensive view of Russian 
cultural history advocated by the Russian semioticians, in particular 
Boris Uspenskij and Jurij Lotman, who work with fundamental opposi-
tional pairs like east–west, old–new, Christian–profane.2 

Another semiotic concept, also taken from Jurij Lotman is semi-
osphere.3 This concept makes it possible for a culture to be studied in 

1 Per-Arne Bodin, Eternity and Time: Studies in Russian Literature and the Orthodox 
Tradition, Stockholm University, Stockholm, 2007, pp. 231–250.
2 As in the most well-known of these Russian semiotic studies: Jurij M. Lotman, Boris 
A. Uspenskij, “Rol´ dual´nych modelej v dinamike russkoj kul´tury (do konca 18 
veka)”, Trudy po russkoj i slavjanskoj filologii, no. 28, 1977, pp. 3–36.
3 yuri M. Lotman, Universe of the Mind: A Semiotic Theory of Culture, (Translated 
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a broader context that extends beyond individual questions and instead 
views them in relation to other elements. Lotman and Russian semiotics 
in general, especially in its later phase, focus on how ideas interfunction 
synchronically in society and diachronically in history. 

One oppositional pair relevant to the semiosphere is centre–periphery. 
Some of the texts and images to be analysed were produced by marginal 
groups in Russian society today, but I also want to show how and in 
what way these marginal groups communicate with the centre and how 
they interact and reinforce one another in the current Russian debate on 
ideas. My thesis is that the centre and periphery in this debate on ideas 
in Russia are essentially axiologically equal. 

Discourse is yet another essential concept that has been used bro-
adly in the humanities and social sciences in recent decades. In the 
present context it will be used in Michel Foucault’s sense4 to refer to 
utterances of an emotional, descriptive or evaluative nature regardless 
of the medium or whether the producer is a fictitious or real person 
or group. Discourse and the relationship between discourses involve 
power relations between groups. As for concrete use, I base my work 
on a number of concepts that are found in different discourses but differ 
partially in content depending on the historical period or differences 
in power relations. Also in Foucault’s spirit, although the producers 
of utterances will often be mentioned and considered, I will be more 
interested in investigating discourses, the relations between them and 
the mechanisms of their construction rather than in individual actors. It 
is not subjectivity that I want to explore but rather ideas in these flows 
and mergings.

The smallest units of discourses, what Foucault calls “discursive 
structures”, are words, images, expressions, terms and genres found in 
a “discourse formation”, that is, a collection of discourses that are defi-
ned here as the Orthodox discourse. however, I will not use discourse 
in any narrower linguistic sense. 

The concepts “episteme”, that is the body of knowledge circulating 
at a particular time, and “silence” will also be of some importance in 
my study. Consideration is given to what can possibly be said in this 

by Ann Shukman), Tauris, London, 1990.
4 Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge and The Discourse on Language, 
Routledge, London, 2002, pp. 120–122.
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macrodiscourse defined as Orthodox as well as what cannot be expressed 
in this discourse and may have to be ignored in silence.5

I am convinced that this study can answer important questions about 
the construction and functioning of the Russian world of ideas in the first 
few decades after the fall of the Soviet Union. To some extent Russian 
Orthodoxy and Russian culture during this period must be approached 
from this form of macroperspective. 

Discourses are about power and the appropriation of power. This is a 
fundamental idea for Foucault that will be of crucial importance in these 
analyses. It is a question more of uneven power relations than one of 
oppressors and oppressed. It involves expressions of power or power-
lessness with respect to Church Slavonic, jurodivyj, saints, martyrs and 
empire, as well as what is being done with figures like Ivan the Terrible 
and Grigorij Rasputin. This basic approach to the material can, I believe, 
provide a productive link to both Foucault’s concept of discourse and 
Lotman’s view of the relationship between centre and periphery. 

It is also important for me in this study to distinguish between a 
macrodiscourse, that is, the Orthodox discourse, and different degrees 
of microdiscourses that work together with or against the Orthodox 
discourse. Both levels will be termed discourse in this analysis, which 
may perhaps be a bit confusing, but I will try to show the hierarchical 
position of each discourse in relation to the other discourses in indivi-
dual cases. 

One fundamental methodological concept in the present study is con-
struction. Instead of simply asking how something really is or was, I will 
examine how different discourses have been constructed. I am therefore 
more interested in the mechanisms that operate than in a quantitative 
study of different social and cultural phenomena. In using the concept 
of construction, I am distancing myself from the semioticians’ use of 
semiosphere, where the reality status of different phenomena revealed 
is never actually called into question. Construction and discourse are 
closely interconnected, but the former indicates an activity and a cons-
cious subject more than the second. 

The issue of construction is especially important in the Russian con-
text because for seventy years so much of the Orthodox heritage was 

5 For a definition of all these terms see: Sara Mills, Discourse, Routledge, London 
and New york, 2004.
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concealed and persecuted. Almost no one has any personal memory 
of how things actually were before the Revolution, when the Church 
had a captive yet privileged position in the Russian Empire. For many 
people and in many contexts it is a question of constructing a memory 
of pre-revolutionary Orthodoxy that may have very much or very little 
to do with reality.

Other important concepts in this study are individual memory, col-
lective memory, cultural memory and especially liturgical memory, and 
the differences between them will be instrumental in the analyses below. 
This is particularly true for canonizations but also in other contexts 
where memory had to be recreated after the great transformation of 
the country following the fall of the Soviet Union. Large parts of the 
Orthodox tradition were involved in a conscious, well-designed process 
of forgetting, and it will thus be especially interesting to study how lost 
memory is being recovered. The opposition between memory and coun-
ter-memory, and even more that between history and counter-history 
are relevant here. Counter-memory and counter-history are considered 
to be a memory/history that is created in contrast and opposition to the 
memory/history promulgated by the prevailing group in society. I do not 
really distinguish between the two concepts, but I do believe that coun-
ter-memory lies on a more individual level and counter-history on a more 
societal or collective level.6 No attempt is made to evaluate the degree 
of truthfulness or moral value for one memory over another. There will 
be a more in-depth discussion of this issue when these concepts become 
relevant in the concrete analyses. 

Another theme associated with memory is what German intellectual 
historians call Vergangenheitsbewältigung, which refers to efforts of a 
society or culture to come to terms with its past. The concept seems app-
ropriate here, since the Russian case has many parallels with the process 
in Germany vis-à-vis the Nazi era. I shall be examining how these texts 
and images attempt to deal with the Soviet period.

Some of the texts and images produced today – particularly many 
hymns and icons – could be defined as pre-modern or medieval with 
respect to their poetics and form of artistic expression. These works have 

6 See further Jeffrey K. Olick and Joyce Robbins, “Social Memory Studies: From 
‘Collective Memory’ to the historical Sociology of Mnemonic Practices”, Annual 
Review of Sociology, no. 24, 1998, pp. 105–140.
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now been brought into a postmodern world of ideas, and it is the nature 
of this meeting or confrontation that is one of the foci of my study. 

Memory is currently a topical concern in Russia, and has become the 
central focus of organizations such as Pamjat´ and Memorial, which, 
however, approach it from widely different perspectives. Whereas Pa-
mjat´ represents a nostalgic search for the authentic Russian past and is 
often critical of everything foreign, Memorial concentrates on studying 
and recalling the injustices and crimes committed during and after the 
Soviet era.7

The Church as well is taking a retrospective look at the past – both 
the immediate prerevolutionary years and the patriarchal era, which in 
the Orthodox context is considered a golden age, what Mircea Eliade 
called in illo tempore. Crucial here is the Orthodox view of immuta-
bility as the desired state, which results in yet another encounter with 
postmodernity.

 The concept of construction is relevant here as well: if we are to 
agree with Maurice halbwachs, each memory is to some degree or in 
its entirety a construction.8 What makes this fact even more important 
in the Russian situation is that no “personal memory” can really exist 
following the great lapse in memory caused by the Soviet era’s collective 
oblivion. In this sense memory has points in common with Bachtin’s 
concept of speech genre, according to which there are larger structures 
in our speech (or, as it were, in what we write) that are genre-bound. 
Memory can similarly be said to be genre-bound, for accounts of the past 
are influenced by the listener and by prevailing expectations. 

What happens in such intersections? Are there any fundamental chan-
ges in the relationship of Russian culture to the Orthodox tradition in 
these encounters between pre-modernity and postmodernity in post-So-
viet Russia? The concept of premodernity will be used here in reference 
to the period prior to the breakthrough of the modern, which in the present 
case means pre-Petrine Russia. The term medieval will occasionally be 
used, although it is doubtful whether it can be applied to the Russian his-
tory of ideas, because, among other reasons, Russia never experienced a 

7 Svetlana Boym, The Future of Nostalgia, Basic Books, New york, 2001,  
pp. 57–74. 
8 Maurice halbwachs, On Collective Memory, ed. L. A. Coser, University of Chi-
cago Press, Chicago, Ill., 1992.
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Renaissance. The concept is better suited to the West European historical 
context. The concept of postmodernity will be used in the temporal sense 
to designate the period following the modern era. Whereas postmodernity 
refers to the condition following the fall of the Soviet Union, a period 
characterised by globalisation and the explosive development of the in-
formation society as a result of the Internet, postmodernism will serve as 
a concept for understanding the Orthodox discourses in Russia today. One 
of my theses is that there is a connection between the Orthodox discourses 
and postmodernism. What is occurring in Russia today is happening to 
Christianity in general across the world: its main opponent, the Enlighten-
ment, has been disarmed; atheism no longer seems more philosophically 
relevant than Marxism or any other ism. This is the question the Italian 
philosopher Gianni Vattimo considers from an entirely Western Christian 
perspective in his book After Christianity. he argues that Christianity is 
now freer and no longer needs to devote its energy to a polemic with ir-
relevant rationalism and Enlightenment ideals. 

One of the questions that this study can answer is how similar phe-
nomena develop in the Russian Orthodox context. What is peculiar to 
the Russian situation is that an older approach seems to have resurfaced 
after the fall of Soviet ideology, while at the same time the historical 
situation outlined by Vattimo seems to be applicable to Christianity as a 
whole, including Russian Orthodoxy:

What I am trying to argue (though with difficulty, since the problem 
is not a linear one) is that the postmodern dissolution of metanar-
ratives (to use Lyotard’s expression) – the idea that the universality 
of reason characteristic of modernity has been discredited – leads 
Christianity to see itself as merely an internal element in the con-
flict among cultures, religions, and world views. It seems to me that 
a religiously inspired communitarianism and fundamentalisms in 
their different forms (including that which sometimes appears in the 
official teachings of the Catholic Church) correspond to this new 
attitude, which is legitimized by the fact that it no longer needs to 
reckon with the imperialist and colonial legacies of Enlightenment 
universalism and rationalism.9 

9 Gianni Vattimo, After Christianity, Columbia University Press, New york, 2002, 
p. 98.
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Even new types of fundamentalism are seen to be part of the postmodern 
condition, where the Enlightenment paradigm of reason and progress 
is no longer valid. This is especially true of the Russian situation and 
will be examined here. More problematical and interesting, however, is 
Vattimo’s concept of “weakening”10, by which he means quite simply 
that political and religious issues in the West have become softer, more 
disparate, and perhaps unclear in the secularizing postmodern era. The 
situation is much more complicated in Russia, where secularisation has 
come about as a result of coercive anti-Church measures by the state 
and the Communist Party. Secularisation is far advanced in both Russia 
and the West, but in Russia the concept has dual associations—as both 
a 19th century process of liberation from established authorities and a 
component of 20th century totalitarian ideology—and this complexity 
gives Christianity and religion in general a special status and role in Rus-
sia today. The end of secularisation as a worldwide process encounters 
in Russia the return of Christianity both as a process against an earlier 
authoritarian system, which includes atheism on the agenda, and as part 
of a new authoritarian system. It is these particular and complicated 
conditions that will be highlighted in the analysis. 

Postmodernism is an ambiguous and much debated concept, but will 
still have an important place in this study. As used here the term will be 
based on a rather standard textbook cluster of features. This cluster will 
then be used, on the one hand, in parallel with the corresponding Rus-
sian definitions, and on the other, to determine whether they have any 
relevance or interpretative power for gaining an understanding of the en-
counter between the Russian Orthodox tradition and post-Soviet secular 
culture. The concept is used in this study for two reasons: first, it seems 
to have a particular and perhaps even delayed relevance in Russia. This 
fact has historical causes, since the cultural debate was obstructed and 
at times even prevented in the Soviet Union, at least up until glasnost´. 
Second, postmodernism is a concept that is highly relevant to many of 
the thinkers pondering the importance of the Orthodox tradition. There 
is thus a methodological difficulty here that I must address: Postmoder-
nism, a concept that is difficult to define, will be used as an instrument 
of analysis and also studied as a concept in my primary material. 

I am therefore not interested in the shifting senses of the term but rather 

10 For a definition of weak thought, see Vattimo, op. cit., p. 22. 
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in its common denominators. To a considerable extent I rely here on Ke-
vin hart’s presentation of such features in Postmodernism. A Beginner’s 
Guide,11 first, because it views the concept in the broadest terms possible 
and avoids overly narrow definitions or biases that are too specialised, 
and second, because it discusses the place of religion in the postmodern 
condition. hart’s exposition will be complemented with an article by the 
important theoretician Ihab hassan.12 I will not attempt to take a position 
on whether postmodernism is an era or a condition but will merely note 
that the concept is relevant to the period I am studying. 

The accepted features that I will be working with are the following: 
fragmentation; a focus on quotes and collages; the absence of clear moral 
or ethical criteria; an expressed openness to alternatives of interpreta-
tion, a hybridization of genres and styles; a repudiation of the grand 
narrative, grand explanations and grand theories; and the view of culture 
as a game, as play, as performance; a questioning of authenticity; and 
the abundant use of irony. Another important concept is what Jean Bau-
drillard calls simulacra, which refers to the questioning of the status of 
reality of phenomena in the world of massmediation.13 Some of these 
concepts may well belong to modernism or perhaps other periods, but for 
me and the present context, it is important to see these concepts together 
and not in isolation as traits of postmodernism.

As has already been stated, the aim of this study is to examine the 
function of the “Orthodox component” in Russian culture of today. The 
various individual themes that will be considered are obviously not ex-
haustive. The intention instead is to do a bit of test-drilling in a broad 
field, although I am convinced that the answers we find will contribute 
significantly to understanding tendencies and trends in Russian culture 
and society today. 

The period that will be considered spans the final years of glasnost´ 
up to 2007 and with a few observations from 2008. Three different peri-
ods are involved here: the final years of the Soviet Union, the transition 
period, and the most recent couple of years, which could be termed the 
post-transition period. 

11 Kevin hart, Postmodernism: A Beginner’s Guide, Oneworld, Oxford, 2004.
12 Ihab hassan, “Pluralism in Postmodern Perspective”, Critical Inquiry, Spring 
1986, pp. 503–520.
13 Jean Baudrillard, Selected Writings, ed. M. Poster, Stanford University Press, 
Stanford, Calif., 1988, pp. 166–184.
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The study is multimedial. It will consider poetry, prose, icons, pole-
mical articles, and popular science and legal texts side by side; literary 
texts will also be considered from an aesthetic perspective. Particular 
emphasis will be given to recent hymnographic texts in Church Slavonic, 
which are interesting both for their very existence and with respect to 
the meaning they convey. This is especially true as regards the encounter 
between post-Soviet reality (or rather notions of reality) and their med-
ieval language and forms of expression. 

As is the case with postmodernity in general, the Internet has assu-
med an enormous role in the new Russia as a distribution channel for 
literature, especially poetry, and scientific and polemical texts. Many of 
the publications of the Church and Church groups are posted on-line, as 
is most recent poetry. The media situation has been completely trans-
formed within a decade, and the Internet will be my principal source in 
this study. This does present a problem, however. For one thing, ease 
of access to on-line publishing has produced an enormous amount of 
material, but it also allows small extremist groups and their viewpoints 
disproportionate space. I will try to take this problem into account as I 
deliberately seek out marginality in this study.14 Second large numbers 
of texts often disappear without a trace. I will therefore include longer 
quotations than are normally used in this type of scholarly context to 
ensure a longevity that the Internet often does not provide.

The Church is an important force, particularly in its interplay with 
political authorities, society and culture. In addition to the intrinsic value 
to study this, it also has importance for understanding Russia today in 
general. Consequently, I am convinced that it is of great value not just to 
study the Orthodox discourses in Russian society, but also the discourses 
on-line as well as the views of marginal and extremist groups. They also 
reveal something about processes at the centre of society and culture. 

For the obvious reason that the period under study is so recent, pre-
vious research in this area is limited, but each chapter will when pos-
sible refer to current scholarship. If we turn to the research front on 
the Russian Orthodox Church in general over the last few years, three 
approaches can be discerned:

14 On the role of the Internet in the Russian Orthodox Church, see Nikolaj Mitrochin, 
Russkaja pravoslavnaja cerkov´: sovremennoe sostojanie i aktual´nye problemy, No-
voe literaturnoe obozrenie, Moskva, 2004, pp. 396–398.
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1. Published and processed archival materials. After the fall of the Soviet 
Union, many archives were opened and an abundance of interesting 
material about religion also became available. Some of these discoveries 
have been published, and a number of monographs have processed and 
analysed it. Important issues include Stalin and the Church’s position 
in World War II as well as Chruščev’s anti-religious campaign. The 
view that has emerged is much less clear-cut than previously: govern-
ment Party policies were sometimes contradictory and occasionally the 
offical Church, also in contrast to the received view, offered certain 
resistance. Two important monographs in this area are Steven Merritt 
Miner, Stalin’s Holy War: Religion, Nationalism, and Alliance Politics, 
1941–1945 and Tatiana A. Chumachenko, Church and State in Soviet 
Russia, 1941–1961.15

2. The most extensive current research and publications concern 
Church–state and Church–society relations in post-Soviet Russia. Issues 
addressed include collaboration between the Russian Orthodox Church 
and government authorities, the Church’s position on social issues and 
the relationship between the Church and political parties and other po-
litical groups. A considerable number of these studies are sociological 
investigations of self-identified confessional and ethnic membership. 
Three examples of in-depth and to some extent overlapping such studies 
are Nikolaj Mitrochin, Russkaja pravoslavnaja cerkov´: sovremennoe 
sostojanie i aktual´nye problemy, Zoe Knox, Russian Society and the 
Orthodox Church: Religion in Russia after Communism and John Gor-
don Garrard & Carol Garrard, Russian Orthodoxy Resurgent: Faith and 
Power in the New Russia.16 Mitrochin has supplemented his book with 

15 Steven Merritt Miner, Stalin’s Holy War: Religion, Nationalism, and Alliance 
Politics, 1941–1945, University of North Carolina Press, Chapel hill, N.C., 2003; 
Tatiana A. Chumachenko, Church and State in Soviet Russia: Russian Orthodoxy 
from World War II to the Krushchev Years, M.E. Sharpe, Armonk, N.y., 2002.
16 For an excellent review of some of the most important research in this area, see 
Irina Papkova in Kritika: explorations in Russian and Eurasian History, vol. 9, 
no. 2, Spring 2008, pp. 481–492, reviews of: Wallace L. Daniel, The Orthodox 
Church and Civil society in Russia, Texas A&M University Press, College Station, 
2006; Zoe Knox, Russian Society and the Orthodox Church: Religion in Russia 
after Communism, Routledge Curzon, London, 2005; Nikolaj Mitrochin, Russkaja 
pravoslavnaja cerkov´: sovremennoe sostojanie i aktual´nye problemy [The Russian 
orthodox church: contemporary condition and current problems], Novoe literaturn-
oe obozrenie, Moskva, 2004.
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a recently published article on the Church’s situation in recent years.17 
Another key contribution is Aleksandr Verchovskij’s description of all 
the different forms of social organisations in which Orthodoxy is a more 
or less distinguishing feature.18 One question studied in a number of 
contexts is the geographic expansion of the Russian Orthodox Church 
and its relation to the globalisation process.19

In her overview article, Irina Papkova of Georgetown University dis-
tinguishes between two different narratives about the Russian Orthodox 
Church. One, is also the Church’s own view, sees it as a martyr of Soviet 
power. The other view focuses instead on collaborative relations and 
emphasizes the Church’s declarations of loyalty to the Soviet system in 
the 1920s and real or perhaps invented collaboration between the Church 
and the state and security forces.20 

Compared to scholarly works in general, what stands out clearly in 
many of these texts by both Russian and non-Russian researchers is 
their polemical and political content. The discourse of the non-Rus-
sian researchers is reminiscent of the Cold War discourse, while that of 
the Russian researchers suggests the official Soviet atheistic discourse. 
What is sought in this book is more distance in dealing with these issues 
to the extent this is possible, that is a more balanced view. 

3. The Church and the new conservative imperialist thinkers. Ortho-
doxy is central to the ideology of both Aleksandr Dugin and Aleksandr 
Prochanov, the two most famous contemporary Russian imperialist thin-
kers. Beside these established ideologues, there is a large and active 
group of younger writers, journalists and artists who advocate an active 
Church presence in politics and society. The movement has taken on 
the name “political orthodoxy” and is closely associated with recently 

17 Nikolaj Mitrochin, “Debaty o politike i kul´ture”, Neprikosnovennyj zapas, no. 1 
2009, http://magazines.russ.ru/nz/2009/1/mi13.html, 29-06-2009.
18 Aleksandr Verchovskij, “Političeskoe pravoslavie v rossijskoj publičnoj politike: 
pod˝em antisekuljarnogo nacionalizma”, SOVA: religija v svetskom obščestve, 
http://religion.sova-center.ru/publications/4D646C9/5774C69, 29-06-2009.
19 A. Malašenko & S. Filatov (ed.), Religija i globalizacija na prostorach Evrazii, 
Rossijskaja političeskaja enciklopedija, Moskovskij Centr Karnegi, Moskva, 2009; 
Dmitri Sidorov, Orthodoxy and Difference: Essays on the Geography of Russian 
Orthodox Church(es) in the 20th Century, Pickwick Publications, San Jose, CA, 
2001. 
20 Papkova, op. cit.
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elected Patriarch Kirill. Two studies addressing this issue are Marlène 
Laruelle, Russian Eurasianism: An Ideology of Empire, and Maria Eng-
ström, Imperium: Conservative Ideology and Art in Contemporary Rus-
sia (forthcoming).21

I hope my findings will reveal the mechanisms that operate when 
premodernity meets postmodernity and also, and even more concretely, 
how they are shaped in the Russian context. I hope to reach conclusions 
relevant to Russian culture in general and post-Soviet Russian culture in 
particular. There is also an ethical question here: how is Russian culture 
shaping specific experiences from the Soviet era? I am convinced that 
the creation of culture of this kind is in essence an aesthetic process, 
which of course in no way means that any person or party is absolved 
of ethical responsibility. My study can be said to lie at the intersection 
between aesthetics and politics, both seen from a broad perspective. It 
is a continuation of the final chapter on canonizations of new martyrs 
in my book Eternity and Time: Studies in Russian Literature and the 
Orthodox Tradition.22 

The work will be limited to the Russian Orthodox Church (the Mos-
cow Patriarchate) and parachurch groups that are more or less close to 
the patriarchate. The Old Believers will not be analysed, nor will groups 
such as the Russian Orthodox Autonomous Church and sects like the 
newly formed Godmother sect, that have placed themselves outside the 
official Church organisation. This second restriction may be questioned, 
given that these groups often produce texts and images of the same types 
as those that will be studied, but not least considerations of space are 
responsible for this obvious shortcoming. 

21 Marlène Laruelle, Russian Eurasianism: An Ideology of Empire, Woodrow Wil-
son Center Press, Washington, D.C., 2008; Maria Engström, Imperium: Conserva-
tive Ideology and Art in Contemporary Russia (forthcoming).
22 Bodin, op. cit., pp. 231–250.
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The Influence of the Russian Orthodox Tradition

The leader of the Russian Orthodox Church since 1990, Patriarch Aleksij 
II died on 5 December 2008. The funeral service, which was held at the 
Church of Christ the Saviour on 9 December, took the form of a pane-
gyric to the deceased patriarch but also a celebration of the Church’s 
recovery from persecution during the Soviet period. 

Beginning under Michail Gorbačev, the situation of the Russian Ort-
hodox Church (officially also called the Moscow Patriarchate) has in-
deed improved dramatically.  The persecution that went on with varying 
force throughout the Soviet period suddenly came to an end. The Church 
had survived a period of martyrdom harsher than that experienced by the 
first Christians in the Roman Empire. The celebration of the Church’s 
thousand-year anniversary in 1988 was a manifestation not only for the 
religious community, but for the entire country. Much as Stalin had ap-
pealed to the Church during World War II for moral support, the party 
and the government needed the Church as a partner to implement the 
new policies of glasnost’ and perestrojka. In 1943 Stalin had received the 
leader of the Russian Church, Metropolitan Sergij, and in 1988, when the 
country was similarly in crisis and on the verge of collapse, Gorbačev 
received Patriarch Pimen. 

The situation today, which has been developing since the demise of 
the Soviet Union, is one in which the Church has returned to a privileged 
position in Russian society. The number of open churches has grown 
threefold since Brežnev’s time up to some 20 000, and monasteries have 
multiplied by about 45 times and now total more than 650. These facts 
show that despite such a long period of harassment the Church has re-
gained considerable influence in society of today. It is also interesting 
to note that there are many men and women, often from quite secular 
family backgrounds, who want to become monks and nuns in these new 
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monasteries. This influx is a unique phenomenon in present-day Europe, 
where a diminishing number of people are taking up such a vocation.

The number of believers is difficult to estimate. More than 80 per cent 
of Russians call themselves Orthodox, but no more than a half of them 
call themselves believers. Less than 10 per cent of the Russian popu-
lation regularly attend religious services.1 As in many other countries, 
religion is more a question of identity than of practice. Orthodoxy provi-
des a foundation of values and a feeling of historical continuity with the 
time before the 1917 Revolution as well as with old Kiev, an important 
sentiment reflecting a view of the Soviet era as a horrible and meaning-
less parenthesis in Russian history. 

For most people, this sense of both old and new belonging means that 
they are lukewarm Orthodox just as they were lukewarm Communists in 
Soviet times. It is this large but not particularly dedicated group that is 
often important for understanding different social processes. These lu-
kewarm groups also represent a particular continuity in Russian society. 
When it became too dangerous to go to church, they ceased doing so; 
when it was permitted, perhaps even required, they became churchgoers 
once again, albeit to a very limited extent. 

Up until December 2008, the Church was led by Patriarch Aleksij II, 
who grew up in independent Estonia between the wars. he was descen-
ded from a family of Baltic German nobles, the von Ridigers – rather 
interesting antecedents for a leader of the Russian Church in this period, 
when the question of the close relation between Russian nationalism and 
Orthodoxy has often been debated. 

There are also a number of rebellious but rather insignificant congre-
gations and believers in the Orthodox Church with a background in the 
Catacomb Church, that is, the part of the Orthodox Church that did not 
recognise the official Church’s declarations of loyalty to the Soviet state in 
the 1920s. The largest of them is called the Russian Orthodox Autonomous 
Church and has its headquarters in the city of Suzdal. There are also some 
some smaller groups that are in opposition to the Moscow Patriarchate.2

1 For statistics on religions, see especially the article: Sergej Filatov & Ro-
man Lunkin, “Statistika rossijskoj religioznosti: magija cifr i neodnoznačnaja 
real´nost´”, Russkij archipelag, http://www.archipelag.ru/authors/filatov/
?library=2043, 26-12-2007.
2 On the different Orthodox groups see: Nikolaj A. Mitrochin, Russkaja pravoslav-
naja cerkov´: sovremennoe sostojanie i aktual´nye problemy, op. cit., pp. 460–472.
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The Church has distanced itself more and more from the World Coun-
cil of Churches (although it is still a member) and other ecumenical 
activities. Because the Russian Orthodox Church was allowed to devote 
some of its energies to ecumenicalism during the Soviet period, such ac-
tivities have acquired a negative association with political involvement 
in the Church’s own affairs. There is also a growing divide between the 
Protestant Churches’ desire to keep up with the times and the Orthodox 
Church’s general conservatism in values, especially on moral issues. 
Ecumenism is thus low on the agenda for the Russian Orthodox Church 
for the moment.

One of the burning issues in the years since liberation has been a 
failure to come to terms with the Soviet past. Ever since its declarations 
of loyalty to the Soviet state in the 1920s, the Church has been accused 
of collaborating with the atheist regime, and many of its leading figures 
have been suspected of overly close contacts with the KGB. 

ThE ChURCh AND SOCIETy

During the Soviet era the Church was prevented from having any contact 
whatsoever with society. Nowadays the situation is completely different, 
and in order to meet contemporary demands in 2000 the Church formu-
lated a seventy-page social programme that addresses its relationship 
to society.3

One important question here is the Church’s involvement in fighting 
the new poverty in Russia. The programme emphasizes that there must 
be a fair distribution of wealth. Since the end of the 1980s, the Orthodox 
Church has organised charity work for example through special associa-
tions known as brotherhoods and sometimes sisterhoods in conjunction 
with the congregations. 

Regarding other social issues, the document explains that the Church 
has no views on the relationship between societal and private ownership. 
Church representatives are not allowed to be involved in politics, but all 
laypeople are free to take part in political parties. 

The only occasion in the programme where the Church places itself in 

3 Osnovy social´noj koncepcii Russkoj Pravoslavnoj Cerkvi, Izdatel´stvo Moskov-
skoj Patriarchii, Moskva, 2000.
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direct opposition to the government is on the issue of the death penalty. 
The document includes a clear position against the death penalty, alt-
hough it is also noted that it is the legislative authority that must make 
the formal decision. 

The programme condemns abortion, stem cell research, homosexuali-
ty and birth control. The condemnation of homosexuality is particularly 
strong, and the document argues that homosexuals should not be allowed 
to be teachers or military officers. The Church also later expressed its 
view on AIDS, maintaining that abstention is the only way to prevent 
the spread of the disease, which has meant problems for different social 
organisations that wanted to include the Church in the fight against hIV 
and AIDS.

Women priests are inconceivable in the Russian Orthodox Church. 
however, the social document does comment on the role of women in 
society: 

While appreciating the social role of women and welcoming their 
political, cultural and social equality with men, the Church opposes 
the tendency to diminish the role of woman as wife and mother. 
The fundamental equality of the sexes does not annihilate the 
natural distinction between them, nor does it imply the identity of 
their callings in family and society. In particular, the Church cannot 
misconstrue the words of St. Paul about the special responsibility of 
the husband, who is called to be “the head of the wife”, who loves 
her as Christ loves his Church, and about the calling of the wife to 
obey the husband as the Church obeys Christ (Eph. 5:22–23; Col. 
3:18). These words are not, of course, about the despotism of the 
husband or the slavery of the wife, but about supremacy in respon-
sibility, care and love. Nor should it be forgotten that all Christians 
are called to “submit themselves to one another in the fear of God” 
(Eph. 5:21). Therefore, “neither is the man without the woman, 
neither the woman without the man, in the Lord. For as the woman 
is of the man, even so is the man also by the woman; but all things 
of God” (1 Cor. 11:11–12).4

4 Osnovy social´noj koncepcii Russkoj Pravoslavnoj Cerkvi, op. cit., p. 79. 
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The Church thus tries to champion both equality between men and wo-
men and the traditional role of women in the home. The Virgin Mary is 
the personification of female perfection. Many Russian feminists actu-
ally invoke God’s Mother as an ideal, which usually elicits surprise from 
feminists in other parts of the Christian world, who instead see Mary as 
a figure that preserves an old-fashioned perspective on what is womanly 
and manly. For a number of years now, women have been allowed to 
pursue advanced theological studies in the Church, but thus not to be 
ordained priests, but to take up the vocation of Church choir leaders. 

A great deal of space in the Church’s social programme is given over 
to a critique of globalisation. To some extent it reflects a criticism en-
countered elsewhere in the world that decision-making is becoming 
increasingly remote and anonymous. The Church’s relationship to this 
phenomenon is on the whole ambivalent, and the more extreme groups in 
particular see it only as a negative phenomenon and oppose the concept 
of vselenskost´—the worldwide church with its centre in Constantinople. 
The Church also warns against human culture becoming completely 
standardised. What it wants is protection of the individuality of different 
peoples. The question of globalisation is important for the Orthodox 
Church, which does not have the same universal reach as the Catholic 
Church, and there is concern that it may lose influence as a result of the 
globalisation that the Moscow Patriarchate also considers inevitable. 

To summarise, it can be said that the Church’s social document has 
great similarities with the programmes of many other conservative 
European and perhaps especially American churches. At the same time, 
it should also be remembered that the potential impact of such a pro-
gramme is much more limited than similar programmes in, for instance, 
Poland. For believers, the Orthodox Church is not primarily a generator 
of moral values but a Church concentrated on liturgical celebration. 
Sermons and confession play a role, but the liturgical life is certainly 
the most important manifestation of the church.

Now as the Church has once again become active it is also important 
to consider the nature of the Russian Orthodox tradition and its impact 
on the Russian mindset and contemporary Russian society.

When Kievan Rus´, which comprises today’s Russia, Ukraine and Be-
larus, adopted Christianity one thousand years ago, this Eastern Euro-
pean geographic area was incorporated into an Eastern Christian culture 
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– the Byzantine Empire or what historians sometimes term the “By-
zantine Commonwealth”5 – and into the church that we now call the 
Orthodox Church. It was formally under the jurisdiction of the church 
in Constantinople, but this dependence diminished over generations, and 
in 1589 the Church in Moscow proclaimed itself wholly independent of 
Constantinople and elected its own patriarch. 

The Christian tradition that the Russians inherited from Byzantium 
was different from the Western European tradition in some important 
respects. I will consider four of them and their implications for under-
standing Russia and the relationship between Russia and Europe today, 
especially for the issue explored in this book. 

CONSERVATISM AND TRADITIONALISM

The first important trait that is crucial for understanding Orthodox piety 
in general and not just in Russia, is conservatism or traditionalism. The 
Orthodox mentality, in essence, strives for the preservation of tradition 
and eternal values to quite a different degree than do the Catholic or es-
pecially the Protestant Churches. In this respect the self-image of Ortho-
doxy can be summarised as consisting of permanence, although some 
changes have naturally occurred through the centuries in both piety and 
ritual. The early 20th century Russian religious thinker Pavel Florenskij 
provocatively declared: “Religion is in its essence foreign to contempo-
raneity.”6 The Russian Orthodox Church now represents and wants to 
represent pre-modernity in a post-Soviet and postmodern Russia.

In today’s Russia we can observe this aspiration in the steadfast pre-
servation of the old liturgical language, Church Slavonic (although it is 
very difficult for the congregation to understand), in the celebration of 
the liturgy in its medieval form, and in the use of the old Julian calendar, 
which is thirteen days behind our Gregorian calendar and was gradually 
abandoned in the Western Christian world in the late 16th century or 
later. Soviet Russia did so in 1918. For better and worse, the Orthodox 

5 Dimitri Obolensky, The Byzantine Commonwealth: Eastern Europe, 500–1453, 
London, 1974.
6 Pavel Florenskij, “Is bogoslovskogo nasledija”, Bogoslovskie trudy, vol. 17,  
p. 114. 
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tradition seems to exert a conservative retardative influence on Russian 
history, culture and the Russian mindset. Two of the most prominent 
Russian scholars in this area of cultural history, Jurij Lotman and Boris 
Uspenskij, maintain that the sudden and violent breaks in Russian his-
tory can be understood as partly resulting from this conservatism (or 
as they call it “reactionism”). Because of this mindset, all changes are 
complicated and traumatic.7

The image of the Orthodox Church accords with a tendency in con-
temporary Russia to long nostalgically for the past. Although religiosity 
seems to be at the same low level as in Western Europe, Orthodoxy as a 
preserver of tradition still plays an important role as part of the Russian 
identity that has replaced the Soviet one. This conservatism is, related 
on the one hand to a preoccupation with eternal questions in the Rus-
sian mind and, on the other, to political conservatism, backwardness, 
xenophobia and anti-Semitism. Emblematically, the Orthodox tradition 
represents Russianness.

ThE IMPERIAL CONSTANT

Another trait that is as important as connected with conservatism is the 
imperial constant. The Byzantine state was an empire, a continuation of 
the Roman Empire, with aspirations to incorporate every domain of the 
inhabited earth. As expressed in a Christmas Day hymn composed by 
the 9th century nun Kassia, the many peoples and languages existing 
within it were viewed merely as a mirror of the Christian community 
imagined in the New Testament, which was to include all peoples and 
tongues of the world:

When Augustus reigned alone upon earth,
the many kingdoms of men came to an end;
and when Thou wast made man of the pure Virgin,
the many gods of idolatry were destroyed.
The cities of the world passed under one single rule;

7 Jurij M. Lotman, Boris A. Uspenskij, “Rol´ dual´nych modelej v dinamike russkoj 
kul´tury (do konca 18 veka)”, Trudy po russkoj i slavjanskoj filologii, no. 28, 1977, 
pp. 3–36.
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and the nations came to believe in one sovereign Godhead.
The peoples were enrolled by the decree of Caesar;
and we, the faithful, were enrolled in the name of the 

Godhead,
when Thou, our God, wast made man.8

The Church was loyal to this idea, and the patriarch in Constantinople 
had and still has the title of ecumenical patriarch – that is, literally, the 
patriarch of the inhabited world. This constancy of empire has been 
important for Russia at least since the fall of Constantinople in 1453, 
when the idea of Moscow as the third and last Rome was developed, 
although the term as such appeared more widely first in the 19th century. 
The notion of a multinational but Christian empire is also alive in Rus-
sia today. The new Russian political establishment and the Orthodox 
Church share the same views on this issue, and the Church can be and is 
used to legitimise political attempts to maintain Russia as an empire. The 
Church and the secular state also work together to preserve the interests 
of Russians living in the former Soviet republics. Significantly, the Rus-
sian Orthodox Church still has virtually the same geographic scope as 
the former Soviet Union. There are new independent Orthodox churches 
in Ukraine and in Estonia, but there are also congregations under the 
jurisdiction of the Moscow Patriarchate.

The leader of the Church, the patriarch, bears the geographic name 
of Rus´ in his title. historically it stands for Kievan Rus´, but in Soviet 
times it acquired the meaning of the Soviet Union in the vocabulary of 
the Russian Orthodox Church.9 Patriarch Antonios of Constantinople 
wrote in 1397 to the Russian grand prince Basil I: “It is impossible to 
have a Church without an empire”.10 During his presidency, Putin refor-
mulated this statement in a similar manner: “There is no Russia without 

8 The Lenten Triodion, translated from the original Greek by Mother Mary and 
Archimandrite Kallistos Ware, Whitstable, Kent, 1969, p. 254. 
9 For the mapping of the Russian orthodox church see: Dmitri Sidorov, Orthodoxy 
and Difference: Essays on the Geography of Russian Orthodox Church(es) in the 
20th Century, Princeton, 2001; and Dmitri Sidorov, “Post-imperial Third Romes: 
Resurrections of a Russian Orthodox Geopolitical Metaphor”, Geopolitics, no. 11, 
2006, pp. 317–347.
10 John Meyendorff, Byzantium and the Rise of Russia: A Study of Byzantino-Rus-
sian Relations in the Fourteenth Century, Cambridge U.P., New york, 1989, p. 12.
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Orthodoxy and no Orthodoxy without Russia.”11 Church and empire are 
almost synonymous in the Orthodox vocabulary.

SyMPhONy

A third trait is the conviction that there is a special relation between 
church and state not built upon competition between different interests, 
but rather upon cooperation and mutual aid. The term used for this is 
symphony, originally coined in the early Byzantine period and rather 
ambiguous in its meaning and use.12 The Russian Orthodox Church has 
defined it as follows in its social programme: 

In their totality these principles were described as symphony between 
church and state. It is essentially co-operation, mutual support and 
mutual responsibility without one side intruding into the exclusive 
domain of the other.13

This traditional loyalty of the secular state to the Orthodox Church is 
demonstrated today in legal terms. The new constitution of 1993 decla-
red all religions to be equal and stated that there should be no national 
ideology. This view of religion was then revised by the new law on 
Freedom of Conscience and Religious Associations passed in 1997, 
which hinders the proselytizing activities of foreign missionaries and 
communities that have been active in Russia for less than fifteen years. 
Religions in the Russian Federation are sorted into three categories, with 
the Orthodox Church in first place, other historically traditional religi-
ons – i.e. Islam and Buddhism – in second place, and all other religious 
groups in the third category, which is implied though not spelt out in the 
preamble to the law:

11 Sergej Filatov, Roman Lunkin, “Blagolepie i urodstvo v svetskom SMI”, Reli-
gion Sphere News, tp://rsnews.net/index.phtml?show=article&id=3748&lang=RUS, 
30-09-2009.
12 Irina Papkova, “Reviews”, Kritika: Explorations in Russian and Eurasian His-
tory, vol. 9, no. 2, Spring 2008, pp. 481–492.
13 Osnovy social´noj koncepcii Russkoj Pravoslavnoj Cerkvi, Moskva, 2001, p. 20, 
(in English at “The Orthodox Church and society: the Basis of the Social Concept 
of the Russian Orthodox Church”, In Communion, http://incommunion.org/?p=7, 
30-06-2009).
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/…/ assuming that the Russian federation is a secular state; recog-
nizing the special role of Orthodoxy in the history of Russia and 
in the establishment and development of its spirituality and cul-
ture; respecting Christianity, Islam, Buddhism, Judaism, and other 
religions, constituting an integral part of the historical heritage of 
the peoples of Russia; considering it important to cooperate in the 
achievement of mutual understanding, toleration, and respect in 
matters of freedom of conscience and freedom of religious profes-
sion.14

President Putin confessed his Orthodox belief, and President Medvedev 
has done the same, mentioning that he was baptised as an adult and 
that this event changed his life. Putin in his old role as president often 
took part in various Orthodox celebrations such as Easter, Christmas 
and important Church anniversaries. Medvedev and Putin were present 
together at the Easter night service in 2008 and in 2009. 

The patriarch, in his turn, is often invited to state ceremonies such as 
the inauguration of the president and on state holidays. Putin has praised 
the patriarch for his endeavours to preserve unity in the country, one of 
the most important catchwords in the Russian discourse on statehood 
as well as in Byzantium, as is apparent in Kassia’s hymn, above. The 
Church now widely proclaims the importance of patriotism as part of 
an Orthodox world-view. An important event in 2007 was the union 
between the “Russian Orthodox Church abroad,” one of the Russian 
emigrant churches, and the Russian Patriarchate. Putin aided the Church 
during the negotiations, and the patriarch has acknowledged his grati-
tude to the president for his efforts.

The Church is present in prisons, in hospitals and in the military. The 
latter in particular has led to protests from the Muslim minority in the 
country, but no changes have been made. Russia is de facto both secular 
and Orthodox. There is only one exception to this presence – the Church 
is not allowed to teach in schools, a fact that is often lamented by the 
representatives of Orthodoxy. In recent years a subject entitled “Prin-
ciples of Orthodox Culture” has been introduced in some of the regions 

14 “On Freedom of Conscience and Religious Associations”, Stetson University 
Department of History: Russia Religion News, http://www.stetson.edu/~psteeves/
relnews/freedomofconscienceeng.html, 30-06-2009.
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of the Russian Federation as a sort of compromise between church and 
state on this issue.

Both church and state, in fact, have a mutual interest in enhancing 
contacts, but at the same time Medvedev, like Putin before him, must be 
aware that a significant minority of the people in the country are not Ort-
hodox, but belong to other denominations, are atheists, or are not interested 
in religious questions at all. The president is trying to strike a balance 
between these different views. One compromise is manifested in the new 
array of public holidays that combine former Soviet holidays, Orthodox 
Christmas, and secular ones pertaining to the new Russian state.

yet there are many reports of infringements on the rights of different 
denominations. Relations with the Catholic Church are especially frosty. 
The Orthodox side accuses it of proselytizing in traditionally Orthodox 
areas of the country, which the Catholic Church denies. But there are 
also recent public reports of serious problems for other groups such as 
the Old Believers, and the situation is rather complicated.15

There is almost universal support for the Russian Orthodox Church 
from all political formations, from Vladimir Žirinovskij’s National Li-
beral Party to the Communist Party and to the now inconspicuous liberal 
groups. Others supporting the Orthodox Church’s programme include 
etatists of different sorts such as the Eurasians under the leadership 
of Aleksandr Dugin or the organisation around Aleksandr Prochanov, 
which both long for the return of the lost empire. The Orthodox Church is 
also mentioned in these programmes but often to appear politically cor-
rect more than as a crucial component. The juxtaposition of Orthodoxy, 
nationalism, and the idea of holy Russia is also an important point in 
ethnic nationalist ideology.16

The Church itself has in fact taken a step to the right in recent years. 
At the same time, Church leaders are trying not to exclude any group 
while criticising various forms of extremism.17

The trajectory of the use of the Orthodox Church in society is inte-

15 Gregory Simons, The Russian Orthodox Church and its Role in Cultural Produc-
tion, Södertörns högskola, huddinge, 2005, pp. 51–70.
16 For an extensive but somewhat outdated overview of the situation see: Aleksan-
dr Verchovskij, “Političeskoe pravoslavie v rossijskoj publičnoj politike: pod˝em 
antisekuljarnogo nacionalizma”, SOVA: religija v svetskom obščestve, http://reli-
gion.sova-center.ru/publications/4D646C9/5774C69, 29-06-2009.
17 Mitrochin, op. cit.
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resting. During the time of Gorbačev and glasnost´, it was associated 
with the preservation of the cultural heritage and observance. During the 
El´cin era, the Church was a force in a more pluralistic society, but its role 
in building the new state became increasingly important. Putin’s policy 
very deliberately used the Church to help build the new empire. Thus 
while the role of the church in most European countries is diminishing, 
Russia stands out as an interesting exception. 

ThE MySTICAL TRADITION

A fourth trait of the tradition is its mystical and anti-rationalistic cha-
racter. Classical philosophy and theology are almost totally absent from 
the Russian Orthodox heritage. Practically none of the Western texts in 
this field were translated into Church Slavonic and almost no theological 
texts proper were produced inside the country. This lack of a rationalist 
element in the tradition is sometimes formulated as the “intellectual 
silence” of medieval Russia.18 The classical heritage did not become a 
part of Russian culture until the 18th century, a fact that helps explain 
Russian cultural history in general.

The focus of the Orthodox tradition is quite different. The Church 
celebrates the divine service as a religious Allkunstwerk of icons, hymns, 
processions and incense whose purpose is to establish reciprocal con-
tact between heaven and earth. This is the raison d’être of the Russian 
Orthodox Church. Liturgical life in its very traditional form juxtapo-
ses a Byzantine heritage with a Russian national and popular culture. 
The Orthodox tradition in Russia presents paradoxes of time and space: 
hymns are sung full of Byzantine rhetoric and imperial metaphors from 
the early centuries of Christianity, and the liturgy celebrated by a bishop 
draws on Byzantine imperial ceremony and speaks of a living Byzantium 
in the post-Communist Russian world.

When the Church celebrated its first millennium in 1988 and a divine 
service was broadcast on television for almost the first time, the theme 
of the sermon was not the responsibility of the Church in a new age, but 
the resurrection of the dead. That was what the Church felt was the most 

18 See for example: Francis J. Thomson, The Reception of Byzantine Culture in 
Medieval Russia, Ashgate, Aldershot, 1999.
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important issue to convey to the country. The function of the Church 
differs from Protestant or even Catholic models; the civic imperative is 
rather weak, the mystical one is always manifest.

The liturgical function of the Church is even stronger today than it 
was before the Revolution. During the Soviet period, the Church was 
denied the right to devote its energies to activities outside the church 
building (for example, charity) and it could only manifest its presence by 
celebrating the divine services as spiritually and beautifully as possible. 
One Orthodox theologian has described this goal of the divine service 
as preventing entropy on earth – if the Church were to stop celebrating 
the liturgy, the whole world would collapse.

The focus is on the intense experience of the presence of the sacred 
here on earth, what the specialist on early Christianity Peter Brown, calls 
“an unexpected wellspring of delight”19. Icons have a special role in the 
Orthodox world and even more so in Russia, given its medieval lack of 
the classical heritage. The religious image does not primarily serve a 
didactic role but is a manifestation of the presence of the divine on earth 
and evidence of the existence of God. The Orthodox tradition frowns 
on any attempt to prove the existence of God by way of logic, but the 
Russian theologian already quoted, Pavel Florenskij, wrote: “God exists 
because the Trinity of Andrej Rublev exists”20, Rublev being the most 
famous of all icon painters and the Trinity the most famous of all Russian 
icons. An icon is thus used to prove the existence of God! 

A NEW ACCENT IN CONTEMPORARy PIETy

Since the late 1980s, the Church has been strengthening its role in Rus-
sian society, and traditional elements, far from being weakened, have 
grown even stronger than they were prior to the Revolution of 1917. 
There are also some shifts of emphasis, however. The most important 
is a new preoccupation with the issue of suffering. This concern is most 
obviously reflected in the canonization of more than 1800 Christians 

19 Peter Brown, Society and the Holy in Late Antiquity, Univ. of California Press, 
Berkeley, 1989, p. 195.
20 Pavel Florenskij, Sobranie sočinenij. Vol. 1, Stat´i po iskusstvu, yMCA-Press, 
Paris, 1985, p. 125.
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who were martyred during the Soviet period. This is one way for the 
Church to deal with its past. 

The Soviet victims are called “new martyrs”. Their sufferings are com-
pared to the sufferings of the first Christians in Rome, and their fate is 
depicted in hagiographic texts, icons and hymns in Church Slavonic. In 
the hymnographic texts, Soviet history is described in medieval terms.

 It is also more general a medieval approach to the commemoration of 
modern atrocities. The most widely discussed canonization is that of the 
Tsar’s family, and the Church has issued a formidable letter of defence 
explaining the Tsar’s behaviour—for example, on Bloody Sunday in 
1905 when Tsarist troops opened fire on the Palace Square at a crowd 
protesting working conditions. 

Most of the new saints, however, are bishops, priests, monks, nuns 
and laypeople who have died for their faith. The most famous of all 
these icons is The Gathering of New Martyrs, in which the Church tries 
to summarise all the awesome experiences of the Soviet era. This icon 
was revealed and venerated at a large and solemn divine service held on 
20 August 2000 that was the apogee of the canonization process (Ill. 1). 
The church chosen for depiction in this icon is not, as one might expect, 
one of the Kremlin cathedrals, but the Church of Christ the Saviour in the 
southern part of central Moscow. This church bears special significance 
because it was torn down during the Stalinist era and was rebuilt after 
the fall of the Soviet Union in a symbolic act intended to demonstrate 
the rebirth of the Church. The small pictures, or klejma, along the sides 
of the icon depict martyrdoms from various parts of the country and at 
various times, though mainly from the first years after the Revolution. 
These small pictures form a sort of map of Soviet Christian martyrdom, 
or a special Orthodox version of the description of the Gulag: the murder 
of the Tsar’s family; the murder of the Grand Duchess Elizaveta Fedo-
rovna; the closing of the Trinity Monastery, which before the Revolution 
was considered the holiest place in Russia; the execution of hierarchs in 
various places; the mass execution of Christians in Butovo, near Mos-
cow; the show trial of Metropolitan Veniamin in Petrograd, and so forth. 
The same artistic principles found in older icon paintings from medieval 
times are used to describe the modern reality of the Gulag.21

21 Per-Arne Bodin, Eternity and Time: Studies in Russian Literature and the Ortho-
dox Tradition, Stockholm University, Stockholm, 2007, pp. 231–250.
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The four traits together map boundaries of different kinds which persist 
in shaping Europe today. The Russian imperial constant creates a boun-
dary equivalent to either the Soviet Union or the Orthodox world, that 
is the legacy of the Byzantine commonwealth. The latter geographic 
and psychic entity is used to distance Eastern Europe from the Western 
Christian World. Another mapping of importance in today’s political 
landscape is the Slavia Orthodoxa, incorporating Russia, Ukraine, Be-
larus, Serbia, Bulgaria and Macedonia.22 These three different historical 
spaces are factors for understanding what defines Europe. Both sides 
use these boundaries both to construct “the other” and to understand 
themselves. Both sides hold a set of opinions that contain no, some, or a 
great deal of truth, but are certainly important for understanding Russia’s 
future relationship to Europe.

MODERNISATION AND CRITICISM

What has been presented so far is the general picture, but there are coun-
ter-facts such as certain tendencies towards modernisation, of which I 
would like to mention two. There is increased interest in contacts with 
the new business world, and the Church has attempted to influence the 
new capitalists with a message of moral responsibility much like most 
churches in Western Europe and the United States. The Orthodox Church 
has also begun to use new information media on a very broad scale. 
The Moscow Patriarchate has professional homepages, and enormous 
amounts of material are published on the internet.

In 2007, ten members of the Russian Academy of Science sent an 
open letter to the president warning of the growing clericalism in Rus-
sian society. They protested against the introduction of “Principles of 
Orthodox Culture” as a school subject and against attempts to have 
theology accredited as a university subject. The letter contains sound 
and important criticism of the situation, but it also includes passages 
reminiscent of Soviet-style atheist discourse. 

22 Riccardo Picchio, Slavia Orthodoxa. Literatura i jazyk, Znak, Moskva, 2003.



�0

CONCLUSION

The Christian heritage has been of utmost importance in Russian li-
terature and can still be seen today. There is minimal interest on the 
part of the Church to engage in creative dialogue with contemporary 
culture. The Church more often condemns modern culture and calls 
for prohibitions. By contrast, there is a great deal of interest in culture 
in a broader sense in dealing with Christian problems. The formidable 
tradition of Dostoevskij and Pasternak still resonates. Among poets, 
some of the most famous, such as Elena Švarc and Ol´ga Sedakova, 
have potent Christian and Orthodox themes in their work, although this 
tendency tends to be weaker in prose – the exception being prose works 
by extreme imperialists such as Alexander Prochanov, where the mixture 
of Orthodoxy and Empire is as strong as in marginal Orthodox groups. 
One of the most discussed films over the last few years, The Island by 
Pavel Lungin, has as its theme a holy fool, and the setting is an Orthodox 
monastery in the north of Russia.

how influential is the Russian Orthodox Church in contemporary 
Russia? The answer is that it is but in some special areas. Its role in 
creating identity and as an ingredient in current political and cultural 
life is significant. however, it is very difficult to determine the scope of 
its influence; some observers find it to be quite peripheral, while others 
view it as overwhelming and threatening. The truth might lie somewhere 
in between. It is important to stress that the political role of the Orthodox 
Church, particularly in Russia, is almost always secondary to its spiri-
tual role. The Church may well be an ingredient in making policy and 
may even make policy itself, although this is denied by Church leaders. 
It is important not to forget the role of the Church but likewise not to 
overstate it.

Thus we can observe continuity in the role of the Russian Orthodox 
Church, but also an adaptation to the new phenomena of post-Soviet 
Russia. Most fascinating of all, however, is the way the Orthodox Church 
is in so many respects a living medieval structure that continues to sur-
vive in the post-Soviet and postmodern world. This will be the object of 
study in this monograph. 
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The Discourse on Church Slavonic  
in Contemporary Russia 

There is a strong conservative trait in the Russian cultural heritage that 
manifests itself today, among other things, in an ongoing dispute about 
the role of the Church Slavonic language in liturgical practice, that is, 
the use of Bible texts, prayers and hymnography in the divine service. 
Roughly speaking, there are two opposing camps: on the one hand, tra-
ditionalists who insist on the preservation of Church Slavonic, and on 
the other, reformists who advocate a more or less radical transition to 
the use of Russian. The former vehemently reject Russian as a liturgical 
language, while the latter criticize the incomprehensibility of Church 
Slavonic. The leader of the reformists, the priest Georgij Kočetkov, has 
been threatened by the nationalists and excluded from his office, expli-
citly for other faults but in reality for his use of Russian in the liturgy in 
his church. Later on he was reinstated in office.1 The patriarch during 
this period, Aleksij II, seems to have had some understanding for the 
arguments of the reformists, but perhaps was too diplomatic to support 
them openly, given that most of the church is traditionalistic. This can 
be seen in the fact that his statements on the issue tended to be vague 
and sometimes contradictory. The debate is taking place not only among 
clerics. There are famous and distinguished scholars on both sides: the 
late prominent Dmitrij Lichačev, as well as one of the most renowned 
Slavists of today, Boris Uspenskij, have sided with the traditionalists, 
while the late prominent Byzantinologist Sergej Averincev (a former 
parishioner of Georgij Kočetkov) took the side of the reformists. One 
of the most renowned scholars among the reformists today is Professor 
Viktor Živov.

1 For his biography see: “Kočetkov Georgij Serafimovič”, Russkoe Pravoslavie, 
http://www.ortho-rus.ru/cgi-bin/ps_file.cgi?4_2572, 02-07-2009.
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In this chapter I will examine this dispute, focusing on the opposition 
between old and new, which traditionally has taken the form of an op-
position between Russia and influence from Western Europe. In certain 
respects, the debate on Church Slavonic today echoes earlier debates 
in Russian cultural history over language. Due to the fundamentally 
different political and cultural situation in post-Soviet Russia, however, 
which is characterized by globalism and pluralism, the legacy of the 
Soviet experience, and a nostalgic longing for a restoration of the Rus-
sian past, it also presents something quite different.

I am interested in the nature of this dispute mainly with respect to 
the discourse on the Russian Orthodox Church in post-Soviet culture. 
The chapter will consist of a survey of the views of the two sides in the 
conflict, but I also aim to broaden the perspective to the question of 
sacred language in a postmodern and secularised world. Another salient 
question, the role of Church Slavonic as a stylistic element in the Russian 
literary language, will be discussed only in passing.

The theories on which this chapter is based focus on different expla-
nations of the art and function of religious language: Pierre Bourdieu’s 
article “Authorized Language: The Social Conditions for the Effecti-
veness of Ritual Discourse” (originally published in French in 1975), 
Roman Jakobson’s semiotic model of communication, and Jesper 
Sørensen, A Cognitive Theory of Magic.2 Bourdieu’s study of the 
transition from Latin to the vernacular in the Catholic liturgy after 
the Second Vatican Council (1962–65) can serve as a comparison for 
a study of the dispute on the vernacular in Russia today. Of particular 
interest is Bourdieu’s term, “liturgical conditions”, which includes 
ceremonial etiquette, the code of gestures, and officially prescribed 
rites and language. All these show that the person, i.e. the priest, has 
been delegated authority by the Church (or by God). The discourse 
is thus recognizably religious. In order to meet Bourdieu’s “linguistic 
conditions” language must have a special form: for Catholics it is La-
tin, and, may I add in the case of Russian Orthodox believers – Church 
Slavonic. Bourdieu writes:

For ritual to function and operate it must first of all present itself 
and be perceived as legitimate with stereotyped symbols serving 

2 For references see below. 
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precisely to show that the agent does not act in his own name and 
on his own authority, but in his capacity as a delegate.3 

Bourdieu understands the legitimacy of the ritual as dependent upon a 
totality of language, liturgical acts, vestments, time and place, and the 
legitimization of the performing person. Bourdieu thus argues that ritu-
als can exert power even if this is not understood by the believers. he 
speaks about the presence of “symbolic capital” in all these linguistic and 
extralinguistic forms. All these elements comprise a coherent system, 
and if one element is lacking, the ritual will be perceived as an “error”. 
As a consequence, if the language is altered, all other elements will also 
change, and the whole system will collapse. In another article, “Rites 
of institution”, Bourdieu asserts the need to make a distinction between 
usual and ritual languages.4

BACKGROUND, hISTORy

Church Slavonic is the common liturgical language of Slavic Orthodox 
Christians. It was created by the Greek brothers Cyril and Methodius in 
the 9th century, approximately one hundred years before the conversion 
of Kievan Rus´ to Christianity. The earliest period of this language is 
referred to by scholars as Old Church Slavonic. Cyril and Methodius 
were from Thessalonica and took the South Slavic dialect spoken by 
the Slavic population in that area as a starting point. The language is a 
construction and has never really been spoken by any group.5 The broth-
ers created this language and made translations for missionary work in 
Great Moravia, which proved unsuccessful, however, because German 
missionaries claimed the territory as their own and hindered them in 
their work. There were two different alphabets in the early period: the 
Glagolithic, which most scholars believe to be older, and the Cyrillic, 

3 Pierre Bourdieu, Language and Symbolic Power, Blackwell, Cambridge, 2005,  
p. 115.
4 Ibid., pp. 117–126.
5 Boris Uspenskij states that Church Slavonic was used as conversational language 
in South-West Rus´ after the time of the second South Slavonic influence: Boris A. 
Uspenskij, Istorija russkogo literaturnogo jazyka (XI–XVII vv.), Sagner, München, 
1987, pp. 263–274. 
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a somewhat younger variant which came to be dominant. The Russian 
script used today is in large part a result of Peter I’s reforms. The letters 
were simplified, some letters were removed, and the script was made 
more similar to Latin script.

In the second half of the 9th century, disciples of Cyril and Metho-
dius were very successful in spreading Christianity throughout Serbia 
and Bulgaria. Both of these areas adopted Christianity in its Eastern 
Orthodox form and with Old Church Slavonic as the liturgical langu-
age during this period. Thus, the Byzantine missionaries who arrived in 
Kievan Rus´ when the state adopted Christianity in the year 988 brought 
with them the faith which was in fashion in Europe at the time – Chris-
tianity, as well as a developed written language. A number of texts had 
already been translated into this Slavic language, which only much later 
received the name of Church Slavonic. The written language adopted by 
Kievan Rus´ was thus based on a South Slavic dialect. It did not differ 
significantly from Old Russian, however, which like modern Russian 
is an East Slavic language. The syntax and semantics of the language 
contain a distinct Greek substratum, and many abstract words are cal-
ques from Greek.

having a liturgical language which was generally comprehensible 
to the common people naturally contributed to the dissemination of the 
Christian message. yet it also meant that Russia found itself outside 
the large and important Latin culture, and it also meant a partial rejec-
tion of European identity, of which Latin was a significant part. At the 
same time, the classical, pre-Christian heritage of philosophy, poetry 
and drama was also filtered out when only Christian Greek texts were 
translated into Church Slavonic.

Church Slavonic continued to be the South and East Slavs’ written 
language for a long time, and it was this language which was first codi-
fied in Russia. The first grammars of the language appeared in the 16th 
century. The best-known of these works was written by Meletij Smot-
rickij and published in 1619. Since the 18th century, Church Slavonic has 
functioned exclusively as a liturgical language, though the term itself did 
not appear until as late as the 19th century. Previously, it was referred to 
simply as “Slavonic”, a term still used sometimes. 

Church Slavonic was the third most widespread written language in 
medieval Europe, after Latin and Greek, and its religious, historical, and 
cultural significance has been and continues to be far ranging. 



��

One particular factor has to be borne in mind in this study: the central 
role of ritual in the Byzantine Orthodox heritage. The corrections to 
liturgical books in 16th and especially 17th century Russia focused on 
either accepting or rejecting the priority of the Byzantine tradition over 
the Russian.6 The correction of language must here also be understood 
in a very broad cultural context. As we will see below, the use of Church 
Slavonic today is connected to a longing for the preservation of the By-
zantine heritage, while the use of Russian is seen as accepting Europe 
and the West. This will become more evident in the discussion of the 
reformers’ argumentation later in this chapter. 

After the reforms of Peter the Great, the higher social classes slowly 
began to use Russian rather than Church Slavonic as their literary langu-
age. When they had the possibility to learn to read, however, peasants 
and simple people continued to do so in Church Slavonic, not in Russian. 
Thus the difference between Church Slavonic and Russian resulted in 
a social divide in which Church Slavonic paradoxically was conceived 
on the one hand as an exclusive sacred language and on the other hand, 
in the eyes of Westernized higher society, as a barbaric tongue known or 
read by uneducated priests and common people. Church Slavonic was 
both sacred and a mark of the simple people.7 This distinguishes it from 
the role of Latin in Western Europe through the ages, which was always 
a mark of the learned. In a way Church Slavonic acquired the same low 
reputation as Medieval Latin as second class language. 

The situation today is quite different from what it was before the fall 
of the tsarist regime in 1917: most people, regardless of social status, do 
not understand Church Slavonic. It was no longer taught at school after 
1917, and the Church was forbidden to organize any instruction except 
by way of sermons in church and courses for future priests at seminaries 
and academies.

6 Uspenskij, op. cit.
7 Ibid.
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PRE-REVOLUTIONARy AND  
POST-REVOLUTIONARy ATTEMPTS AT REFORMS

Nevertheless, as A. G. Kraveckij and A. A. Pletneva show in their book 
on the history of Church Slavonic in Russia at the end of the 19th and 
the 20th centuries attempts were made to reform the liturgical language 
of the Orthodox Church even before 1917.8 The Church published re-
vised liturgical handbooks in which complex words had been replaced 
by Russian equivalents. 

A special commission was formed, led by the future patriarch Bishop 
Sergij Stragorodskij, who belonged to the reformists. he published some 
revised liturgical texts that he had produced, and he was not the only one 
who worked to make Church Slavonic texts easier to understand. The 
work of the commission is today seen by the traditionalists as part of a 
secret conspiracy against the Church, and they also obscure the role of 
Metropolitan Sergij.9

After 1917 the Russian Orthodox Church faced the formidable task of 
reforming the Church in its entirety, including its relations with the state, 
its liturgy, social commitment, and administrative structure. The reform 
of the liturgical language was on the agenda of the Church Council of 
1917–18, but no decisions were made, evidently due to the difficulty of 
achieving majority support.

More radical in their reforms were the Renovationists (obnovlency) 
later in the 1920, who wanted to create a new Orthodox Church and had 
a reform programme that included the abolition of compulsory celibacy 
for bishops and a reformation of Orthodox theology. The Renovationists 
made common cause with the Communist Party in their assaults on the 
patriarchal Church, thereby gradually losing the support of believers. 
These reformists have been and remain firmly associated with the at-
tempt to make Russian the liturgical language, although, as has been 
shown recently, they did not in fact have any firm line on the question.10 

8 A. G. Kraveckij & A. A. Pletneva, Istorija cerkvonoslavjanskogo jazyka v Rossii: 
konec XIX – XX vv., Jazyki russkoj kul´tury, Moskva, 2001, pp. 74 –174.
9 Konstantin Bufeev, “Patriarch Sergij, obnovlenčestvo i nesostojavšajasja 
reformacija russkoj cerkvi XX veka”, Archimandrit Tichon (Ševkunov) (ed.), 
Bogoslužebnyj jazyk Russkoj Cerkvi. Istorija. Popytki reformacii, Izd. Sretenskogo 
monastyrja, Moskva, 1999, p. 149. 
10 Kraveckij & Pletneva, op. cit., pp. 180–223.
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The patriarchal Church, which today is associated with the preservation 
of Church Slavonic, as we noticed, also discussed the issue and was 
much more open-minded than the modern traditionalist version of his-
tory has acknowledged. 

Some discussions on the language question were taken up later during 
Chruščev’s Thaw in the late 1950s and early 1960s. Bishop Afanasij 
(Sacharov) attempted to continue the work of Sergij’s commission by 
recommending a modest change of words and expressions that were dif-
ficult to understand. Some discussion also emerged in the Church in the 
1960s, when many liturgical texts were republished, but they resulted in 
nothing. In samizdat, the priest Sergej Želudkov addressed the problem, 
arguing that it was of utmost importance to begin to use Russian instead 
of Church Slavonic in church.11 his position was partly dictated by cur-
rent conditions and the fact that because at that time it was only church 
services that offered the possibility of becoming acquainted with the 
Bible and liturgical texts, the language must be easily understood. his 
texts supporting the reformist argument have now been published. 

The texts used by the Church today, most of which were published 
in the late Soviet period, show no traces of these attempts to reform the 
liturgical language during the first decades of the 20th century. All these 
efforts came to naught; the texts are identical to the standardized Church 
Slavonic versions from the 18th century. The conservative tendency is 
thus much stronger now than before the revolution in 1917.

The only renewal that can be noted was forced on the church by 
practical circumstances; that is, many of the texts were published not in 
Church Slavonic script but in Russian due to the lack of Church Slavonic 
fonts in Soviet printing houses. This can be seen, for example, in the 
enormous project of publishing the 24 volumes of the Minea between 
1978 and 1989.12 

Some other accommodations were made in editions in the late Soviet 
period. In the texts for the Lenten and Easter Period, the Lenten and the 
Flowery Triodion and the Synaxarion texts, Church Slavonic was supp-
lemented with translations into Russian of the sermons of Gregory of 
Sinai, apparently due to the difficulty of understanding the Synaxarion 

11 Sergij Želudkov, “Liturgičeskie zametki”, Biblioteka Jakova Krotova, http://
www.krotov.info/library/07_zh/zhel/udkov_21.htm, 26-06-2008. 
12 Kraveckij & Pletneva, op. cit., pp. 269–271.
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text when read aloud.13 In another edition from the late Soviet period, 
Nastol´naja kniga svjaščennoslužitelja,14 there are plenty of parallel 
texts (Church Slavonic-Russian), a sign of the editors’ conviction that 
translating from Church Slavonic into Russian is possible and even ne-
cessary, which, as we will see, is often explicitly or tacitly denied in the 
arguments of the traditionalists. 

ThE TASK

Against the backdrop of this historical overview, I now want to analyse 
the situation today and the ongoing debate on the language question in 
the Russian Orthodox Church since the fall of the Soviet Union. The 
newly acquired freedom of the Church has made the issue topical, but 
there is also another factor which deserves as much attention: for centu-
ries Church Slavonic was a language for reciting, reading and singing, 
and almost no new texts were written in that language. The situation 
has now changed completely. Due mostly to the canonization of more 
than 1800 new martyrs, in particular Christians who were tortured and 
killed for their faith during the Soviet period, new texts are produced 
in a quantity that has a parallel only in the 16th century. Office texts are 
composed to individual saints or to groups of saints. 

Church Slavonic has thus gained a new life in Russia since the demise 
of the Soviet Union. Ordinary office texts are composed but even more 
Akathistos hymns, a genre on the border between public and private 
devotion that was already very popular in the 19th century.15 (Ill. 2) 
This genre – with a fairly fixed system of rules – seems to be the most 
accessible for contemporary authors. For example the repetition of the 
word “radujsja” more than 140 times together with different epithets 
to the saint, often in the vocative case, produces an easily used form. 
The vocabulary is often as near to the Russian as possible, and more 
complicated syntactic constructions can be avoided. It originated in a 
sixth-century hymn to the Virgin Mary, which provides the basis for an 

13 Ibid., p. 237.
14 Nastol´naja kniga svjaščennoslužitelja, Izd. Moskovskoj Patriarchii, Moskva, 
1977–1979.
15 See: Per-Arne Bodin, Eternity and Time: Studies in Russian Literature and the 
Orthodox Tradition, Stockholm University, Stockholm, 2007, pp. 95–109. 
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entire genre that is immensely popular in the Russian Orthodox tradition. 
The form is highly fixed in other ways as well, which makes it easy for 
an author to write in the unfamiliar language of Church Slavonic, and 
its emotional potential contributes to its popularity.16

The atrocities of the Soviet period, including imprisonment in the 
Gulag system of camps, are translated into Biblical or Medieval terms. 
Marx is mentioned indirectly in the guise of the Old Testament god Baal; 
exile is called the Babylonian captivity. The new vitae-texts, in contrast, 
are written in Russian. Very few people know today how to write Church 
Slavonic when there are no simple patterns to follow.

Writing in emigration in 1938 about stillborn attempts to write hymns 
in Church Slavonic, the Russian Church historian Georgij Fedotov prop-
hesied a new era of hymn-writing in Russian.17 his predictions have 
so far proven wrong, however, for there seem to be only a few serious 
attempts in that direction. 

MATERIAL AND OUTLINE OF ThE ChAPTER

The views of the traditionalists will be presented first of all on the basis 
of the anthology Bogoslužebnyj jazyk Russkoj Cerkvi (The Liturgical 
language of the Russian Church), which comprises a selection of ar-
ticles from the 20th century on the importance of preserving Church 
Slavonic in liturgical practice. The book was published by the Sretenie 
monastery in Moscow, a stronghold of the traditionalists, but it is note-
worthy that it enjoyed the blessing of the patriarch. Texts published by 
the priest Georgij Kočetkov, leader of the reformists, and his entourage 
constitute the second part of my material. One more important source 
here is Viktor Kott’s long article on the history of the Russian liturgical 
language.18 Viktor Kott is a teacher at St. Filaret’s Institute, a stronghold 

16 See the chapter on Akathistos hymns in op.cit. Per-Arne Bodin, pp. 95–109. 
17 G. P. Fedotov, “Slavjanskij ili russkij jazyk v bogosluženii”, Biblioteka Jakova 
Krotova: Put´, no. 57, 1938, http://www.krotov.info/library/21_f/fed/otov_27.html, 
26-06-2008. 
18 Viktor Kott, “My berežem zolotnik, a terjaem pud: očerk istorii russkogo 
bogoslužebnogo jazyka”, Pravoslavnaja obščina, no. 56, 2000, Moskva, pp. 32–64, 
Biblioteka russkich perevodov bogoslužebnych tekstov, http://www.churchlibrary.
narod.ru/kott_preface_2.htm, 02-07-2009.
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of the reformists. I will also use articles from journals, newspapers and 
internet resources. 

My intent is not to treat the theme exhaustively but to highlight de-
velopments and tendencies. I am interested in the formation of the dis-
courses of traditionalists and reformists, respectively, as well as the clash 
between them. In other words, my main object of research is what Fou-
cault calls “the circulation of discourses”19. Still, I will note whenever 
possible for each quotation the institution to which the author belongs. 
The debate on Church Slavonic is in my view one of the most interesting 
themes in Slavic studies today. 

The chapter will consist of three parts: the first is a presentation of the 
arguments of the traditionalists, the second the arguments of the refor-
mers and the third a broad discussion of the material presented.

OLD – NEW

The most important pair of opposites in the debate is also the most 
traditional one in the history of Russian culture: that between “the old” 
and “the new”, which, as shown by the Russian semioticians Jurij Lot-
man and Boris Uspenskij, is a central dichotomy in Russian cultural 
history.20 Let us consider this quotation from one of the traditionalists, 
who juxtaposes the argument about the ancient originality of Church 
Slavonic with other arguments about its iconicity and loftiness, which I 
will return to later in the chapter. The quotation is from a book written 
by a teacher of Church Slavonic for young people and published by the 
Moscow Patriarchate:

Именно отличие от обыденного бытового языка и 
создает впечатление возвышенности, богодуховности. 
Церковнославянский язык является старинной нашей 
драгоценностью, священной и высокохудожественной 

19 Michel Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences, 
Routledge, London, 1970, pp. 145–148.
20 Jurij M. Lotman and Boris A. Uspenskij, “Rol´ dual´nych modelej v dinamike 
russkoj kul´tury (do konca 18 veka)”, V. A. Karpušin (ed.), Chudožestvennyj jazyk 
srednevekov´ja, Nauka, Moskva, 1982, pp. 236–249.
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оболочкой православного богослужения. Древние книжники 
сравнивали церковнославянский язык с иконой.21

It is precisely the contrast to ordinary everyday language that creates 
the impression of loftiness, spirituality. Church Slavonic is one of our 
ancient treasures, the sacred and highly artistic mantle of the Ortho-
dox divine service. Ancient scribes likened Church Slavonic to icons.

Church Slavonic has also been called “patristic” because the language 
was created not so very long after the patristic era in the church.22 Church 
Slavonic is thus included in that very important term in Orthodox theo-
logy–“tradition”. To preserve this language means to resist modernity, 
the absolute opposite of Orthodoxy.

The Church Slavonic language and its connotations of ancientness 
and roots in tradition are a very important component in the general 
nostalgic mood in contemporary Russia. One of the traditionalists wri-
tes: “Язык священный прадедов моих” (“The holy language of my 
ancestors”)23. With Bourdieu one could summarize by saying that also 
the otherness of the language is a sign of its legitimacy.

PURE OR POLLUTED

Church Slavonic is thus placed in the category of the old. As such it is 
considered unspoiled, it manifests a paradisiacal state, and it is ecologi-
cally clean,24 as Dmitrij Nazvanov formulated it in the anthology from 
the Sretenie monastery:

21 V. Žuravlev, “Russkij jazyk i russkij charakter: cerkovnoslavjanskij jazyk v 
sovremennoj russkoj nacional´noj škole”, Jazyk i kniga, http://slovnik.narod.ru/rus/
shuravlev/07.html, 02-07-2009. 
22 A. V. Murav´ev, “‘Svjaščennyj’ jazyk v istoriko-cerkovnoj perspektive”, 
Bogoslužebnyj jazyk Russkoj Cerkvi, op. cit., pp. 238–246, p. 242. 
23 “Jazyk svjaščennyj pradedov moich: cerkovnoslavjanskij jazyk v pravoslavnom 
bogosluženii segodnja – razmyšlenija filologa”, “Pravoslavna beseda” na russkom 
jazyke, http://pravoslavie.domainbg.com/rus/01/csljazyk.htm, 26-06-2008.
24 The same ecological argument is also used in the debate on the purity of the Russian 
language, see: Michael S. Gorham, “Natsiia ili Snikerizatsiia? Identity and Perver-
sion in the Language Debates of Late- and post-Soviet Russia”, The Russian Review,  
vol. 59, issue 4, 2000, pp. 614–629.
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Церковно-славянский язык, если употребить модное, а потому 
всем понятное, выражение, – это “экологически чистый” 
источник: в нем нет никаких вредных примесей и искажений 
смысла.25 

The Church Slavonic language – to borrow an expression that is 
fashionable and therefore understood by all – is an “ecologically 
pure” source: it contains no harmful additives or distortions of 
meaning.

The Renovationists of the 1920s, who, as we noted, were supported by 
the Soviet regime, are considered to have promoted Russian as a litur-
gical language. This fact makes the traditionalists suspicious of the use 
of that language and they consider it polluted by links to the dark and 
odious Soviet period. Lenin, for one, forbade the teaching of Church 
Slavonic in school, which is often mentioned by traditionalists in their 
calls to resume school instruction. Indeed, the Church has also recently 
submitted such a demand to the state.

Church Slavonic is also “clean” in the sense that it lacks associations 
with modernity, and according to Lichačev, it could even purify Russian 
by existing alongside it:

Это язык благородной культуры: в нем нет грязных слов, 
на нем нельзя говорить в грубом тоне, браниться. Это язык, 
который предполагает определенный уровень нравственной 
культуры. Церковнославянский язык, таким образом, имеет 
значение не только для понимания русской духовной культуры, 
но и большое образовательное и воспитательное значение. 
Отказ от употребления его в Церкви, изучения в школе 
приведет к дальнейшему падению культуры в России. Русский 
язык “очищается”, облагораживается в Церкви.26

25 Dmitrij Nazvanov, “Počemu nel´zja služit´ Bogu na jazyke mira sego”, Bogoslužeb-
nyj jazyk Russkoj Cerkvi, op. cit., pp. 280–307, p. 307. 
26 Dmitrij S. Lichačev, “Russkij jazyk v bogosluženii i v bogoslovskoj mysli”, Bogo-
služebnyj jazyk Russkoj Cerkvi, op. cit., pp. 276–279, quoted from “Russkij jazyk 
v bogosluženii i v bogoslovskoj mysli”, Biblioteka Gumer: “Vozroždenie”, 1998, 
http://www.gumer.info/bogoslov_Buks/Life_church/Article/Lih_RussBogosl.php, 
02-07-2009.
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It is the language of a noble culture; there are no dirty words in 
it, you cannot talk in a coarse tone in it. It is a language which 
presupposes a certain level of moral culture. The Church Slavonic 
language in that way not only has significance for the understan-
ding of Russian spiritual culture but is also of great educational and 
pedagogical importance. The rejection of its use in the Church and 
the learning of it in school would lead to a further decline of culture 
in Russia. The Russian language “is purified”; it is ennobled in the 
Church. 

A third point to certify its purity is the fact that it lack loan words from 
the modern foreign languages that are so important in contemporary 
Russian. Loan words from English in particular have come in for cri-
ticism, and a federal law against the influence of new loan words has 
even been adopted.27

EAST AND WEST 

The debate on pure and polluted languages is part of a wider discus-
sion that alludes to another traditional Russian dichotomy, namely that 
between East and West. The Russian language is for the traditionalists 
connected with Europeanization and with a more superficial culture and 
civilization. Nazvanov appeals to the sociolinguistic difference between 
the languages as a defence of the use of Church Slavonic: 

В течение последующих двух веков подавляющая часть 
русского народа продолжала молиться на церковно-славянском, 
его же считала языком грамотности, обучала своих детей 
именно ему в церковно-приходских школах, читала написанные 
на нем жития святых и другие духовные произведения и по-
прежнему воспринимала его, как язык родной и понятный. 
Часть высшего сословия, наоборот, мечтая о приобщении 
к расцерковленной культуре Западной Европы, поставила 

27 For a discussion of this new law see: Per-Arne Bodin, “Two Languages and 
Three Empires: About the Discourse on Russian and Church Slavonic in Today’s 
Russia”, Kerstin Olofsson (ed.), From Orientalism to Postcoloniality, Stockholm, 
2008, pp. 57–67.
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перед собой задачу создать независимый от Церкви и 
православных традиций, новый литературный язык, на котором 
можно было бы не только выразить новые гражданские и 
философские понятия, но и создавать произведения в новом 
духе – беллетристику, литературу красивую, вымышленную, 
развлекательную по своему назначению. 28 

Over the course of the past two centuries, the overwhelming majo-
rity of Russians have continued to say their prayers in Church Sla-
vonic, considering it a learned language, teaching it to their children 
in parish schools, reading the lives of saints and other religious 
works written in it and, as before, perceiving it as a native and com-
prehensible language. Part of the upper class, on the other hand, 
dreaming of joining the secularized culture of Western Europe, set 
about creating a new literary language, independent of the Church 
and Orthodox traditions, in which it would be possible not only to 
express new civic and philosophical ideas, but also to write works 
in a new spirit – belles lettres, high literature, fictitious and intended 
for amusement.

The Western cultural tradition stands for secularization and shallowness. 
A different opposition is also introduced between the nobility, who aban-
doned Church Slavonic, and the simple people who continued to use it. 
The good common people are contrasted with the bad aristocracy in the 
same way as the Slavophiles did in the 19th century. Nazvanov pleads 
for Church Slavonic as part of a restoration of a medieval monoculture 
and monosociety. 

ChURCh SLAVONIC VERSUS GREEK

From an axiological point of view, the relationship between Church 
Slavonic and Greek is a complex question in this debate. On one hand, 
Greek is seen as a source of true faith, while the Western European tra-
dition is associated with Latin, which is viewed as a carrier of European 
godlessness. As Nazvanov declares:

28 Nazvanov, op. cit., p. 307.
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Разница между «усыновлением» славянского языка греческим 
и первой прививкой русского языка к европейскому древу 
заключалась в тех понятиях, с которыми греки познакомили 
славян: то были истины веры, а не умствования европейских 
безбожников.29

The difference between the “adoption” of the Slavonic language 
by Greek and the first grafting of the Russian language onto the 
European tree lies in the ideas which the Greeks introduced to the 
Slavs: the truths of faith, rather than the philosophizing of European 
atheists.

On the other hand, we know from earlier disputes in Russian history that 
Greek was regarded as pagan in origin, while Church Slavonic was in 
contrast created by Christians for use in the Orthodox world.30 Thus as 
the traditionalist Professor A. M. Kamčatnov from Moscow Pedagogi-
cal University has argued, Church Slavonic can present itself as more 
sacred than Greek:

Славянский язык есть язык премудрости Божией и потому 
превосходит и латинский, и греческий язык – языки языческой 
мудрости человеческой.31

The Slavonic language is the language of the wisdom of God and 
therefore surpasses Latin and Greek, the languages of pagan, hu-
man wisdom.

In the 17thcentury debate on the revision of the liturgical books, the 
traditionalists of that time, that is, the Old Believers, regarded Greek in 
the same way as a pagan language and Church Slavonic as the Chris-
tian sacred language. The Greek language is thus viewed today by the 

29 Nazvanov, op. cit., p. 303. 
30 Boris A. Uspenskij, “Raskol i kul´turnyj konflikt XVII veka”, Izbrannye trudy.  
Tom 1, Semiotika istorii, semiotika kul´tury, Gnozis, Moskva, 1994, pp. 333–367. 
31 Aleksandr M. Kamčatnov, “Stranica iz istorii bor´by za cerkovnoslavjanskij jazyk”, 
Ežegodnaja bogoslovskaja konferencija pravoslavnogo Svjato-Tichonovskogo bogo-
slovskogo instituta, Moskva, 1997, http://www.durov.com/linguistics2/kamchatnov-
97.htm, 26-06-2008. 
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traditionalists both as a positive and a negative phenomenon in relation 
to Church Slavonic.

ICONICITy

The Church Slavonic language is considered to be an icon of the langu-
age spoken in heaven. This can be seen in the first quotation by Nazva-
nov, as well as in an article by A. V. Murav´ev, from the Orthodox St 
Tichon Theological Institute: 

Язык посему есть Божие творение, и он освящен Церковью 
именем Св. Отцов, чтобы стать средством молитвы, хвалы 
и благовестия. И как св. Изображения (иконы) подобает 
согласно догмату Седьмого Вселенского Собора благоговейно 
чтить кроме богопоклонения, также и язык, употребляемый 
Церковью для богослужения и благовестия потребно хранить 
как часть канонического строя Церкви и освященное средство 
богообщения.32 

Language is therefore God’s creation, and it is sanctified by the 
Church in the name of the holy Fathers, as the means of prayer, 
praise and disseminating the Word. And just as it is befitting, in ac-
cordance with the doctrine of the Seventh Ecumenical Council, to 
venerate holy Representations (icons) in addition to worshiping God, 
so must the language used by the Church for the liturgy and dissemi-
nation of the Word be preserved as a part of the canonical order of the 
Church and the sanctified means for divine communication.

This view is also brought forth by the world famous linguist Boris Us-
penskij in an article on the language question in Russia:

Это отношение к визуальному знаку, как кажется, может 
определять в православном сознании отношение к сакральному 
знаку вообще: таким образом, отношение к визуальному знаку 
может распространяться и на языковой знак.33

32 Murav´ev, op. cit., p. 239.
33 Boris A. Uspenskij, “Jazyk bogosluženija i problema konvencional´nosti znaka”, 



��

This attitude to the visual sign can, it seems, determine in the Ortho-
dox consciousness the attitude to sacred symbols as a whole: thus, the 
attitude to a visual sign can also extend to a linguistic symbol.

The theology of images developed in the 8 and 9th centuries in Byzanti-
um to strengthen the position of icons in relation to the written word is 
here used to strengthen the use of one specific language. 

Church Slavonic in itself, like the liturgy in its entirety, makes a per-
son “put away all worldly care”, as the late Archimandrite Sofronij de-
clared in an article that is also quoted in the traditionalists’ anthology. 
“now put aside every worldly care” is a quotation from the best-known 
Eucharistic hymn of the liturgy, the Cherubikon. It is sung while the 
Great Entrance is performed and the bread and the wine are carried in 
procession from the altar into the nave of the church:

Все, кто искренне желает приобщиться вековой культуре Духа, 
легко найдут возможность освоиться бесценным сокровищем 
священного славянского языка, который изумительно 
соответствует великим таинствам богослужения. Немногие 
особенности сего языка облегчают труд временно отрешиться 
от страстных будней: всякое ныне житейское отложим 
попечение.34

All who sincerely wish to approach the age-old culture of the Spirit 
will easily find an opportunity to familiarize themselves with the 
priceless treasure of the sacred Slavonic language, which cor-
responds in an astounding way to the great mysteries of the liturgy. 
A few peculiarities of this language ease the work of temporarily 
renouncing an existence governed by passion: let us now put aside 
every worldly care.

In the view of the traditionalists, the language is not only holy and iconic, 
but also perhaps even sacramental. 

Russkij Žurnal: Religija. Idei, http://religion.russ.ru/ideas/20020606-uspenskiy.
html, 26-06-2008. 
34 Archimandrit Sofronij (Sacharov), “Liturgičeskij jazyk”, Bogoslužebnyj jazyk 
Russkoj Cerkvi, op. cit., pp. 274–275. 
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AORIST AND ORThOGRAPhy 

As we have been able to state, Church Slavonic is considered to be an 
icon, and almost no part of it is arbitrary. Nothing can be changed in 
principle, therefore, and religious meaning is attributed to all its lingual 
forms, as, for instance, the aorist.35 This tense existed in Old Greek as 
in Church Slavonic and is used to express past time. It seems to be a 
rather unmarked form, but it has evoked much debate among Slavists 
as well as among Orthodox traditionalists. It has been semanticized and 
theologized by the traditionalists and considered a special verb form for 
expressing a tense that corresponds to eternity and therefore especially 
suitable for expressing Christian truths: 

Мне случалось уже писать что едва ли не самое главное, что 
отличает церковнославянский язык от “русского” (а равно 
и других “новых” языков), это наличие особой глагольной 
формы, обозначающей действие “в чистом виде”, не зависящее 
от времени, действие вне времени, в вечности.36

I have already had occasion to describe what is essentially the main 
feature distinguishing the Church Slavonic language from “Rus-
sian” (as well as other “new” languages): the presence of a special 
verb form denoting action in a “pure aspect”, independent of time, 
action outside of time, in eternity. 

The aorist is furthermore associated with the divine and the perfect with 
the Satanical. This theologizing of grammatical forms was also part 
of the Old Believers’ argumentation against the Niconians in the 17th 
century, and one of the issues was precisely the use of the aorist. Many 
of the more extremist arguments put forward by the traditionalists are 
identical with the arguments of the Old Believers in their struggle against 

35 For a general discussion of the Aorist in Church Slavonic see: herbert Galton, 
Aorist und Aspekt im Slavischen: eine Studie zur funktionellen und historischen 
Syntax, Wiesbaden, 1962.
36 Aleksej Starosmysl, “Dejstvie v čistom smysle: est´ li raznica v bogoslo-
vii na russkom i cerkovnoslavjanskom”, Nezavisimaja gazeta, no. 046 (1617), 
18.03.1998, Universität Potsdam: Institut für Slavistik, http://www.uni-potsdam.
de/u/slavistik/zarchiv/0398wc/n046h161.htm, 02-07-2009.
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the new ritual.37 For the Old Believers the enemy was the new ritualists 
and the new translation of the holy texts; for the traditionalists the foe is 
the Russian language and secular culture more widely.

The script and orthography is also at stake in these discussions. During 
Soviet times, the Church, as we noted, had no printing equipment for 
Church Slavonic. Therefore, some of the few texts being published used 
the Russian letters. Now with the presence of computers the situation is 
completely different. The use of alternative scripts normally does not, 
however, cause any significant problem for most of the traditionalists. 
The Church and Orthodox believers of various shades often use the 
internet. Service texts and theological texts of different kinds abound 
there in both Cyrillic and Russian script. however, some critical voices 
have been raised about orthography. One scholar, Anna Novikova, an as-
sociate professor in the Department of Slavic Philology at Moscow State 
University, claims that the least orthographic change will cause both the 
Slavonic script and the Church Slavonic language itself to crumble: 

Дом славянского письма создавал Сам Господь через 
избранных Своих, и нельзя допустить, чтобы этот дом был 
разрушен. Пора дать решительный отпор всем противникам 
церковной кириллицы и вернуться к традиционным нормам 
церковнославянского правописания. Ведь на буквах церковно-
славянской азбуки почивает благодать Святого Духа!38

The home of the Russian art of writing was created by God himself 
through his chosen, and this house must not be destroyed. It is time 
to repulse decisively all enemies of the Church Cyrillic script and to 
return to the traditional norms of church orthography. The grace of 
the holy Ghost resides in the letters of the Church Slavonic alphabet!

Thus the holy Ghost resides in the Church Slavonic letters themselves, 
which argues against the use of the Russian script in to render Church 
Slavonic. The critique is especially focused on the abandonment of no-

37 Uspenskij, op. cit. 
38 Anna S. Novikova, “Iz istorii cerkovnoslavjanskoj azbuki i o normach sovremen-
nogo cerkovnogo pravopisanija”, Žurnal Moskovskoj Patriarchii, 06-2003, 
http://212.188.13.168/izdat/JMP/03/6-03/11.htm, 26-06-2008.
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mina sacra and jat´ as well as the hard sign at the end of words used for 
a lost hard reduced vowel. Still, the issue of the script very rarely comes 
up, a surprising fact that reflects the pragmatic and sometimes random 
reasons that seem to dictate the choice of script. Otherwise, pragmatic 
considerations are almost never raised by the traditionalists. 

ChURCh SLAVONIC AND GEOPOLITICS

Furthermore, in the eyes of the traditionalists Church Slavonic has 
political significance. This special role has already been noted in our 
short outline of the language. As stressed by Dmitrij Mamonov, the co-
chairman of the Union of Orthodox Pedagogues in his article “O jazyke 
bogosluženija” (“On the language of the divine service”), it unites all 
Orthodox Slavic peoples in religion, history and politics:

Сегодня у этой проблемы явился новый аспект, который 
нельзя не принять во внимание: поскольку церковнославянский 
язык является языком православного Богослужения почти во 
всем славянском мире, – ныне этот факт приобретает особое 
общецерковное и политическое значение.39 

Today this problem has acquired a new aspect, which cannot be 
ignored: as Church Slavonic is the language of Orthodox liturgy in 
virtually the entire Slavic world, today this fact acquires a special 
church-wide and political significance.

Professor V. K. Žuravlev from St. Petersburg argues that today, when 
Ukraine and Belarus are independent states, Church Slavonic is im-
portant for the preservation of unity also between the three East Slavic 
Orthodox peoples:

И если мы не сумеем сохранить церковнославянский 
язык в Русской Церкви, будет трудно сохранить единство 
Православной Церкви России, Украины, и Белоруссии.40

39 Dmitrij Mamonov, “O jazyke bogosluženija”, p. 266.
40 Žuravlev, op. cit.
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And if we are not able to preserve the Church Slavonic language in 
the Russian Church, it will be difficult to preserve the unity of the 
Orthodox Church of Russia, Ukraine and Belarus.

To change the liturgical language to Russian would thus mean dissocia-
ting from Slavic Orthodox brethren in the Balkans, who to some degree 
use Church Slavonic, as well as from Orthodox believers in Ukraine and 
Belarus.41 The support from the Russians (both from the government and 
ordinary people) for the Serbs in the conflicts in former yugoslavia over 
the last 15 years is an expression of this special Orthodox Slavic brother-
hood, or Slavia Orthodoxa, which we mentioned in the chapter “The 
influence of the Russian Orthodox tradition”.42 Lichačev considered that 
this language also is a connecting line between Russians in Russia and 
émigrés and between different generations:

Итак, церковнославянский язык играл и играет сейчас (хотя и в 
меньшей степени, чем раньше) объединяющую роль. В России 
(и отчасти в других славянских странах) церковнославянский 
язык объединял культуру не только по горизонтали, но и по 
вертикали: культуру прошедших столетий и культуру нового 
времени, делая понятными высокие духовные ценности, 
которыми жива была Русь первых семи веков своего 
существования, объединяя Россию, Украину и Белоруссию. 
Это способствовало сохранению самосознания русских, 
живших на территории других государств, и теперь объединяет 
Русскую Зарубежную Церковь с Матерью-Родиной.43

Thus, the Church Slavonic language played and still plays (even 
though to a lesser extent than before) a unifying role. In Russia (and 
in part in other Slavic states) Church Slavonic united culture not 

41 On the use of Church Slavonic in Serbia and Bulgaria see: Ksenija Končarević, 
“Diskussii o bogoslužebnom jazyke v serbskoj pravoslavnoj cerkvi: istoričeskij ob-
zor i sovremennoe sostojanie”, Biblioteka Jakova Krotova, http://www.krotov.info/
history/20/1990/koncharevich.html, 18-08-2009; Kirill Mozgov, “Zakon molitvy. 
Sovremennoe sostojanie perevoda na slavjanskie jazyki: doklad na studenčeskoj 
konferencii ‘Sretenskie čtenija’ v marte 2009 g.”, Kievskaja Rus´: Bogosluženie, 
http://kiev-orthodox.org/site/worship/1934/, 18-08-2009.
42 Riccardo Piccio, Slavia Orthodoxa: literatura i jazyk, Znak, Moskva, 2003.
43 Lichačev, op. cit. 
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only horizontally but vertically: the culture of previous centuries 
and the culture of the new era, making comprehensible the lofty 
spiritual values to which Rus´ was alive in the first seven centuries 
of its existence, uniting Russia, Ukraine and Belorussia. This facili-
tated the preservation of the self-awareness of the Russians living in 
other states, and now unites the Russian Orthodox Church Abroad 
with the Motherland.

Church Slavonic is thus used in the mapping of a Slavic Orthodox world 
with its centre in Russia and another centre consisting of the three Ort-
hodox East Slavonic countries. It also unites the broadest entity, Slavia 
Orthodoxa, and ultimately the entire Orthodox world consisting of the 
Orthodox countries also with non-Slavic languages and peoples. The 
integrating power of Church Slavonic is thus great and manifold, and 
this integrating function in society and culture is crucial to understanding 
the difficulties involved in a change of liturgical language. 

The reformists have a different answer to all the issues that I have dis-
cussed thus far. Instead of Church Slavonic and Slavia Orthodoxa they 
strive for an ecumenical Church and see Christianity as a world religion. 
Their mapping of the world is different, using not primarily Russia, or 
Slavia Orthodoxa, or the Byzantine commonwealth as geographic and 
confessional entities, but the whole world, which puts Christianity in 
an ecumenical perspective. To focus on Church Slavonic is for them a 
heresy against the fundamental idea of Christianity as a world religion.44 
Averincev calls this view an “insular psychology”.45 Their argument is 
also that the emphasis on language as such diminishes the role of icons, 
which are of crucial importance for Orthodox tradition. They use icon 
theology in an entirely different way than the traditionalists, who in their 
view allow the letter to overrule the image.

44 Georgij Kočetkov, “Jazyk Cerkvi kak dar Slova i plod Ducha”, Pravoslavnaja 
obščina, no. 50, 1999, http://www.sfi.ru/ar.asp?rubr_id=641&art_id=3240 , 26-06-
2008.
45 See: Konstantin Sigov, “Archipelag Averinceva”, Moj sad – graždanskoe obšče-
stvo: sajt Georgija Trubnikova, http://gtrubnik.narod.ru/averintsev2.htm, 18-08-
2009; Sergej S. Averincev, Sofija-Logos. Slovnyk, Duch i litera, Kyïv, 1999.
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COMPREhENSIBILITy

The main issue in this debate now, as earlier concerns comprehensibility. 
When Giacomo Casanova visited Russia in 1764–1765 and recorded his 
impressions, he was convinced that Greek was used in church:

Their liturgy is in Greek, of which the people understand nothing, 
and the clergy, themselves extremely ignorant, gladly leave them 
completely in the dark on all matters connected with religion.46

he was mistaken, since the liturgy is and was in Church Slavonic, but 
his memoirs nevertheless show that he understood that there was a 
difference between Russian and the language used in church and that 
rightly or wrongly he was convinced that the people understood no-
thing. This has, in fact, also been the main argument in all attempts to 
reform the language of the divine service. The reformists today focus 
on the need for an accessible language to evangelize a people that for 
70 years was denied almost any knowledge of Christianity or religion 
in general. In other words, for the reformist it is comprehensibility that 
is most important: as Viktor Kott argues, the texts must be understood 
intellectually: 

Можно со всей ответственностью сказать: практически 
никто из современных верующих, большая часть из которых 
– неофиты, не знает церковнославянского языка и почти ничего 
не понимает в богослужении.47

It is possible to state without exaggeration that practically no one 
among contemporary believers, the greater part of whom are neop-
hytes, knows the Church Slavonic language or understands much of 
anything in the liturgy.

46 Giacomo Casanova, “The Memoirs of Jacques Casanova de Seingalt: Chapter 
XX, Crevecoeur – Bomback – Journey to Moscow – My Adventures at St. Peters-
burg”, eBooks@Adelaide, http://ebooks.adelaide.edu.au/c/casanova/c33m/chap-
ter118.html, 02-07-2009. 
47 Kott, op. cit.
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One of the supporters of the reformists, the émigré church historian 
Dmitrij Pospelovskij, has summed up the situation today in this gloomy 
and somewhat exaggerated fashion: “Только русские лишены права 
молиться на своем языке”48 (“Only Russians are deprived of the right 
to pray in their own language”).

The reformists attempt to redirect the debate away from the question 
of the legitimacy of Church Slavonic as a sacred language, talking ins-
tead about the language of love and the language of praise. They are op-
posed to the imperialistic and nationalistic rhetoric surrounding Church 
Slavonic. According to them, God is not a Russian God who understands 
only Church Slavonic. God is for all humanity and for him all languages 
are of equal worth. To maintain that Church Slavonic is a holy language 
is to commit the Pilatic heresy, a classic accusation against the West. The 
Orthodox Church has often faulted the Catholic Church for the concept 
of only three sacred languages, hebrew, Greek and Latin, calling this the 
Pilatic heresy in an allusion to the three languages of the text ordered by 
Pilate to be put on the Cross. 

The equal worth of all languages was manifested at Pentecost and in 
the glossolalia of the disciples of Christ. The Pentecost miracle is central 
in the arguments of the reformists, and they accuse the traditionalists of 
maintaining that only one language is sacred – Church Slavonic, a denial 
of the universal implication of the feast of Pentecost.49 

ON FALSE FRIENDS

As we have seen, the question of comprehensibility is crucial for the 
argumentation of the reformers. The well-known Russian poet Ol´ga Se-
dakova voices yet another view on the question without actually taking 
a stand. In one article she claims that many Church Slavonic idioms 
are misunderstood rather than understood in Russia today, because 
many words coincide orthographically but have different meanings, 
and Russians are mostly unfamiliar with the original Church Slavonic 

48 Dmitrij Pospelovskij, “Eres´ jazykopoklonstva: sovremennym pravoslavnym 
verujuščim privivaetsja otnošenie k liturgii kak k ostanovivšemusja vo vremeni ritu-
alu”, Nezavisimaja gazeta: Ex libris, 2000-03-23, http://exlibris.ng.ru/kafedra/2000-
03-23/3_eres.html, 26-06-2008. 
49 Ibid.
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meaning. In a dictionary of false friends she has also published, Se-
dakova gives abundant examples of this: the word “okajannyj” means 
“damned” today but is used in Church Slavonic in the meaning of 
“unhappy”; the word “teplyj” means “warm” in modern Russian, but 
“hot” in Church Slavonic.50 For the Russian ear this false decoding of 
the Slavonic texts and words is irrevocable. To continue Sedakova’s 
train of thought, one could say that there is a risk that these misunder-
standings may even change the piety of the Russian Orthodox believer, 
and perhaps even Orthodox theology. Russian believers will perhaps 
feel they are more “damned” than need be because of the change in 
meaning of the word “okajannyj”. The reformers have also pointed at 
such words as “pivo”, which meant beverage and not beer as in mo-
dern Russian. This shift makes one of the Easter hymns, “Priidite, pivo 
piem”, “Come, let us drink a new drink”, quite ambiguous: the actual 
meaning of “beverage” is overshadowed by the meaning of the Russian 
word for “beer”. 

The traditionalists, in their turn, present numerous examples illustra-
ting incompetent translations into Russian and the general impossibility 
of rendering sacred texts in Russian. For example, they cannot accept 
the word “ždat´”, or “ožidat´” in the meaning of “await” or “look for” in 
the Creed (“and I look for the resurrection of the dead”), instead of the 
Church Slavonic “čaju”. The Russian word for “waiting” is associated 
with relaxing in an armchair at home before the Resurrection, as one 
critic puts it.51 Many of the arguments advanced by the traditionalists 
against translation into Russian concern in fact style: used in the liturgi-
cal context the Russian language sounds too colloquial for them. Other 
arguments deal with changes in theological nuances. The Russian text is 
constantly compared with the Church Slavonic but only seldom with the 
Greek original. The ending of many prayers: “Jako podobaet Tebe vsja-
kaja slava, čest´ i poklonenie” is translated as “Ibo Tebe prinadležit vsja 
slava, cest´ i poklononenie”. The traditionalist Valentin Asmus main-
tains that there is a fundamental difference between “podobaet,” which 
gives the text a connotation of the future and “prinadležit,” which states 

50 Ol´ga A. Sedakova, Cerkovnoslavjansko-russkie paronimy: Materialy k slovarju, 
Greko-latinskij kabinet Ju. A. Šičalina, Moskva, 2005.
51 T. L. Mironova, “Cerkovno-slavjanskij jazyk na puti pravoslavnogo bogopoz-
nanija”, Pravoslavie v Karelii. Informacionnyj portal Petrozavodskoj i Karel´skoj 
eparchii, http://home.onego.ru/~eparhia/csja.htm, 26-06-2008.
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a current fact. Almost all such critical remarks seem to be justified, but 
they concern details rather than the texts in their entirety. 

Another problem concerns the fact that almost all theological terms 
in Russian originate in Church Slavonic, so that the creation of a new 
Russian vocabulary would be extremely difficult. 

Both sides accuse each other of errors and absurdities in their re-
spective texts. here philological subtleties are mixed with theological 
comments of different sorts, much in the same vein as the dispute over 
the new ritual in the 17th century.52 The traditionalists accuse the refor-
mists of a lack of stylistic taste and poor knowledge of both theology 
and Greek. The reformists attack Church Slavonic for being impossible 
to understand. The reformists try to avoid long sentences, and the use of 
participles and fricatives, which are central elements in Church Slavonic. 
They are convinced that these elements are unaesthetic.53 Both sides 
can find very convincing examples for their different arguments in this 
special linguistic theology that has developed in Russia today.

The reformists can without difficulty accept a situation where the two 
languages are used in parallel but in separate contexts, and few if any 
of them would forbid the use of Church Slavonic. They are often very 
moderate or rather pluralistic in their views, but absolutely convinced of 
the need for reform. The traditionalists often reject any use whatsoever 
of Russian and demand the continuation of the prohibition. 

CONSTRUCTING hISTORy

Both sides in the conflict write their own history: that is, the traditio-
nalists propound the success and importance of Church Slavonic and 
the problems and failures of Russian, while the reformists portray the 
growing and successful development of Russian as a liturgical language 
and the failure of Church Slavonic. Both sides use the same historical 
events but interpret them quite differently: a good example is the Church 

52 Boris A. Uspenskij, “Raskol i kul´turnyj konflikt XVII veka”, Izbrannye 
trudy. Vol. 1, Semiotika istorii, semiotika kul´tury, Gnozis, Moskva, 1994,  
pp. 333–367.
53 “Zaveršen mnogoletnij trud po perevodu na russkij jazyk osnovnych 
bogoslužebnych tekstov pravoslavnoj cerkvi”, Gazeta “KIFA”, http://gazetakifa.
ru/content/view/1379/58/, 03-07-2009. 
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Council of 1917–1918, whose decisions both sides cite as evidence to 
corroborate their position. 

The traditionalists’ version of history should now be clear, and we 
turn to the reformist interpretation of the historical relationship between 
Church Slavonic and Russian as presented by Viktor Kott.  he includes 
prosta mowa, that is, the attempt to create a biblical language closer to 
the vernacular in Western Rus´ in the 15th and 16th centuries in his nar-
rative. From the 18th and 19th centuries he enumerates several serious 
attempts to translate parts of the Orthodox hymnography into Russian. 
Kott also mentions the translation of the Bible into Russian in the 19th 
century and the publication in Russian of the Philokalia, an anthology of 
mystical Orthodox texts. The issue for him is Russian used in the divine 
service, though none of the translations he mentions was designed to be 
used in liturgical practice. 

Kott also dwells at length on important characters in the history of 
the Russian Church who have supported the use of a reformed Church 
Slavonic or Russian, such as Metropolitan Filaret (Drozdov) of Moscow 
and even more the famous 19th century Russian ascetic Feofan Zatvor-
nik, whom he quotes extensively.

An important part of Kott’s historical argumentation is to show that 
the Council of 1917–1918 was very favourably disposed toward the 
use of Russian in the liturgy. he similarly diminishes the importance of 
the use of Russian among the Renovationists who, as we have seen, are 
considered traitors because of their close cooperation with the Soviet 
state. 54

ChURCh SLAVONIC VERSUS RUSSIAN

For most traditionalists there is a qualitative difference between Church 
Slavonic and Russian. They consider Church Slavonic to be a better 
language than Russian, a view that is sometimes expressed in such cate-
gorical terms that it seems to apply not only to liturgical use, but suggests 
that Russian in general is a corrupted language:

54 Kott, op. cit.
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Не в талантах дело, а в силе и выразительности одного 
языка и вялости, расслабленности другого. Чтобы убедиться 
в этом, достаточно почитать на русском языке знакомые 
молитвы.55 

It is not a matter of talents, but rather of the strength and expres-
siveness of one language and the slackness and weakness of the 
other. It is enough to read the familiar prayers in Russian to be 
convinced of this.

Indeed, the traditionalists believe that there are better and worse langu-
ages, and that Church Slavonic is intrinsically worthier than Russian. 

The other view is to see Church Slavonic and Russian as two langu-
ages equal in prestige but with two different functions: a secular and 
a sacral. The priest Valentin Asmus, mentioned above compares the 
relationship between the two languages with that between the persons 
of the Trinity: 

Научное осмысление феномена “неслиянности и 
нераздельности” церковнославянского и русского языков 
особенно актуально в наши дни, вместе с разцерковлением 
утерявшие ощущение живой церковнославянской языковой 
стихии и ее живого взаимодействия со стихией русского 
языка.56

The scientific understanding of the phenomenon of the “nonfusion 
and indivisibility” of the Church Slavonic and Russian languages is 
especially relevant in our time, which together with the de-churchi-
fication have lost the sense of a living Church Slavonic element and 
its living interaction with the elements of the Russian language.

Are Church Slavonic and Russian the same language or not? The refor-
mists are convinced that they are two different languages and that there is 
a need to translate from Church Slavonic into Russian. The traditionalists 

55 Nazvanov, op. cit., p. 305.
56 Diakon Michail Asmus, “Sedakova O. Cerkovnoslavjansko-russkie paronimy: 
Materialy k slovarju. M., 2005 (Recenzija)”, Patriarchia.Ru: Oficial´nyj portal 
Moskovskoj Patriarchii, http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/38681.html, 26-06-2008. 



��

view Church Slavonic and Russian either as one common Slavic-Rus-
sian language or as two different languages in a diglossia relationship 
to each other, where Church Slavonic is used in the sacral sphere and 
Russian in the profane sphere. 

Thus the traditionalists’ criticism concentrates on the question of 
translation from Church Slavonic to Russian, which from their point 
of view is impossible, because it is either a case of one language with 
two different stylistic levels or two languages which complement each 
other. The traditionalists propose promoting the study of Church Slavo-
nic in school, while the reformers advocate translating all texts into the 
vernacular, that is, into Russian. In response to criticism for incompre-
hensibility, the traditionalists have agreed to the use of glossaries and to 
modernize the punctuation in the Slavonic texts. Punctuation is thus not 
seen as sacred in the same way as words and grammar. 

INITIATION AND INCANTATION 

For the traditionalists the acquisition of Church Slavonic is a process of 
initiation. Frequent visits to church mean that the language will become 
more and more understandable for believers and lead to spiritual growth. 
Perhaps there is no need for the congregation to understand what is read, 
or sung: reading and singing in Church Slavonic is in itself a sacred act, 
and the important thing is that the text is read or sung according to the 
ordo, not that the congregation understands it. This can be illustrated by 
various church practices, for example, reading Psalms very quickly or 
reading different texts at the same time. According to the traditionalists, 
in most cases it is important that the text is heard in all details, but it is 
less important that it is understood. The divine service is performative 
rather than interpretative in character. This fact is not mentioned by the 
traditionalists, but they are actually not always interested in the question 
of comprehensibility. The sermon, by contrast, has a didactic purpose 
and is always preached in modern Russian. 

The reformists view this belief in the formal side of the text as a sort of 
thoroughly negative Christian magic. The Russian theologian Aleksandr 
Šmemann, who lived in the United States, has called it heathen.57

57 Protopresviter Aleksandr Šmemann, “K voprosu o liturgičeskoj praktike (pis´mo 
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COMPARISON OF ARGUMENTS

The attempts to introduce Russian as a liturgical language encounter an 
imposing conglomerate of arguments that form a quite complicated and 
sometimes conflicting pattern that weakens the reformists’ argument 
stressing the comprehensibility of Russian and the equivalence of all 
languages in the mediation of the Christian faith.

Whereas comprehensibility is the most important factor for the re-
formists, for the traditionalists unchangeability and iconicity speak in 
favour of Church Slavonic as the liturgical language. As was discussed 
above, iconicity in this context means that language itself is considered 
to express or contain a divine presence on earth. Language is sacred. 
The liturgical language is a part of a still more extensive issue involving 
the form of the divine service in general. The reformists want the divine 
service to be intelligible and didactic, while the traditionalists want it to 
be traditional and iconical.

There are also some parallels to the conflict between West and East 
over the Christianization of Moravia in the mid-9th century. Inspired by 
the demand for comprehensibility, the Eastern choice of Church Slavo-
nic, parallels the view of today’s reformists. The Catholic side initially 
agreed, and the Christianisation of the Moravians was a joint Eastern and 
Western project. Soon, however, the Roman side returned to insisting 
on Latin, and in this respect they echoed the traditionalists of today who 
insist on the use of Church Slavonic. 

Both sides today are eager to express their adherence to the legacy 
of Cyril and Methodius, but this legacy has completely different impli-
cations for the two groups. For the traditionalists it means continuing 
to use Church Slavonic. For the reformists this faithfulness to tradition 
means following the intentions of Cyril and Methodius, who aimed for 
a translation that was comprehensible.58 The reformists feel that they 
continue this tradition in their own translations from Greek. In 2008 they 

moemu episkopu)”, Kievskaja Rus´, http://kiev-orthodox.org/site/worship/395/, 
03-07-2009.
58 For these two views see the following resume of the Kirillo-Mefodievskie 
čtenija: Julia Zajceva, “V perevodach cerkovnoslavjanskogo nasledija neobchodimo 
sledovat´ tradicii svv. Kirilla i Mefodija, sčitajut učastniki konferencii v Institute 
russkogo jazyka RAN”, Religare – Religija i SMI, http://www.religare.ru/artic-
le55324.htm, 03-07-2009. 
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completed the translation of the most important liturgical texts and are 
now publishing them in an edition that comprises six volumes. 59 

ThE VIEW OF ThE LATE PATRIARCh

Many of the late Patriarch Aleksij’s arguments on language are close to 
the views of the traditionalists. he argued that Church Slavonic can be 
understood by those who take the task seriously, go regularly to church, 
and study available grammars. The fact that several generations of child-
ren have been unable to go to church presents a unique situation. yet 
he remained open to some changes when he pointed out that language 
always evolves slowly: 

Церковнославянский язык – язык глубокий, емкий, 
возвышенный. Любые естественные изменения в языке 
происходят органично и медленно. В этом процессе сотворчески 
участвует весь народ. И просто невозможно враз все перевести 
на новый язык. Потери и искажения от такой насильственной 
акции будут неимоверными и катастрофическими не только для 
Церкви, но и для всей национальной культуры.60

The Church Slavonic language is deep, capacious and sublime. Any 
natural changes in the language occur organically and slowly. In 
this process the whole nation takes part creatively. And it is simply 
impossible to transfer all this to a new language at a stroke. The 
losses and distortions from such a violent action would be unbe-
lievable and catastrophic, not just for the Church but for our entire 
national culture as well.

he seems to be quite aware that the traditionalist faction of the Church is 
quite strong and that a reform in the direction of performing the liturgy in 
Russian would certainly mean a new schism in the Church. The patriarch 

59 “Zaveršen mnogoletnij trud po perevodu na russkij jazyk osnovnych 
bogoslužebnych tekstov pravoslavnoj cerkvi”, op. cit. 
60 Svjatejšij Patriarch Moskovskij i vseja Rusi Aleksij II, “Vera i nauka pomogajut 
drug drugu”, 16.04.2004, Pravoslavie i Mir, http://www.pravmir.ru/article_36.html, 
03-07-2009. 
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has also expressed another view on the subject, stressing that both sides 
in the conflict – traditionalists as well as reformists – are extremists:

На прошлых Епархиальных собраниях уже говорилось о 
соблазнах и искушениях, идущих с разных сторон. Имеются в 
виду проблемы, возникающие в результате деятельности как 
безудержных “прогрессистов”, реформаторов-неообновленцев, 
так и закостенелых неоконсерваторов, неостарообрядцев, 
фанатично цепляющихся за старое, боящихся всего нового. 
На это последнее явление, которое можно было бы назвать 
тоталитарным неостарообрядчеством и которое не менее 
опасно и агрессивно, чем религиозный модернизм, хотелось бы 
еще раз обратить ваше внимание.61 

At the last diocesan assemblies, temptations and seductions from 
all sides were discussed. What was in mind are problems arising as 
a result of the activity of impetuous “progressives” and reformers-
neorenovationists, as well as ossified neoconservatives, neo-Old 
Believers fanatically clutching at the old and fearing everything 
new. On this, I would like to draw attention once more to the most 
recent phenomenon, which one could even dub totalitarian neo-Old 
Believerdom and which is no less dangerous and aggressive than 
religious modernism.

This attempt on the part of Patriarch Aleksij to find a sort of middle 
solution or compromises unique in this debate. his statement is highly 
authoritative, but its impact on the language situation in the Church has 
thus far been negligible. The neo-Old Believers mentioned here refer 
to the more extreme traditionalists, many of whom have been quoted 
in this chapter. 

61 Svjatejšij Patriarch Moskovskij i vseja Rusi Aleksij II, “Doklad na Eparchial´nom 
sobranii goroda Moskvy 25.12.2004”, Informacionnoe Agenstvo “NETDA”, http://
ethnocid.netda.ru/cerkov/AlexisII_041225.htm, 26-06-2008. 
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SACRED LANGUAGE

Church Slavonic is regarded as a sacred language, which the English 
theologian John Sawyer defines as a language known to have various 
special functions or roles within a religious context. As he notes, the idea 
of a sacred language was not a feature of early Christianity, on the cont-
rary, “Christians appear to have made a specific effort to communicate 
in the language of ordinary people”.62 In the Jewish world, for example 
as a contrast, hebrew was a sacred language that stood in contrast to 
the colloquial Aramaic.63 Also like Church Slavonic, almost no secular 
texts are known in hebrew, and other shared traits include the idea of 
unchangeability and the importance of language form, which rivals that 
of content. There is, however, a decisive difference: hebrew was a sa-
cred language with original texts. Church Slavonic is in this respect 
similar to Latin, that is many of the texts are translations. Latin, more-
over, existed before these translations, it was a well developed language 
with a rich literature before the translation work and before it became a 
sacred Christian language. Church Slavonic was almost solely created 
for translations of Christian texts. The position of Church Slavonic is 
thus almost unique.

Thus attempts to introduce Russian as the liturgical language have 
encountered a complex set of interwoven counterarguments. A further 
complication is that most of these texts are set to music for liturgical 
use. The arguments from the reformers concerning the understandability 
of Russian and the equivalence of all languages in the mediation of the 
Christian faith sound weak against this background where the force of 
tradition in different aspects is formidable. 

The traditionalists draw further strength from the strong nostalgic 
and restorative trend in Russian culture today. Because many Russians 
are living in an axiological vacuum after the fall of the Soviet Union, 
the Church with all its traditions, including language, has become an 
element in the construction of a new identity. Church Slavonic plays an 
almost emblematic role. yet what is also largely forgotten is that reforms 
of the liturgical language were planned before the revolution in 1917. 

62 John F. A. Sawyer, Sacred Languages and Sacred Texts, Routledge, London and 
New york, 1999, p. 4.
63 Ibid., p. 23. 
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ThEORETICAL STANDS

What Bourdieu does not mention in his article is that besides ritual, the 
Catholic Church bases its strong authority on the pope and universality. 
For the Russian Orthodox Church things are different. It is a Church 
focused almost exclusively on liturgical celebration. Because the Church 
was denied all possibilities of charity work during the Soviet period, 
this liturgocentric focus is even stronger today than before 1917. What 
Bourdieu writes about the Catholic tradition seems to be even more true 
of the Orthodox one. All the phenomena we have studied here have to do 
with the unchangeability upon which the ritual relies for its legitimacy, 
recognizability and effectiveness. 

As becomes evident in the context of the practice of the divine service, 
Church Slavonic is a vital part of a coherent system to an even greater 
extent than Latin in the Catholic Church. Arguing that the service is for 
believers, not for God alone, the reformists who want to change to Rus-
sian have almost always other proposals for change on their agenda: the 
use of benches, the shortening of services, the use of confessionals–eve-
rything for the convenience of worshippers. They advocate celebrating 
the liturgy in the middle of the church or removing the iconostasis, and 
propose that the priest read aloud the prayers he now reads in a low 
voice (mystikos, tajno) before the altar. While the traditionalists are 
hostile to changes as such, the reformists are willing to alter many parts 
of the service. 

Bourdieu concludes his article with a comment on the structural role 
of language and its relation to power and legitimation: 

/…/ the crisis of religious language and its performative efficacy 
is not limited, as is often believed, to the collapse of a world of 
representations: it is part of the disintegration of an entire universe 
of social relations of which it was constitutive.64

Bourdieu refers to a different time. In Russia today, what premodernity 
encounters is postmodernity rather than modernity and secularisation, 
the object of Bourdieu’s study. The reformists are postmodernists in the 
sense that they are pluralists willing to accept both languages, different 

64 Bourdieu, op. cit., p. 116.
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Ordos and services of different lengths. They have often no objection to 
translating only parts of the service into Russian. As Averincev notes:

Я думаю, что перевод необходим для всех тех случаев, когда 
что-то произносится явственным образом, эксплицитно и 
эмфатически от имени всех молящихся. И также это относится 
к молитвам для личного употребления. Человек не должен 
привыкать к возможности сказать перед Богом и Богу что-то, 
чего сам говорящий не понимает и за что он не может взять на 
себя полной ответственности. Тогда молитва превращается в 
простое вычитывание как бы и не совсем от своего имени... это 
страшно.65

I believe that translation is necessary for all those cases when 
something is pronounced distinctly, explicitly and emphatically on 
behalf of all those praying. And this also holds for prayers for per-
sonal use. A person should not have to get used to the possibility of 
saying before God and to God something that the person speaking 
does not understand and for which the individual cannot take on 
full responsibility. In such cases prayer turns into simple repetition 
as if but not entirely on an individual’s own behalf… it’s terrible. 

Many texts of the reformists advocate openness, variability and indi-
vidual solutions. The reformist priest Aleksandr Borisov talks about 
pluralism of different sorts: “pljuralizm”, “mnogoobrazie”, “variety”,66 
others speak of “differentiation” or “combination” (“sočetanie”):67

Такой же плюрализм был бы крайне желателен и в отношении 
самого главного внешнего проявления жизни нашей Церкви 
– богослужения. 

65 Sergej S. Averincev, “O jazyke cerkvi: jazyk kak sovmestnoe obladanie ėpoch i 
pokolenij”, Vseukrainskij žurnal “Mgarskij kolokol˝”, no. 61, 02-2008, http://www.
mgarsky-monastery.org/kolokol.php?id=412, 03-07-2009. 
66 Aleksandr Borisov, “Pobelevšie nivy: glava pjataja: Nasledie srednevekov´ja”, 
Biblioteka Jakova Krotova, http://www.krotov.info/libr_min/b/borisov/nivy03.
html#5, 26-06-2008. 
67 Andrej Desnickij, “Bogoslužebnyj jazyk Rossijskoj cerkvi: (opyt kritičeskogo 
obzora odnoj diskussii)”, Sajt Michaila Zelenogo, http://webcenter.ru/~zeleny/
lit_lang.txt, 03-06-2009. 
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This very pluralism would be highly desirable also in relation to 
the most important external manifestation of the life of our Church 
– the divine service.

One of the traditionalist counters that this only leads to anarchy.68 The 
arguments of the traditionalists are often extremely conservative and 
repeat most of the arguments already used in this or other debates on 
sacred language, many of them much less nuanced than those advanced 
in the early 20th century, and some are downright absurd, such as the 
claim that Church Slavonic can be a remedy against stammering: 

Опыт показывает, что изучать церковнославянский язык 
можно и с дошкольного возраста, что дети, изучающие 
церковнославянский язык, быстро овладевают навыками 
правильной речи и опережают в развитии своих сверстников. 
При изучении церковнославянского языка снимаются заикание 
и нервно-психические стрессы (Рачинский С. А.), формируется 
целостное, духовно ориентированное мышление и усваиваются 
мотивы достойного поведения, происходит более глубокое и 
эффективное, сознательное освоение современного русского 
языка.69

Experience shows that studying the Church Slavonic language can 
be done even from a pre-school age and that children studying the 
Church Slavonic language can quickly master the skills of correct 
speech and overtake children of their own age in development. 
Studying the Church Slavonic language overcomes stammering and 
nervous/psychic stresses (S. A. Račinskij), forms complete, spiri-
tually oriented thinking and inculcates motives of worthy conduct, 
while a deeper and more effective conscious assimilation of the 
contemporary Russian language occurs.

68 Protoierej Valentin Asmus, “‘Rassekrečennaja’ kniga”, Bogoslužebnyj jazyk 
Russkoj Cerkvi, op. cit., p. 265.
69 “Detskaja voskresnaja škola: cerkovno-slavjanskij jazyk”, Kul´turno-
prosvetitel´skij centr Svjato-Troickogo Kafedral´nogo Sobora, Ekaterinburg, 
http://stkse.orthodoxy.ru/cs.htm, 26-06-2008. 
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Thus learning Church Slavonic is presented as a sort of panacea that pre-
vents stammering and stress, promotes development and good behavi-
our, and facilitates mastery of Russian. In a sense the traditionalists also 
display postmodernistic traits. One sometimes gets the feeling that their 
arguments are not authentic but quoted and sometimes so exaggerated 
that they come of as intentional or unintentional irony or mockery. 

For the analyses of sacred language we can also turn to the theories of 
the Danish anthropologist Jesper Sørensen,70 who claims that liturgical 
language is a form of magic language. he observers that magic language 
often exists on the verge between comprehensibility and incomprehen-
sibility, that is, exactly what we have seen to be the case with Church 
Slavonic. The impact of Church Slavonic can therefore be bracketed 
with other kinds of magical language, and it can be stated that it fully 
meets the conditions outlined by Sørensen. The use of Church Slavonic 
thus accords to a paramount human condition how language in sacral 
use functions. 

The issue can also be formulated in another way: who is the addressee 
of the message and who is the sender? For the reformists the addressee 
is the congregation and the sender is the Church or perhaps the priest, 
the deacon, and the choirs who mediate the Christian message. For the 
traditionalists the addressee is rather God and the sender is the Church, 
which in its entirety mediates praise to the Lord. The congregation is 
in a way merely a bystander listening to this message, which indeed 
also comes from God, who in this case is both the sender and the add-
ressee. To participate in the ritual is to participate in the totality of the 
act. Understanding or even the ability to see or hear what is going on 
is of secondary importance – the crucial thing is that the rite is being 
celebrated. 

The two sides thus have totally different views on the issue, and a 
rapprochement between them seems for the moment impossible. The 
debate was much more conciliatory in the beginning of the 20th century 
than it is now, and awareness of the need for reforms on the part of 
the official Church was much greater. The traditionalists often use the 
derogatory term novo-obnovlency (neo-renovationists) about the refor-
mers, associating them with the compromised movement of the 1920s. 
The conflict models a constant of Russian culture and also two ways of 

70 Jesper Sørensen, A Cognitive Theory of Magic, AltaMira, Lanham, Md., 2006.
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viewing reality and the relationship between earth and heaven, between 
mankind and God, and between the profane and the sacred. 

ThE DAy OF ThE  
SLAVIC ALPhABET AND CULTURE

The two discourses mentioned above encounter without directly con-
fronting each other on only one occasion: the Day of the Slavic Alphabet 
and Culture on 24 May, a day dedicated to Cyril and Methodius. This 
day is broadly celebrated in Bulgaria and was also commemorated 
in Russia before the revolution, but it was not until the final years of 
the Soviet Union that it began to be observed again. In Moscow it has 
been celebrated since 1992 with a divine service in the Uspenskij Ca-
thedral in Kremlin and a procession to the statue of the two brothers, 
which was erected and unveiled in 1992 on Slavonic Square. This feast 
marks a special rapprochement between the Church and secular power 
in Russia.

The accent here is on the close connection between the Slavonic peop-
les and the Slavonic languages, and especially the Southern Slavonic 
languages and peoples, who in different degrees are influenced by the 
traditions of Cyril and Methodius, and the holiday also stresses the close 
relationship between Russian and Church Slavonic. Demands are often 
voiced that Church Slavonic, which was forbidden as a school subject 
after 1917, be reinstated: 

Добьемся введения в школьную программу славянского 
языка как основу безопасности “великого и могучего” языка 
русского.71

Let us achieve the introduction into the school curriculum of the 
Slavonic language as the foundation for the security of the “great 
and powerful” Russian language.

71 “Obraščenie k žiteljam detskogo goroda-kurorta Anapa”, op. cit., http://www.
orthodox.kubannet.ru/chron/c_2_chr.htm, 2006-07-04. 
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In this discourse the difference between Church Slavonic and Russian 
is often blurred, and the day is also often called the day of the Russian 
language. Two different names are actually used: “Праздник русского 
языка славянской письменности и культуры” (“Festival of the Rus-
sian Language, Slavonic Literature and Culture”) and “Праздник 
славянской письменности и культуры” (“Festival of Slavonic Lite-
rature and Culture”). On this day the common elements in these two 
discourses are stressed, while the conflict centred on the liturgical langu-
age is ignored.

There was a surprising small opening on the part of the Moscow Patri-
archate at the Fifth International Conference of the Russian Orthodox 
Church in December 2007, where two of the hierarchs mentioned pos-
sible a further discussion of the use of Russian in services. The future 
will tell. 

What we can see now and study is a new phase in the history of Church 
Slavonic as new texts are being written and distributed in abundance, 
especially on the internet. how this is being done is a very interesting 
but different question.
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On Canonical and Non-Canonical  
Icons and hymns

A substantial share of the post-Soviet Orthodox discourse concerns the 
new martyrs, that is, an extremely large group of saints who have been 
canonized in the past ten years or so who suffered and died for their 
faith during the Soviet era.1 There is another group of new saints and 
new icons of a different nature which includes canonizations from ear-
lier periods in the history of the Russian Church of figures such as the 
icon painter Andrej Rublev; Paisij Veličkovskij, who rediscovered the 
inner contemplative piety known as hesychasm in the 18th century, and 
Church leaders like Patriarch Iov (d. 1607). These are canonizations that 
have been on the agenda but could not be carried out earlier because of 
persecutions of the Church during the Soviet era. Some of them were 
done in the final years of the Soviet Union. 

In this stream of new saints and new saints’ days, a number of people 
have also turned up who are famous in Russian history and have in 
some way or form assumed a more or less saintly status. Newly painted 
icons with their images have been produced, as have hagiographic and 
hymnographic texts. Another group of icons and texts depicts traumatic 
events in contemporary Russian history, from the end of the Soviet era 
and the first few years after the fall of the Soviet Union. In this chapter, I 
will examine hagiographic, hymnographic and iconographic material in 
an effort to determine the relationship of these icons and discussions of 
canonization both to traditional canonization procedures and to various 
phenomena pertaining exclusively to modern conditions such as the 
present political and cultural situation in Russia. 

1 I have devoted a chapter in my book Eternity and Time to this topic. Per-Arne Bo-
din, Eternity and Time: Studies in Russian Literature and the Orthodox Tradition, 
Stockholm University, Stockholm, 2007, pp. 231–250.
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here we have an opportunity to investigate the mechanisms underly-
ing the origin and development of a saint cult as it unfolds, rather than 
from in retrospect several or many hundred years later.

Also included here is a study of how modern and historical pheno-
mena are translated into sacred categories and into medieval abstract 
hagiographic, hymnographic and iconographic language. Thus it con-
cerns the shaping of the sacred discourse and its confrontation with the 
discourses of history and politics. 

The material in the investigation includes not just hagiographic, 
hymnographic and iconographic texts but also various types of com-
ments on the canonizations. Like the saints, the icons and texts can be 
categorised as officially or unofficially recognised. There are firmly 
established rules, a canon, in the making of vita texts, hymnography and 
icons, and my investigation will also consider the interplay between this 
canon and the historical or political reality they depict. 

One more question I would like to address in the material is how 
arguments defending a canonization are formulated in the debate within 
the Church and to some extent among those close to the Church and also 
how counter-arguments are presented and answered. 

Methodologically, this chapter is based on definitions of the terms 
collective memory and cultural memory and on the opposition between 
hagiography and history. The discussion on canonization and the images 
and texts relating to canonization illustrate one way in which cultural 
memories of people and historical events are created sub specie aeter-
nitatis. 

I must remind the reader of two more useful terms: sacred memory 
and ritual memory.2 The first term applies to cases where a collective 
memory is expressed in a form associated with religious practice in 
general, and the second to cases where the form is associated with the 
rite itself. As Jan Assmann writes in Religion and Cultural Memory, this 
is truly a fundamental way to create a memory in a culture: “Religious 
rituals are without a doubt the oldest and most fundamental medium for 
bonding memory”.3 

2 For a definition and discussion of all these memory terms, see: Jan Assmann, 
Religion and Cultural Memory: Ten Studies, Stanford University Press, Stanford, 
CA, 2006, pp. 1–11.
3 Ibid., p. 11.
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There is a special problem here that pertains to Russian cultural his-
tory. In the Byzantine and Russian tradition the empire is traditionally 
viewed as a sacred category, which means that the difference between 
historical and hagiographic discourse and between sacred and collective 
memory can sometimes be unclear. The opposition between these two 
terms – which constitutes the starting point for this chapter – can thus be 
questioned. Cultural memory is depicted in the canonization process by 
“typologising”; that is, the events and people that are to be remembered 
are presented in relation to events from Biblical history, both the Old 
Testament and New Testament, and to other figures and events that are 
already a part of divine history. In the process, the particular by and large 
yields to the general. history is levelled or annihilated, and temporality 
itself is abolished. history merges with the eternal. The collective me-
mory is made sacred and takes on other distinctive features and functions 
somewhat differently than the historical collective memory. 

In this study I would like to demonstrate how this process takes place 
in the Russian Orthodox world today: how chains of events and descrip-
tions are transformed when they are used in a hagiographic discourse. 
My hypothesis is that this process can be studied from the level of the 
narrative down to that of individual words and expressions. 

Another term that will be used is counter-memory, which refers to a 
memory discourse that is in opposition to the prevailing one in a social 
group, in this context the Russian Orthodox Church and Russian society 
in general. What we will note is that the dominant and marginalised 
groups both make similar use of sacred memory. 

I will follow a number of canonizations that are both recognised and 
not recognised by the Church of historical personages from different 
eras, namely Fedor Ušakov, Ivan the Terrible, Paul I and Rasputin. The-
reafter I will consider the sacred memory of Černobyl´ and Beslan. 

The process operates in different ways in vitae (and vita-like texts), 
texts for religious services and icons. The levelling and generalising 
tendency is usually stronger in hymnography than in the vitae.4 The most 

4 This tendency in vitae texts Bachtin formulated as follows at “Avtor i geroj v 
ėstetičeskoj dejatel´nosti”, Infolio: universitetskaja ėlektronnaja biblioteka, http://
www.infoliolib.info/philol/bahtin/4_6.html, 01-07-2009: 
“Эта в боге значительная жизнь должна облачиться в традиционные формы, 
пиетет автора не дает места индивидуальной инициативе, индивидуальному 
выбору выражения: здесь автор отказывается от себя, от своей индивидуально 



�0

relevant genre in this context is the Akathistos hymn, which is the most 
common hymnographic genre in the Russian Orthodox Church as we no-
ted in the previous chapter. There are also usual liturgical texts intended 
for usual religious services dedicated to saints and holy events. 

Levelling entails a removal of the concrete, that is, the national and 
time-specific and therefore, the historical. The contexts that we are con-
cerned with here are the actual process and genesis of canonizations, so 
it is difficult to determine the corpus of texts to be included. here as well 
the Church as an organisation has the prerogative in interpreting what 
is acceptable and canonical. As we shall see, groups within the Church 
that have another opinion about canonization matters refer instead, to 
the spontaneous feelings of worshippers about one figure or another. 
however, what is approved and canonical will be studied here on the 
same terms as the “uncanonical” material.

CRITERIA FOR CANONIZATION

Based on what hegumen Damaskin, one of the members of the cano-
nization commission, has written and speeches that the commission 
chairman Metropolitan Juvenalij has held on the matter, the criteria for 

ответственной активности; отсюда форма становится традиционной и услов-
ной (положительно условно то, что принципиально неадекватно предмету и, 
сознавая эту неадекватность, отказывается от нее; но этот заведомый отказ 
от адекватности очень далек от юродства, ибо юродство индивидуально и 
ему присущ человекоборческий момент; форма жития традиционно условна, 
скреплена непререкаемым авторитетом и любовно принимает бытие выра-
жения, хоть и не адекватного, а следовательно, и воспринимающего).” (“This 
significant life in God must be invested in traditional forms; the author’s sense of 
reverence leaves no room for individual initiative, for individual choice of expres-
sion: the author renounces himself here, renounces his own individually answerable 
activity. hence, the form assumes a traditional and conventional character. (What is 
conventional in a positive sense is that which is in principle inadequate to the object 
treated and which, in the awareness of that indadequateness, renounces adequation. 
But this premeditated renunciation of adequation is far removed from “playing a 
fool,” for the latter is individual in character and is marked by an inherent element 
of anthropomachy. The form of a vita is conventional traditionally, is sanctioned by 
incontestable authority, and lovingly accepts the given being of expression, even if 
it is inadequate and, hence, merely receptive.)” – M. M. Bakhtin, “Author and hero 
in Aesthetic Activity”, Art and Answerability: Early Philosophical Essays by M. M. 
Bakhtin, eds. M. holquist & V. Liapunov, trans. and notes V. Liapunov, University 
of Texas Press, Austin, 1990, p. 185.)
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canonization are as follows: Candidates must be Orthodox Christians. 
They have to have lived a pious life, and they must have performed a 
spiritual feat, in Russian what is known as podvig, which can be of vari-
ous types but almost always focused on the notion of imitation of Christ. 
Spiritual feats can include suffering for one’s Christian faith, dedicated 
work and major contributions to the Church or the followers of Christ. 
This last category justifies the canonizations of tsars and grand dukes. 
Miracles – both during one’s life and after death – are another important 
but not necessary criterion. Miraculous relics – for example a body that 
does not decay after death or emits a sweet-scented oil – are yet another 
standard. The canonization of martyrs need not include any substantiated 
evidence of having performed a miracle; suffering or dying for Christ’s 
sake can be sufficient. What Metropolitan Juvenalij or Damaskin do not 
mention but is nonetheless included in the concept of podvig is the saint’s 
victorious struggle against evil and temptation by the devil.5 

Also fundamental to canonization is the existence of a local cult, 
that is, people in the area where the candidate lived who have spon-
taneously begun to honour the person in question as a saint. It is the 
presence of such local cults that various extremist groups lean on to 
defend their canonizations of saints who have not been approved by the 
offical church. 

 The gravesite of the saint becomes important in the context of cano-
nization. his or her name is significant because it refers back to the holy 
person for whom the saint was named, and there is an effort to discern 
various similarities between them. Important dates in that person’s life 
are compared with and likened to dates in the history of other and es-
tablished saints and holy history. Another criterion mentioned is that 
before canonization can take place, a number of years must have passed 
since the event depicted or since the death of that person, as the true es-
sence of the events must have time to reveal itself. Today, however, the 
question of canonization often comes up much more quickly. What is 

5 “Tekst besedy igumena Damaskina (Orlovskogo) s Kseniej Lučenko nakanune 
Sobora 2000 goda o predstojaščej kanonizacii novomučenikov”, Fond “Pamjat´ 
mučenikov i ispovednikov Russkoj Pravoslavnoj Cerkvi”, http://www.fond.ru/zvuk/
luchenko.htm, 25-06-2008; Komissija Svjaščennogo Sinoda Russkoj Pravoslavnoj 
Cerkvi po kanonizacii svjatych, Kanonizacija svjatych v XX veke, Izd. Sretenskogo 
monastyrja, Moskva, 1999. – See also Igumen Andronik (Trubačev), “Kanon-
izacija svjatych”, Pravoslavnaja ėnciklopedija, http://www.pravkniga.ru/intlibs.
html?id=536, 14-07-2009.
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unique in the processes under way today compared with earlier Church 
history is that some icons and hymnographic texts are associated not with 
people but with events such as the traumatic experiences of Černobyl´ 
and Beslan. This is otherwise very rare in the Orthodox tradition.

FEDOR UŠAKOV 
Two officially recognised saints were recently canonized for their military 
exploits. In this respect, they constitute a parallel to Aleksandr Nevskij, 
who was canonized many centuries ago. The first such soldier-saint was 
Dmitrij Donskoj, whose victory over the Tatars at the Battle of Kulikovo 
in 1380 was seen as marking the beginning of Russia’s ultimate liberation 
a hundred years later. his canonization took place as recently as 1988 as 
a delayed continuation of the extensive celebration commemorating the 
600th anniversary of the battle in 1980. Because the Soviet Union was still 
in existence, this case will not be in focus in this study.

In the same spirit, Fedor Ušakov, who was one of Catherine the 
Great’s admirals known mainly for having defeated the Turks but also 
for having won numerous naval battles against the French, was declared 
a saint in the year 2000. The following section includes an analysis of 
the discourses relating to him from the festivities held in connection with 
the canonization, in the icon depicting him, in the vita texts and vita-like 
texts and in the Akathistos hymn composed for him.

here, then, is a military leader of importance to the Russian state who 
according to the vitae was also pious. Thus he satisfies two of the criteria 
noted by Damaskin and Metropolitan Juvenalij. Although Fedor Ušakov 
is actually considered to have tried to lead a Christian life especially in 
his later days, it is nonetheless mainly his military exploits that are stres-
sed. This emphasis was in fact criticised even by one of the members 
of the canonization commission, St. Petersburg Theological Academy 
professor Georgij Mitrofanov, who argues that there is a weakness for 
saints who support the Russian state:

Действительно, нам очень симпатичны те святые, которые в 
основу своей жизни полагали служение великой державе.6 

6 Protoierej Georgij Mitrofanov, “Problemy sovremennoj cerkovnoj žizni v kontek-
ste kanonizacii svjatych”, Svet Pravoslavija, http://www.reshma.nov.ru/texts/mitro-
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Indeed, we look very favourably upon those saints who have based 
their lives on service to the great power.

The canonization commission wants to focus on Ušakov as the devout 
layman he was in the last years of his life after retiring from military 
service, but tradition points in a different direction and presents him as 
a military leader, depicting him in uniform in the icons as well. As was 
mentioned earlier in the chapter, and as the representative for the canoni-
zation commission notes, empire and sainthood blend here. The writing 
of national history and hagiography collide, and the sacred element is 
weakened in this context. What seems to be taking place here is that 
most people want to use Ušakov as a national and political symbol, but 
this intent is concealed by letting one discourse appear as another. The 
canonization commission wants him to seem like any other saint, but 
what really is involved is his role as defender and promoter of the Rus-
sian Empire. The new Russia’s dreams of empire as a great power and 
the creation of a secular post-Soviet identity based on earlier models 
and ideals are the backdrop to this canonization, which illustrates the 
close ties between church and state in Russia today and is part of the 
Church’s patriotic activities, which are an important item on the Rus-
sian Orthodox Church’s social programme adopted in 2000.7 In this 
and in subsequent canonizations, what happens is that the historical 
and political discourses are not allowed to become integrated in the 
sacred discourse but continue to be operational. In the next section, 
I will investigate how this works first in the divine service celebrating 
Ušakov’s canonization, then in his icon and vita, and finally in the Aka-
thistos hymn in his honour. 

Reports on Ušakov’s canonization ceremony – or proslavlenie – show 
a celebration that fully blends military and religious elements. The reli-
gious procession is met by a military orchestra. Icons with his image are 
found alongside busts of him, an art form that is totally unfeasible in the 
Orthodox context, especially in Russia, where three-dimensionality is 

fanov_kanonizatsia_sviat.htm, 25-06-2008. 
7 For the text on the social programme, see: Jubilejnyj archierejskij Sobor Russkoj 
Pravoslavnoj Cerkvi, “Osnovy socialnoj koncepcii Russkoj Pravoslavnoj Cerkvi”, 
Blagoveščenie: Biblioteka pravoslavnogo christianina, http://www.wco.ru/biblio/
books/koncep1/Main.htm, 01-07-2009. 
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traditionally associated with pagan practice.8 The guard of honour at his 
bust shown in a published photo consisted of two officers and two deacons, 
which indicates a complete blend between a military and politico-histori-
cal discourse on the one hand and a hagiographic discourse on the other. 
Military-historical and hagiographic elements are also blended in official 
statements, as for instance in this reply from Archbishop Varsonofij at a 
press conference, where the admiral’s Christian disposition is demonstra-
ted above all in his victories but also in his compassion for the people: 

Сила его христианского духа проявилась не только славными 
победами, но и великим милосердием, которому удивлялся 
даже побежденный неприятель. В те времена, когда дворяне 
были, как правило, чужды народной воле, милосердие адмирала 
Ушакова покрывало всех.9

The strength of his Christian spirit was manifested not only in 
glorious victories, but also in his great clemency, which surprised 
even the vanquished foe. At a time when nobles, as a rule, were 
estranged from the will of the people, Admiral Ušakova’s charity 
extended to everyone.

During the press conference in connection with the celebratory ceremony 
at the conclusion of the canonization process there were also calls to ca-
nonize Evgenij Rodionov, to whom a separate chapter is devoted in this 
book. his icon was carried around during the procession as well. Both are 
figures that Russian nationalists (or rather etatists) want to keep in remem-
brance, but whereas Ušakov has been legitimised by the Church, Evgenij 
Rodionov has not been approved as a saint. In one case, it is a question of 
creating a sacred memory, in the other a sacred counter-memory.

The bishop who led the ceremony, the present patriarch Metropolitan 
Kirill, described the admiral’s victories as miracles. Thus once again 
there is a blending of a military and a hagiographic discourse, since the 

8 See, for instance, Roman Jakobson’s “The Statue in Pushkin’s Poetic Mythology”, 
Selected Writings, vol. 5, On verse, its Masters and explorers, Mouton, The hague, 
1979, pp. 237–280. 
9 “Dejanie o kanonizacii pravednogo Feodora Ušakova (1745–1817), 
mestnočtimogo svjatogo Saranskoj eparchii”, Russkoe Voskresenie, http://www.
voskres.ru/podvizhniki/ushakov2.htm, 25-06-2008.



��

miracles are associated not with his holy life but with his military feats. 
There were several other attempts to discern wonders. Among other 
things, people maintained that it was a miracle that the weather suddenly 
changed and the sun came out during the ceremony etc. Miracles, as we 
have noted, are desirable but not necessary for canonization, but it is ad-
vantageous to combine miracles from a person’s lifetime with miracles 
after that person’s death, especially during the canonization process. Still 
there is little evidence of Ušakov’s miracles, which are merely incidental 
and of no interest to the discourse as such. 

The icon itself blends the canon of icon painting with secular art. The 
admiral is depicted with a band of text, which fully conforms with tradi-
tion. his uniform, however, seems to be typical of the late 18th century, 
which gives the icon a sense of temporality that clashes with the requi-
rement of timelessness in icon theology. The icon painter seems to have 
been inspired by existing oil paintings of the admiral, in which, however, 
he is holding field glasses rather than a band of text.10 (Ill. 3)

In Ušakov’s recently written vita, the Russian national motif is even 
stronger. Ušakov and his men are better soldiers with more moral and 
more advanced as people than their enemies. They are the best fighters, 
but also the best victors, and unlike the Turks, who in the end became 
allies in the fight against the French, are not out for revenge. here both 
the East in the form of the Turk, and the West, represented mainly by the 
French are repudiated. What the vita really depicts is Russia’s geopolitical 
dilemma between East and West, and it is an ideal depiction of a military 
commander in which the immediate Christian element is weak.11

Ušakov is called “the holy Russian admiral”, an unusual collocation 
of the religious word “holy” and the secular and military term “admiral”. 
True, nowadays Aleksandr Nevskij is similarly called “the holy com-
mander”. The difference, however, is that “commander” is a traditional 
word, whereas “admiral” is a recent term that does not really fit in a ha-
giographic discourse, but blends a historical level with the hagiographic 
in a way that does not apply to Alexander Nevskij. This kind of blending 

10 For a discussion on different paintings depicting the admiral see: ”Admiral 
Ušakov: Ušakov v literature i iskusstve”, Temnikov, http://tmn13.narod.ru/ysha-
kov/yshakovLit2.htm, 01-07-2009.
11 For a discussion on different paintings depicting the admiral see: ”Žitie svjatogo 
pravednogo voina Feodora Ušakova admirala flota Rossijskogo Nepobedimogo, 
Sanaksarkskij mužskoj monastyr´”, http://sanaksar.ru/shrine_11.html, 10-12-2009.
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of the hagiographic and the historical illustrates once again the role of 
the Church in Russia today, particularly its close ties to secular power.

As in other texts, Ušakov is presented in the Akathistos hymn as on the 
one hand a military leader and on the other as an Orthodox ascetic. he is 
the saviour of the land of his forefathers against two external enemies, 
the Turks and the French: 

Видевше государство Российское, яко Оттаманскою Портою 
мир нарушен бысть, на защиту рубежей своих направи флот 
Черноморский. Ты же, славне Феодоре, в дивной победе над 
нечестивыми враги, показал еси христианское самоотвержение 
исполненное силою воинскаго искусства.12

When the Russian state saw that the peace had been broken by the 
Ottoman Porte, he sent the Black Sea Fleet to defend our borders. 
Thou, glorious Fedor, hast in thy wondrous victory over the godless 
foe shown Christian self-sacrifice implemented through the power 
of the martial art.

he defended his country during his lifetime and now, when he has been 
declared a saint, his prayers can contribute to elude visible and invisible 
enemies. The text does not specify exactly what kind of enemies the 
prayers will protect against – an external foe or evil in the world. here 
too a historical and a sacred discourse merge: 

Странное и преславное чудо совершися, егда ты, достоблаженне 
Феодоре, великую христианскую святыню – мощи Угодника 
Божия Спиридона Тримифунтскаго, на острове Корфу 
пребывавшия, от зловредных и безбожных французов свободил 
еси и в день Святыя Пасхи с почестями велиими на честных 
плещах своих перенесение их совершил еси. Темже молися 
за ны, да избавлени будем от враг видимых и невидимых и да 
возгорится в сердцах наших огнь любве ко Владыце Христу, 
поющих Ему: Аллилуиа.13

12 “Akafist svjatomu pravednomu voinu i flotovodcu Feodoru Sanaksarskomu 
(Ušakovu)”, Boguslava, http://boguslava.in.ua/?ch=akafist&sub=my&content=06_
ak_feodor_sanak.txt, 25-06-2008. 
13 Ibid.
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A strange and glorious miracle happened when thou, praiseworthy 
Fedor didst liberate the great Christian shrine – the relics of God’s 
Saint Spiridon of Triumifunt on the island of Korfu – from the ma-
levolent and godless French and on holy Easter with great honours 
didst transfer them on thy honourable shoulders. Pray for us, and 
we shall be saved from enemies visible and invisible, and the fire of 
love for Lord Jesus shall be ignited in our hearts, which sing to him 
Alleluia.

The French are called “godless” due to the fact that the events took 
place just after the French Revolution. Another passage recounts how 
he protects the country from the Muslim menace:

Хотяй Человеколюбец Господь защитити страну нашу 
православную от ига агарянскаго, вдохнови тебе, славне 
Феодоре, на великия подвиги, коими турецкий флот низложен 
бысть и людем русским мирное жительство даровася. Даждь 
убо и нам благое утешение в мирном житии от Господа прияти, 
Емуже ангельскую песнь приносим: Аллилуиа.14

The Lord, the Lover of Man, wanted to  defend our Orthodox land 
from the yoke of the Muslims [hagarites], and therefore inspired 
you, great Admiral Fedor, to great exploits that will destroy the Tur-
kish fleet and grant a peaceful life to the Russian people. Grant us 
as well to receive from the Lord solace in peaceful life, and to him 
we bring our angelic song: Alleluia.

humble, good and pious, Ušakov has an abundance of Christian virtues: 

Радуйся, бедствующим добрый предстателю. Радуйся, за 
обидимых и унижаемых присный ходатаю. Радуйся, кротость 
Христову в душу свою восприявый. Радуйся, смирению Его 
притекающия к тебе научавый. Радуйся, заблудших наставниче 
и скорбящих утешителю.15

14 “Akafist svjatomu pravednomu voinu i flotovodcu Feodoru Sanaksarskomu 
(Ušakovu)”, op. cit.
15 Ibid.
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Rejoice, good protector of the needy. Rejoice, true intercessor for 
the insulted and the humiliated. Rejoice, thou who hast received 
the meekness of Christ into his soul. Rejoice, pastor of those gone 
astray and comforter of the grieving.

The pious and the soldierly are united in the refrain of the Akathistos 
hymn, where he is called the head of the fleet and “archistratego”, the 
term otherwise used for the archangel Michael as the leader of the ang-
elic host: 

Радуйся, праведный флотоводче Феодоре, славный 
Архистратиже Херсонскаго края.16

Rejoice, righteous leader of the fleet Fedor, glorious  
Archistrategos of the Cherson land.

In other ways as well the text plays on his two roles as admiral and saint, 
using the word “harbour”, for instance, as a Christian metaphor for the 
return to Christ and to refer to his role as a sea warrior. The two senses of 
the word mir –peace and serenity– are also employed. The composer of 
the hymn prays to Fedor for peace both in the military sense and as a state 
of mind. Ušakov is compared to the Greek military saints Theodoros 
Stratilates and Theodoros of Tyron, and is incorporated into a tradition 
shared with Aleksandr Nevskij. 

The blending of discourses is strongest by far in one of the verses in 
the Akathistos hymn that refers to the vita, which in turn quotes directly 
from the oath sworn by Ušakov before being commissioned an officer: 

Богом пред святым Евангелием Его верно и нелицемерно 
Отечеству Российскому служити, не щадя живота своего. 
Приими же от нас похвалы сии.17

Thou has sworn before Almighty God and his holy Gospel and 
Cross to serve sincerely and faithfully [sparing not thy life] the 
Russian Fatherland. For this receive from us these praises.

16 Ibid.
17 Ibid. 
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The summons to him to receive praises is intrinsically dual in nature: it 
can refer to the honours that befell him in his own time and also appeal 
to the pious devotion shown today before his icon. 

The canonization of Fedor Ušakov may seem far-fetched in a religious 
context, especially in light of the canonization of the new martyrs, where 
the focus is on real human suffering caused by the state authorities. As 
is demonstrated in the unrestricted blending of the political and military 
discourse on the one hand and the hagiographic on the other, however, 
he fits in with the Church’s new involvement on the question of empire 
and patriotism. What distinguishes this text from others in Aleksandr 
Nevskij’s honour, for instance, is that the purely hagiographic discourse 
is so weakly developed, whereas the military and historical discourses 
are so overwhelming. 

IVAN GROZNyJ

Thus Fedor Ušakov has been officially canonized, but efforts to sanctify 
Tsar Ivan Groznyj (Ivan the Terrible) by marginal and extreme groups 
within the Orthodox Church have not yet been successful. They use a 
similar line of argument, however, demanding a canonization based on 
his merits in promoting the development of Russia as an empire.

The initiator of this very special rehabilitation was a senior official 
representative of the Church, the late Metropolitan of St. Petersburg 
Ioann, who dedicated an important part of his book on the history of 
the Russian church, Samoderžavie Ducha. Očerki russkogo samosoz-
nanija18, to the tsar. Today these efforts are concentrated in the journal 
Rus´ Pravoslavnaja, which represents the fringes of the Church. 

The attempt to canonize Ivan is highly provocative because he is 
usually seen as not only a tyrant, but also a persecutor of the Church. 
Metropolitan Ioann and his successors rarely publish vita texts dedica-
ted to the tsar but instead issue apologies attempting to prove that the 
accusations against him were false. The crimes presented in official 
history writing, are indeed formidable: the murder of his own son; the 

18 Mitropolit Sankt-Peterburgskij i Ladožskij Ioann, Samoderžavie ducha: očerki 
russkogo samosoznanija, Izd. “Carskoe Delo”, Sankt-Peterburg, 1997, Russkoe 
nebo, http://rus-sky.com/history/library/samoderj.htm, 01-07-2009. 
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murders of the leader of the Church, Metropolitan Filipp and hegumen 
Kornilij of the Cave Monastery near Pskov. Other charges concern his 
seven marriages, since the Church allows – and only in very special cases 
– three, and the despotic rule that he allegedly imposed with the aid of 
his bodyguards, the opričniki. his defenders declare that he is innocent 
of all these crimes. They argue that these accusations represent slander 
on the part of the enemies of Russia or mistakes in the interpretations 
of the historical sources, and they provide different kinds of evidence. 
Ivan’s alleged madness is not commented on at all. It is also said that 
there is evidence that he was poisoned, which, in other words, would 
make him a martyr. It is impossible to comment on, confirm or deny 
all the facts in this counter-history. What they demonstrate is a highly 
conspiratorial way of thinking characteristic of Russian popular political 
discourse. What is important for Metropolitan Ioann and his successors 
is that Ivan was the first real tsar in Russia and was anointed Tsar of all 
Russians. One apology draws the following conclusion:

Обвинения в адрес Царя являются преднамеренной клеветой 
враждебно настроенных по отношению к Православному 
Московскому Самодержавию современников Государя, или 
ангажированных исследователей, стремящихся из тех или иных 
побуждений опорочить благоверного Царя Иоанна Васильевича 
Грозного, а в его лице – идею Русского Православного Царства 
в целом.19

The charges levelled at the Tsar are wilful slander on the part of 
contemporaries who were hostile toward the Orthodox Muscovite 
Autocracy, or by partisan researchers attempting for whatever 
reason to defame right-believing Tsar Ioann Vasil´evič and in his 
person the concept of Russian Orthodox Tsardom as a whole.
 

Genuine vita texts or vita-like texts about the tsar are rare. Icons often 
present paintings from the time of Ivan and after that only partly resem-
ble traditional icons. The grand princes and tsars are often shown in icons 

19 Vjačeslav Manjagin, “Dokumental´nye svidel´stva bezosnovatel´nosti 
složivšichsja predstavlenij o ličnosti i tak nazyvaemych ‘prestuplenijach’ Carja 
Ioanna Groznogo”, Blagoslovenie: pravoslavnoe izdatel´stvo, http://www.blagoslo-
venie.ru/client/New/79.htm, 01-07-2009.
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and in frescos with halos, whether they have been canonized or not.20 
For Ivan’s apologists, this traditional halo is still more evidence of his 
sanctity. There is thus already an iconographic tradition of depicting the 
tsar. They also find other hints in the sources that he has already been 
canonized or that the holy Synod had such plans at the beginning of the 
20th century.21 Thus in the eyes of extremists canonization has already 
more or less taken place. As in the case of certain saints from Old Russia 
who were canonized centuries after having gained saintly status in the 
eyes of believers, all that is needed is some sort of official confirmation. 
There is an extensive amount of material creating a counter-history. 

An Akathistos hymn and a panegyric text somewhat similar to a vita 
have also been composed for Ivan. It is important to stress once again 
that efforts to canonize him come not from the Orthodox mainstream, but 
from what I would call extremist, populist, and imperialistic elements 
within the Church. 

Ivan’s Akathistos hymn portrays him as a co-emperor together with 
Christ. This is an idea inherited from the Byzantine tradition of viewing 
the emperor as a sort of chargé d’affaires during the temporal absence 
of Christ:

Божиим изволением, а не
мятежным человечества хотением на Царство Русское
возшел еси и Христу Царю сослужил еси,
Иоанне Богомудре.
Велию любовию Креста тщался
еси люди на Свет и Истину наставити;
Потщися и ныне да познаем
Единаго Истинного Бога и Богом
данного нам Самодержавного Государя.22

20 “Nimbus” in Aleksandr Petrovič Každan, The Oxford Dictionary of Byzantium, 
Oxford University Press, New york, 1991, vol. 3, p. 1487.
21 About earlier attempts to canonize Ivan see: Leonid Bolotin, “Čto est´ d´akon 
‘vseja Rusi’ protiv Carstvennogo igumena zemli russkoj?”, Pravoslavnoe 
infomacionnoe agenstvo: Russkaja linija, 22.12.2002, http://www.rusk.ru/
st.php?idar=3827, 20-08-2009.
22 “Akafist pokajannyj Svjatomu Blagovernomu Carju-Mučeniku Ioannu Gro-
znomu, za veru pravoslavnuju so srodnikami ubiennomu i oklevetannomu”, Russkie 
idut, http://russkie-idut.ru/akafist/akafist04.htm, 25-06-2008. 
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By God’s will, and not
out of rebellious human desire hast thou, Ioann, Wise in God,
ascended [the throne of] the Russian Realm 
and served  together with Christ the Lord.
Through great love of the Cross hast thou striven
to lead people to the Light and the Truth.
Strive now as well and we will know
The One True God and the Autocratic Lord
granted to us by God.

his role as an autocrat and an heir of Byzantium is thus described as God-
given, and the geographic expansion and centralisation of power that oc-
curred during his reign are stressed as positive values illustrating that he is a 
saint in the same mode as in the texts dedicated to Ušakov–a sort of Russian 
imperialistic mapping of the West (Poland, Belarus´ and Lithuania):

Радуйся, Астраханское ханство покоривый 
и Волгу русскую рекою соделавый.
Радуйся, на землю Ливонскую, от Руси отторженную, 
крепкую руку простерший;
Радуйся, славу короля Польского
в землях Белой Руси с оружием посрамивый.23

Rejoice, thou who conquered the Astrachan Khanate
and made the Volga a Russian river.
Rejoice, thou who reached out a strong hand to the Livonian 
land
that had been seized from Rus´;
Rejoice, thou who humbled the Polish king 
in the lands of White Rus´.

The people’s demands are derisively called “the mutinous human wish”. 
Ivan’s battle against the Tatars is another important feat. he is depicted 
as an autocrat who despises the decentralised rule of Kievan Rus´, and 
the hymns sing of his victory over Novgorod and Pskov. his Akathistos 
is a panegyric hymn on empire and autocracy, in full accord with the 

23  Ibid.
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imperial tradition of ideas in Russia. he is the helmsman of the ship of 
the Russian state:

Радуйся, твердою рукой Державный корабль русский, яко 
кормчий, управивый.24

Rejoice, helmsman who steers the Sovereign Russian ship with a 
firm hand.

he is wise as Solomon; this trope is widely used about tsars and grand 
princes. he is put into the same category as Aleksandr Nevskij and Dmi-
trij Donskoj. his ruthlessness is seen as part of his holiness, in contrast 
to other cases (even Ušakov’s), where clemency is a special saintly trait. 
his ruthlessness is thus seen from a sacred perspective, as in these lines 
from the same Akathistos, where even his exiling of two of his advisers 
is seen as a sacred act:

Радуйся, советников лукавых Сильвестра и Адашева от очей 
своих удаливый.25

Rejoice, thou who didst remove the scheming advisors Sil´vestr and 
Adašev from thy sight.

The cruelty is so strongly expressed that one might think it some sort of 
provocation or tacit criticism of the efforts to canonize the tsar, for in 
such a context the greeting of radujsja (“rejoice”), is quite absurd. On the 
other hand, his opponents are depicted as lukavyj, that is, representatives 
of evil. his atrocities are partly denied, partly reinterpreted in accordance 
with the imperialist ideal of a centralised Russia combating the forces 
of evil. his guard, the opričnina, known for its extreme cruelty, is also 
seen as a positive factor in Russian history and part of the sacred plan. 
Using a typological interpretation, it is compared, as was the Byzantine 
emperor’s bodyguard, to the angelic host: 

24 “Akafist Svjatomu Blagovernomu Carju Ioannu Vasil´eviču Groznomu”, Car´ 
– Monarchija – Monar.ru, http://monar.ru/index.php?download/prayer/Akafist_Io-
annu4.html, 25-06-2008. 
25 “Akafist pokajannyj Svjatomu Blagovernomu Carju-Mučeniku Ioannu Grozno-
mu, za veru pravoslavnuju so srodnikami ubiennomu i oklevetannomu”, op. cit.
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Радуйся, дружину опричную по образу ангельского воинства 
последних времен из слуг верных создавый.26

Rejoice, thou who from faithful servants created the opričnina after 
the angelic host of the end time.

he is praised for his battle against the Latins, that is, the Catholics, but 
much more for his anti-Semitism, as in these lines from the Akathis-
tos:

Радуйся, жидам въезжать в Отечество русское возбранивший;
Радуйся, полоцких жидов в Двине потопивший.27

Rejoice, thou who forbade the Jews entry into the Russian Father-
land.
Rejoice, thou who drowned the Jews of Polotsk in the Dvina.

The Akathistos is full of hatred towards the Jews. The mixture of hym-
nography and Antisemitism is sometimes so extreme and strange that 
it looks like some sort of provocation invented to show the extremists 
in an especially dark light. Still, from their point of view it seems to be 
serious. Žanna Bičevskaja, a popular singer from the Brežnev era and 
one of the most famous proponents of canonising Ivan, makes the fol-
lowing outrageously anti-Semitic comments on his role: 

Царь Иоанн защищает Россию от ереси жидовствующих – от 
самого лютого врага, с которым он и боролся.28 

Tsar Ioann defends Russia from the heresy of the Judaizers – from 
the most ferocious enemy with whom he did struggle.

26 Ibid.
27 “Akafist Svjatomu Blagovernomu Carju Ioannu Vasil´eviču Groznomu”, op. cit.
28 “K voprocu o proslavlenii Ivana Groznogo, Grigorija Rasputina i proč.: Tele-
programma ‘Pravoslavnaja ėnciklopedija’ (Prjamoj ėfir na TVC 17.01.2004)”, 
Sedmica.Ru: Cerkovno-naučnyj centr “Pravoslavnaja ėnciklopedija”, http://www.
sedmitza.ru/index.html?did=9648, 25-06-2008.
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What she has in mind is the battle against the Judaizers, a particular sect 
in the history of Russian religious thought that existed from the end of 
the 15th to the beginning of the 16th century, that is, actually before Ivan 
Groznyj. Promoting a dualistic theology, its adherents were critical of 
the official Church and held the Old Testament in high esteem. The 
Akathistos portrays a saint who is as far removed as possible from the 
traditional saintly ideal. 

In the Akathistos there is even a hymn stanza from the opera Videnie 
Ioanna Groznogo, “The Vision of Ivan the Terrible”, with music by 
Sergej Slonimskij and libretto by Jakov Gordin, which was performed 
in the Samara Opera house. Slonimskij views Ivan as both a tyrant and 
a victim. he compares him with Stalin.29 Instead of depicting eternity 
and sacredness the Akathistos is incorporated into a theatre review:

Забыли людие града Самары, яко Грозный Царь Иоанн и по 
смерти своей пред Престолом Божиим предстоит и за землю 
Русскую молитвенно ходатайствует. Умыслили новую хулу на 
него возвести: в театре, на позорищи, безумным его представить 
и над образом Царским надругаться, святые иконы на сцене 
похулить и тем самым безумными соделавшися, свой град гневу 
Божию предают. Мы же, на твой Царский образ взираеще, 
Богу победно поем: Аллилуиа.30

The people of the city of Samara have forgotten that even after his 
death the Awesome Tsar Ioann stands before the Throne of God and 
intercedes for the Russian land through his prayers. They have plan-
ned to cast more slander against him: in the theatre, on the stage, 
they portray him as insane and abuse the image of the Tsar; they 
blaspheme holy icons and in so doing having gone mad themselves, 
they surrender their city to the wrath of God. As for us, when we 
gaze upon thy Royal image, we sing victoriously to God: Alleluia.

29 Ljudmila Semina, “V načale bylo slovo: kompozitor Sergej Slonimskij rabotaet v 
nepopuljarnych žanrach”, Nezavisimaja gazeta, 2001-12-15, http://www.ng.ru/ca-
pacity/2001-12-15/9_word.html, 01-07-2009. 
30 Ibid.
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The Church Slavonic liturgical text is thus used to describe a newly 
composed opera and, even more, to criticise it for slandering the tsar and 
icons as well by showing them on stage. historical and topical elements 
are interspersed here with hymnographic ones in quite an untraditional 
way. In older texts, like the Akathistos hymn or the hymns to Aleksandr 
Nevskij, there are also historical and topical levels, but these are much 
more vague and blur with the hagiographic and hymnographic tropes. 

To sum up, in the hagiographic texts (and especially the Akathistos) 
written in the last few years to celebrate Ivan IV, he is seen as a strong, 
harsh ruler who develops autocracy in his country and is hostile to Mus-
lims, Jews and the West. he is good only to those close to him and to the 
common people. The problem of his madness is not mentioned at all, nor 
is the murder of his son. Most of the details known about the tsar from 
Russian history books are present but understood in a very different, 
opposite and sacred context. 

A very special and somewhat strange discussion is now taking place 
between advocates and opponents of his canonization. The opponents 
are in most cases historians who cannot agree with the extremists’ new 
interpretation of this historical figure. For the extremists, the famous and 
authoritative Russian historian Nikolaj Karamzin, who depicts the tsar in 
dark colours, is an enemy. Modern historians dwell on the tsar’s cruelty, 
his many wives, his insanity and so on, but the extremists make their 
history independent of any such facts. The debate mixes a hagiographic 
and a (counter-) historical discourse, which in its turn is often mixed 
with the discourse of the canonization of Stalin, who, as is well known, 
held Ivan in great esteem.31 

The discourse on the canonization of Ivan thus contains the following 
elements: a counter-history, a statement on the importance of the empire, 
confirmation of a strong and cruel leader, and last but not least, open 
anti-Semitism and xenophobia. 

Some of the facts and especially the Akathistos dedicated to Ivan are 
thus so strange that it is difficult to take them seriously, especially the 
open panegyric on violence. On one hand, the texts share similarities with 
blasphemous literature of earlier times such as “Služba kabaku”, texts 

31 See Kevin M. F. Platt & David Brandenberger (eds.), “Terrible Pragmatic: Rewri-
ting the history of Ivan IV’s reign. 1937–1965”, Epic Revisionism: Russian History 
and Literature as Stalinist Propaganda, University of Wisconsin Press, Madison, 
WI, 2006, pp. 157–178.
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from a seminarian milieu that consciously ridicule sacred texts or treat 
them irreverently.32 I am not suggesting a generic but rather a structural 
connection between these texts. On the other hand, the text is reminiscent 
of post-modern experiments using scraps of the cultural tradition, often 
in a mocking or half-mocking way. That is, the texts connected to the 
would-be canonization of Ivan have roots in imperialistic extremist groups 
but are marked by post-modernity or, less polemically and to a much 
greater degree than in the case of Ušakov, after-modernity. The official 
Church does not legitimise this attempt at canonization. Still, in stressing 
the candidate’s importance for the maintenance and development of the 
state it has much in common with the canonization of Ušakov. 

There are two further points to be added. First, the canonization of 
Ivan has a beginning in what happened in Soviet times from 1937 on-
wards, when the odious Russian tsar and Russian history were remade 
to suit the turn in Soviet politics toward Russian nationalism.33 Many 
of the key words used in the new post-Soviet texts were also present in 
this appropriation. In a very interesting article, David Brandenberger 
and Kevin M. F. Platt analyse the work done in the time since 1937 to 
rehabilitate Ivan and well as other historical figures such as Aleksandr 
Nevskij and Peter the Great. Revised textbooks show Ivan as a wise ruler 
who completed the confederation of principalities and the creation of a 
single strong state. The opričniki were also viewed as a positive histori-
cal force.34 Ivan was used here in the creation of a Soviet hagiography. 

My second concluding point is related to Vladimir Sorokin’s 2006 
novel, Den´ opričnika, which transposes the time of Ivan IV into the 
future. Sorokin, I think, can be used to summarize and describe this 
incredible mixed defence of Stalin and Ivan Groznyj in the image of a 
strong Russia and a centralised state that can be linked to the promotion 
of the identity of Russia today. The canonization of Ivan is also based 
on a popular view, and it converges with ideas today and nostalgia for 
the strong state. The novel depicts one day in the life of an opričnik in 
the future when Russian society is organized in the same way as under 
Ivan. The year is 2027 and violence, rape, book burning and corruption 

32 Dmitrij S. Lichačev, Natalija V. Ponyrko & Aleksandr M. Pančenko, Smech v 
Drevnej Rusi, Nauka, Leningrad, 1984, pp. 7–24.
33 See Platt & Brandenberger, op. cit.
34 Ibid., p. 159.
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are rampant. This novel can be viewed as both an ironic and satirical 
commentary on the new attempts to rehabilitate Ivan and a comment on 
a future Russia. The statements made here and in the texts of Orthodox 
extremists are so similar that read side by side it is difficult to pinpoint 
what is serious and what is mockery. 

PAUL I 

Another tsar on the extremist agenda for canonization is Paul I, the son 
of Catherine the Great. This is yet another initiative that has not been 
approved by the official Church. A recent dialogue between a priest 
and a historian can help explain why the ill-fated tsar is a candidate for 
sainthood. They agree that Paul I improved the situation for the serfs and 
the clergy; they discuss his political programme rather than his role as 
a saint and the fact that he was murdered in a conspiracy of aristocrats 
made him a martyr. The historian summarizes the impact of Paul: 

Итак, человек безусловно исполняющий рыцарские обеты, 
во-первых, в православном обществе и, во-вторых, в обществе 
уже рациональном и буржуазном, более всего напоминает 
юродивого (в положительном, – да и в ироничном значении 
слова). В Православии именно духовный, даже, если угодно, 
мистический аспект рыцарства делается весомее всего 
остального – и тогда человек, принявший на себя такой подвиг, 
помещает свой ум вне этого мира, превращая самого себя 
в символ мира иного. И вот юродство оказывается вполне 
убедительным – даже для высмеивающих его. Более того – и 
рыцарство в их глазах есть столь же бесспорное юродство. И 
они не ошибаются.35

Thus a man who unconditionally fulfills his knightly vows – first in 
Orthodox society, and second, in a society that has become rational 
and bourgeois – resembles more than anything else a fool in Christ 
(in both the positive and ironical meanings of the word). In Ortho-

35 “K voprosu o proslavlenii Ivana Groznogo, Grigorija Rasputina i proč.: Telepro-
gramma ‘Pravoslavnaja ėnciklopedija’ (Prjamoj ėfir na TVC 17.01.2004)”, op. cit.
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doxy it is the spiritual or even, if you will, the mystical aspect of 
knighthood that outweighs everything else, and a man who takes 
such an exploit upon himself puts his mind outside this world and 
transforms himself into a symbol of a different world. And then 
foolishness in Christ becomes entirely convincing, even to those 
who mock it. In their eyes, moreover, knighthood as well is in 
equal measure indisputable foolishness in Christ. And they are not 
mistaken.

Lotman and Uspenskij have noted that Paul I mixed different parts of 
what he considered to be old traditions, for example Orthodoxy, with 
medieval Catholic knighthood.36 The opposite and negative pole in the 
discourse on Paul I is often but not always Catherine the Great, who 
allegedly behaved outrageously toward her son, preventing him from 
becoming the legitimate emperor and promoting serfdom. The first step 
in the canonization process initiated by these Orthodox extremists was 
to write a counter-history to the commonly accepted view of Paul I. That 
he was mistreated by Catherine and murdered by his son is the essence 
of this counter-history, and the facts are confirmed by most historians. 
In this case history and counter-history agree with each other. As we can 
see in the above quotation, the priest turns to a historian in the question 
of canonization. The historical and the hagiographic discourses are com-
pletely mixed. 

Paul’s strange behaviour is seen as a token of his conduct as a jurodi-
vyj, a holy fool, which would present an acceptable hagiographic trope. 
What historians often define as madness is transformed into jurodstvo.37 
historical discourse is transformed into a hagiographic one. The discus-
sion equates jurodstvo with knighthood in an unusual way–almost in the 
tradition of Don Quixote. What the quotation above seems to sugges 
is that knighthood was strange and outdated behaviour at the time in 
question and therefore could be used and understood as a strategy of 
holy foolishness.

36 Jurij M. Lotman & Boris A. Uspenskij, “Rol´ dual´nych modelej v dinamike 
russkoj kul´tury (do konca 18 veka)”, Trudy po russkoj i slavjanskoj filologii,  
no. 28, Tartu, 1977, pp. 3–36. 
37 On the common view of Paul I see for example: hugh Ragsdale, Tsar Paul and 
the Question of Madness: An Essay in History and Psychology, Greenwood Press, 
New york, 1988. 
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There are no widely known icons of Paul I as tsar. What is considered 
to be the first icon of him, seems, as a mather of fact, to be an ordinary 
portrait to which a halo has later been added.

Moreover, at least three newly composed Akathistos hymns have 
been dedicated to him.38 As was mentioned, earlier even more so than 
hagiographic and semi-hagiographic texts, Akathistos hymns appear to 
be the most important means for creating a sacred and liturgical memory. 
Paul is seen as seen as an exemplary ruler and tsar who protected the 
empire, which is the most significant aspect in all these ritual memories 
of Orthodox extremists: 

Радуйся, скипетръ царскій достойно носивый!
Радуйся, царское служеніе со страхомъ совершивый!
Радуйся, могущество и славу державы Россійской 
укрепивый!
Радуйся, насадителю въ ней истиннаго просвeщенія и 
благочестія!
Радуйся, крестоношеніемъ священническій санъ 
почтивый!
Радуйся, попеченіе веліе о Церкви Христовой явивый!39

Rejoice, worthy bearer of the tsar’s scepter!
Rejoice, thou who hast in awe fulfilled the tsar’s ministry!
Rejoice, thou who hast strengthened the might and glory of 
the Russian state!
Rejoice, thou who hast instilled in her true enlightenment and 
godliness!
Rejoice, thou whose bearing of the cross does honour to the 
priesthood!
Rejoice, thou who has shown great solicitude to the Church of 
Christ!

38 “Akafist˝ Carju-Mučeniku Pavlu I”, Russkij Palomnik, no. 34, 2005, pp. 86-
95, http://www.idrp.ru/pages/article/print_version.php?article=34, 01-07-2009; 
“Akafist Svjatomu Blagovernomu Carju i Strastoterpcu Pavlu Pervomu”, Pascha 
Tret´ego Rima, no. 75, 2005, Car´ – Monarchija – Monar.ru, http://monar.ru/index.
php?download/prayer/Akafist_Imperatoru_Pavlu.html, 01-07-2009; “Akafist Carju-
Strastoterpcu Pavlu I”, Akafist, http://akafist.narod.ru/P/Pavel_1.htm, 01-07-2009. 
39 “Akafist˝ Carju-Mučeniku Pavlu I”, op. cit.
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As in the discourse on Ivan the Terrible, there is an anti-Semitic element. 
The Jews are called the “inner enemy”,40 and the country is threatened 
by “a Jewish yoke”.41 Sometimes the hairetisms (the technical term 
used for each phrase beginning with radujsja in an Akathistos hymn) 
are down-to-earth and even unintentionally comic, as in this example, 
which praises his early habits and fearlessness in the face of inclement 
weather:

Радуйся, от раннего утра ревностный о деле царевом 
попечителю,
Радуйся, при любой непогоде военным учениям свидетелю.42

Rejoice, zealous custodian from early morn of royal affairs.
Rejoice, thou who watched military training regardless of bad 
weather. 

This clearly comic juxtaposition of the sacred and lofty with trivial de-
tails is quite unique in these liturgical text, whose prescribed style is 
generally lofty and abstract.

In one of the Akathistos hymns the tsar is compared with the two sons 
of Grand Prince Vladimir, Boris and Gleb, who gave their lives rather 
than take up arms against their evil brother Svjatopolk:

Богоизбранный Страстотерпче и Венценосный мучениче 
Христов! Послушанием, даже до смерти, Сыну Божию 
преславно уподобивыйся, и яко благоверные князие Борисе 
и Глебе жизнь свою в руци мучителей, Господа ради, благою 
волею предавый.43

Chosen One of God, Passion Bearer and Crowned Martyr of Christ! 
By thy obedience, even to death, didst thou gloriously emulate the 
Son of God, and like the faithful Princes Boris and Gleb, of thy 

40 “Akafist Svjatomu Blagovernomu Carju i Strastoterpcu Pavlu Pervomu”, op. cit., 
kondak 3.
41 “Akafist Carju-Strastoterpcu Pavlu I”, op. cit., ikos 12.
42 “Akafist Svjatomu Blagovernomu Carju i Strastoterpcu Pavlu Pervomu”, op. cit.
43 “Akafist Carju-Strastoterpcu Pavlu I”, op. cit.
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own free will delivered thy life into the hands of thy tormentors for 
the sake of the Lord.

The term used for them in hagiography is strastoterpcy, those who are 
exposed to suffering and die indirectly for their faith. The same title is 
conferred upon Paul, as is Tsar Nicholas II. In yet another topos that 
provides a typological interpretation of evens, the ill-fated tsar is also 
compared to Adam’s son Abel, who was killed by his brother Cain. Paul 
I is similarly killed by a relative–in this case not his brother but even 
worse his own son, Alexander I. 

The most important point in the hymn is that he was killed even 
though he was anointed, pomazannyj. As in most canonizations after 
the fall of the Soviet Union, the focus is on the suffering the person 
experienced and not on a holy life. As we noted in the beginning of 
this chapter, dates are always, of crucial importance in the transposition 
from biography to hagiography, and the fact that Paul was killed during 
Passion Week is given particular emphasis.

As in the case of Ivan the Terrible, this discourse constitutes a counter-
history: characters that are generally seen as bad rulers or even madmen 
are transformed into heroes or saints. A counter-history is written by 
means of hagiography, hymnography and iconography. We can see in the 
first quotation that the extremists still appeal to history as a science and 
maintain that their wish to canonize Paul as a strastoterpec is endorsed 
by historians. The Moscow Patriarchate does not legitimise his canoni-
zation in any respect.

In Paul’s case it is difficult to find any imperialist argument in favour 
of canonization, which seems to be motivated instead by his bad repu-
tation in legitimised history writing. It can be seen as a protest from 
marginalised groups against their lack of power to influence mainstream 
discourses, although as we have noticed more than once, these discour-
ses have a great deal in common. 

RASPUTIN

Grigorij Rasputin is another important figure in the pleiade of saints that 
have not been approved by the Church.  he is seen as a victim in the 
defence of Russia, an innocent man killed by the establishment. Once 
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more we have to do with the creation of a counter-history. I will take a 
few examples from the extensive apologetic literature on Rasputin. Ac-
cording to his advocates, the negative attitude towards him was allegedly 
created by the Freemasons and other groups in a huge conspiracy to 
destroy Russia. Myth has been used to cast Rasputin as a villain: 

Миф о Распутине нужно рассматривать как специально 
созданное препятствие (хотя далеко не единственное) на пути 
понимания наших духовных, государственных и национальных 
ценностей. И создан он именно для того, чтобы препятствовать 
возвращению к этим ценностям.44 

The Rasputin myth must be regarded as an obstacle (although not 
the only one by far) specifically created to obstruct understanding 
of our spiritual, governmental, and national values. And it was crea-
ted precisely in order to hinder a return to these values.

Established history depicts Rasputin as a figure whose evil powers con-
tributed to the demise of the Russian Empire. In the counter-memory, 
by contrast, he is a prophet and a martyr for Russia. According to the 
extremists, slandering him is thus equivalent to abusing the tsar and 
his spouse and the Russian Empire in its totality. They consider the 
enemies of Rasputin to be not only the Jews, who are often associated 
with Freemasonry, but also politicians and democrats, that is, the same 
enemies political extremists see today. The slanderers today want to 
prevent Russians from returning to the old values that prevailed before 
the revolution.

This is thus a much different history of Rasputin. Because refuting 
all the stories about him and his immoral, scandalous behaviour would 
be too difficult, his apologists and proponents of his canonization have 
invented another strategy, maintaining the existence of a double–an im-
postor and a terrible sinner–who closely resembled him. All offensive 
stories and details about him are either slander or depict actions per-
formed by his double. The murderers, they continue, were not Prince 

44 Vjačeslav Belov, “Grigorij Efimovič RASPUTIN: za i protiv”, Pravaja.ru: 
pravoslavno-analitičeskij sajt, http://www.pravaya.ru/faith/15/1308?print=1, 25-06-
2008. 
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Jusupov and Puriškevič, as the established history of Russia tells us; 
what took place was instead a ritual murder performed by Jews. The 
slander and murder were allegedly part of a Jewish and Masonic con-
spiracy to break confidence in the tsarist regime in order to annihilate 
the mighty Russian Empire:

Поруганием и смертью Григория Ефимовича Распутина иудеи 
и их приспешники добивались сразу очень многого. Через 
поношение имени Царского Друга предавалось поношению 
имя самого Государя Императора. Народ изумлялся скверне, 
якобы окружавшей Царя и Царицу, и переставал верить 
в богодержавность самой Царской власти. Одновременно 
иудейское поругание Григория Ефимовича имело целью, чтобы 
в его недостоинство поверил Государь, поверил бы и отверг от 
себя Старца. А когда не удалось убить Григория Ефимовича 
духовно, осквернить его в очах Царевых, его убили физически, 
ибо без этой погибели иудейский кагал не смог бы одолеть 
Русского Царя.45 

Through the abuse and death of Grigorij Efimovič Rasputin the Jews 
and their henchmen accomplished a great deal at a single stroke. By 
vilifying the name of the Friend of the Tsar, the name of the Lord 
Emperor itself was vilified. The people were amazed at the filth sur-
rounding the Tsar and the Tsaritsa and ceased believing in the divine 
sovereignty of the Tsarist regime itself. At the same time, the goal 
of the Jews’ abuse of Grigorij Efimovič was to persuade the Tsar to 
believe the Elder unworthy and to cast him aside. When they failed 
to kill Grigorij Efimovič spiritually and to defile him in the eyes of 
the Tsar, they killed him physically, for without this death the Jewish 
schemers would not have been able to overpower the Russian Tsar.

Extremists thus try to prove that the history of Rasputin is wrong by com-
paring the results of trial proceedings and the memoirs of the murderers. 
As one of their representatives states, however, these marginal groups 

45 Tat´jana Mironova, “Grigorij Rasputin: obolgannaja žizn´, obolgannaja smert´: 
fal´sifikacija ličnosti – sozdanie dvojnika”, Russkaja linija: Blagoslovenie, 
4.10.2002, http://www.rusk.ru/st.php?idar=320081, 25-06-2008. 
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are often not particularly interested in facts: “Верующему человеку 
нужна прежде всего вера, а не факты” (“What a believer needs above 
all is faith, not facts”).46 The quotation highlights the difference between 
historiography, which deals with facts, and hagiography, which relies on 
belief. The discourse is highly conspiratorial, incorporating into a coun-
ter-history the idea of complicated secret plans to destroy Russia. The 
discourse of canonization runs amok, and it is ultimately the attitudes 
of individuals to the canonization of Rasputin that prove whether they 
are Christians or not:

Надо честно признать, что отношение к личности русского 
старца странника Г. Е. Распутина становится сейчас как бы 
определителем глубины нашей веры во Христа.47

It must be honestly recognized that attitudes toward the person of 
the Russian starets and pilgrim G. E. Rasputin is now becoming a 
kind of indicator of the depth of our faith in Christ.

Thus a part of his bad reputation is attributable to slander and part to his 
double, who was allegedly placed in St. Petersburg to diminish the real 
Rasputin’s influence on the tsarist couple. On the contrary, Rasputin was 
a man who fasted and prayed and tried to save the Russian Empire with 
his advice – for example, his attempts to stop Russian involvement in 
the war. his sanctity is proved by the fact that he supposedly healed the 
tsarevič and by different miracles, especially icons depicting him that 
secreted holy oil or blood. Thus all the requirements for canonization 
seem to be fulfilled.

Icons depicting Rasputin are painted in the 19th century naïve style 
(Ill. 4). There is already an Akathistos hymn and the following troparion 
dedicated to him: 

Друже Царей и Державныя брани поборниче,
Русского Царства и Царского Рода хранителю;
миру явися и мир тя в юродстве креста не позна,

46 Tatiana Grojan, “Mučenik Grigorij (Rasputin)”, Stojanie za istinu, http://www.
zaistinu.ru/articles/?aid=28, 25-06-2008. 
47 Ibid.
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всякий недуг свой и злобу,
и клятву на тя возложив;
яко невинная жертва Христу за Царя предположен,
святый пророче и чудотворче Григорие;
сам пострадав, темже можеши нам помощи: 
изведи от ***ския клятвы молящие тя и 
введи я во Царские други.48

Friend of Tsars and their defender in the War of the State
guardian of Russian Tsardom and the Tsarist Family;
thou didst appear to the world and the world did not recognize 
thy foolishness of the cross, but laid upon thee all its ailments 
and bitterness and a curse;
as an innocent sacrifice to Christ for the Tsar
holy prophet and miracle worker Grigorij,
because thou thyself hath suffered canst thou help us:
lead those who pray to thee away from the *** curse and
teach us to serve God and his Anointed One
and make us friends of the Tsar.

he is an innocent victim for the tsar; he is a thamaturgos (miracle worker) 
and a prophet. he is the preserver of tsardom and the Romanov dynasty. 
The texts are so panegyric and so far from acknowledged historical 
reality that it is often hard to decide whether to take them seriously or 
as a sort of play or mockery. It is interesting that a mock Akathistos 
to Rasputin quoted by Solženicyn in Krasnoe koleso, The Red Wheel, 
was composed before the revolution. here the mockery is ostentatious, 
explicitly calling him directly a sinner, a horse thief, and a perpetrator 
of various nasty crimes and deeds: 

Ходит по рукам такой Акафист Григорию, Конокраду Новому:
Радуйся, Церкви Христовой поругание... Радуйся, Синода 
оплевание... Радуйся, Григорие, великий скверно-творче!...49

48 Esenija Kovaleva, “Kanonizacija tiranov – qui prodest”, http://sudba.net/forum/
index.php?showtopic=1200. 20-08-2008. 
49 Aleksandr Isaevič Solženicyn, Sobranie sočinenij: vosstanovleny podlinnye 
docenzurnye teksty, zanovo proverennye i ispravlennye avtorom. Inye proizvedenija 
pečatajutsja vpervye. T. 13, Krasnoe koleso: povestvovanie v otmerennych srokach: 
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There is an Akathistos hymn to Grigorij the New horse Thief going 
around:
Rejoice blasphemer of the Church of Christ… Rejoice, defamer of 
the Synod… Rejoice, Grigorij, great maker of wickedness!

As in the case of Paul I, Rasputin is cast as a jurodivyj to explain the 
strangeness and outrageousness of his behaviour. Any actions that can-
not be interpreted as saintly are viewed as performed by a fool in Christ. 
Jurodstvo, to which I dedicate a chapter below, serves as a carte blanche 
any behaviour whatsoever. 

Žanna Bičevskaja’s comments on Rasputin echo the praise she besto-
wed on Ivan the Terrible: “А старец Григорий Новый защищает нас 
от сатанистов, от бесов.”50 (“Starets Grigorij the New defends us from 
the Satanists, from the demons.”)

Promoters of Rasputin’s canonization include the Russian Catacomb 
Church, a sect called the Bogorodičnij (Theotokos) Centre, and various 
monarchist groups for whom his closeness to the tsar is enough to make 
him a saint. 

 
Thus attempts at canonization from Ušakov to Rasputin all present these 
characters as defenders of the Russian empire and Russian statehood. 
Ušakov is recognised by the Church, while the others are not. Although 
the differences between the official canonization of Ušakov and the 
unofficial canonizations proposed or carried out by the extremists are 
minimal and the centre and the periphery mirror each other almost com-
pletely, the late Patriarch Aleksij II protested against these other cano-
nizations:

В последнее время появилось довольно много цветных, 
прекрасно изданных, с позволения сказать, “икон” царя 
Ивана Грозного, печально известного Григория Распутина и 
других темных исторических личностей. Им составляются 
молитвы, тропари, величания, акафисты и службы. Какая-

uzel 2, Oktjabrı šestnadcatogo: [glavy 1–37], yMCA-Press, Paris, 1984, p. 205.
50 “K vopruso o proslavlenii Ivana Groznogo Grigorija Rasputina i poc.: Tele-
programma ‘Pravoslavnaja Enciklopedija’ (Prjamoj efir na TVC 17.01.2004)”,  
op. cit.
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то группа псевдоревнителей Православия и самодержавия 
пытается самочинно, “с черного хода” канонизировать 
тиранов и авантюристов, приучить маловерующих людей к их 
почитанию.51

Lately there have appeared quite a few coloured, wonderfully ex-
ecuted “icons”, if you please, of Tsar Ivan the Terrible, the lamenta-
bly famous Grigorij Rasputin, and other dark historical personages. 
Prayers, troparia, songs of praise, Akathistos hymns, and office 
texts are being composed for them. A group of pseudo-zealots of 
Orthodoxy and autocracy are attempting arbitrarily, “through the 
back door”, to canonize tyrants and adventurers and teach those of 
little faith to venerate them.

he regards the attempts to canonize Rasputin as a provocation against 
the Church that diminishes the authority of Orthodoxy. As for Ivan the 
Terrible, who is regarded by the mainstream Church as a tyrant and an 
oppressor, how is it possible to canonize both the victim and the tyrant 
at the same time? 

ČERNOByL´

A different form of hagiographic, liturgical and iconographic discourse 
that is unusual in the Orthodox tradition, has been created around two of 
the most traumatic events in contemporary Soviet and Russian history: 
the nuclear disaster at Černobyl´ in 1986 and the taking of hostages at a 
school in Beslan in 2004. 

There are two icons that attempt to depict the Černobyl´ disaster by 
means of Orthodox religious art: an icon of Christ, “Černobyl´skij Spas”, 
and an icon of the Virgin “Bogomater´ Černobyl´skaja”. here once again 
it is a question of recognised, canonical icons. They are on the periphery 
rather than at the centre of official religious practice but they are not 
outside it, as in the case of Paul or Rasputin. So there are few copies 

51 Svjatejšij Patriarch Moskovskij i vseja Rusi Aleksij II, “O popytkach psevdorev-
nitelej Pravoslavija samočinno kanonizirovat´ tiranov i avantjuristov”, Pravosla-
vnoj-patriotičeskij forum Azbuka, http://patrio.org.ru/doc/kanoniz.htm, 25-06-2008. 
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of these icons and little has been written about them in the official Ort-
hodox press. The icon depicting the Saviour called Černobyl´skij Spas 
has been blessed by the Moscow patriarch’s highest representative in 
Ukraine, (Ill. 6) Metropolitan Vladimir and has thus been legitimized by 
the official Church.52 It was painted in 2003 by an artist named Vladislav 
Goreckij at the behest of an organisation dedicated to preserving the 
memory of the Černobyl´ disaster. This is a departure from the traditio-
nal genesis of a new icon, which is supposed to include a miracle or an 
eyewitness. In the case of the new martyrs the Church often commis-
sions one or more icon painters and then blesses the work, but here the 
commission was essentially secular. The icon is described as follows by 
Metropolitan Vladimir:

Икона действительно немного необычна, но она ведь и 
посвящена особому трагическому событию в истории нашего 
народа. В ее центре находится обожженная радиацией сосна, по 
форме напоминающая крест, которая символизирует глубокую 
скорбь от выпавших на долю нашего народа испытаний. Но 
сюжет иконы в то же время оптимистичен, он дарит надежду 
на возрождение, об этом говорят и солнце, восходящее из-
за саркофага на горизонте, и зеленеющая трава на переднем 
плане.53

The icon is indeed somewhat unusual, but then it is dedicated to a 
special tragic event in the history of our people. In its centre is a 
pine tree that has been scorched by radiation. Its form resembles a 
cross, which symbolizes the deep sorrow caused by the trials that 
have befallen our people. But the theme of the icon is at the same 
time optimistic and gives hope for rebirth. This is evident from both 
the sun rising from behind the sarcophagus on the horizon, and the 
grass that is greening in the foreground.

52 “Ikona ‘Černobyl´skij Spas’ – pamjat´ o tragedii, počtenie k podvigu, prizyv k 
pokajaniju”, CSPR: Kievo-Svjatošinskij centr social´no-psichologičeskoj reabi-
litacii naselenija i ego informirovanija po voprosam preodolenija posledstvij 
Černobyl´skoj katastrofy, http://www.cspr.info/content/view/250/67/, 11-07-2009.
53 V. Černyšov, “Blažennejšij mitropolit Vladimir: ‘Černobyl´skaja tragedija 
dolžna stat´ vrazumleniem dlja buduščich pokolenij…’ (Interv´ju)”, Patriarchia.
Ru: oficial´nyj portal Moskovskoj Patriarchii, http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/
print/107933.html, 25-06-2008. 
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The symbolism is thus explained: the tree reminiscent of a cross signifies 
suffering, and the sun and the green grass point to hope for the future. 
Such authoritative readings of the details and symbols of newly painted 
icons are an almost completely new phenomenon in the Russian Ortho-
dox tradition, in which icons are otherwise left open to interpretation. 
The fact that the icon lies on the periphery of tradition is mentioned 
the Metropolitan’s speech, when he refers to its “somewhat unusual” 
nature. There is a certain embarrassment on his part over the icon. What 
is striking in this quotation is the use of the patriotic instead of the 
hagiographic discourse, which speaks of “our people” and rebirth but 
seemingly in a secular rather than a religious sense. 

When the icon was blessed there were miraculous phenomena in the 
sky, all of them traditional miracles in the Russian tradition of piety 
to show the presence of the holy (for example in Sergij Radonežskij’s 
vita): 

Во время освящения на небе произошло знамение: над иконой 
пролетел голубь, а высоко в небе без дождя появилась радуга 
в форме нимба, затем появилось изображение трех крестов в 
середине нимба в солнечном сиянии. Свидетелями этого чуда 
стали тысячи людей.

During the blessing there was a sign in the sky: a dove flew over 
the icon, and high in the sky, although it was not raining, appeared 
a rainbow in the form of a nimbus, followed by three crosses in the 
centre of the nimbus in the rays of the sun. Thousands of people 
witnessed this wonder.

The icon itself shows a strong Western European influence, which is not 
totally unusual, especially in icons originating in Ukraine. It is more re-
markable that the icon depicts completely modern events like the actual 
nuclear power plant and the men in their protective gear. 

The icon is to be found in the church dedicated to the prophet Elias, 
located closest to Černobyl´ and even though it is in the affected zone, 
services are held there. People keep the memory of the disaster alive by 
ringing the church bells once for each year that has passed since the ac-
cident on every anniversary. The icon has made a pilgrimage (krestnyj 
chod) all across Ukraine. In one story, another miracle from the nearby 
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Church of St. Michael has been reported: outside the church, the level 
of radioactivity is extremely high, but there is almost none inside the 
church.54

The prayers that are read together with the icon have strong apoca-
lyptic features as does the entire Orthodox narrative concerning the 
Černobyl´ disaster. The water that was poisoned is associated with 
the Revelation of St. John, and the strong light from the meltdown is 
transformed in people’s consciousness and in the icon into a sign of 
the Apocalypse. The name of the place, Čornobyl´, which in Ukrain-
ian means wormwood, is also associated with the Apocalypse. In the 
prayer that is read in front of the icon, the accident is associated to 
the vision of doom in the Book of Revelation and to the episode when 
the third angel blows his trumpet and to the falling star whose name 
is Wormwood (Rev. 8:10-11), and to the water that turned bitter, but 
also to Moses’ wandering through the desert and to the bitter water in 
Marah that Moses made sweet (Exod. 15:23). In the icon this star is 
part of the central motif:

Молитва пред иконой
Господи Иисусе Христе, Сыне Божий, усердно молим Твою 
благостыню, глас трубы третьяго Ангела услышав: грехов и 
беззаконий наших не помяни и отврати гнев Твой правый от 
нас, окаянных и неблагодарных. Услади, Милосерде, горечь 
вод Чернобыльских, якоже древле воды Мерре усладил 
еси. Приими слезы покаяния нашего, да остудят они звезду 
Полынь и, аки дым, да исчезнет от нас дух гордыни, пламень 
же любви Твоея, Спасе, да воспыляет в сердцах наших. Яви, 
Господи Иисусе Христе, Сыне Божий, велию милость Твою 
на нас и спаси души наша, да, благодарни суще, славу Тебе 
неустанно возсылаем со Безначальным Твоим Отцем и Благим 
и Животворящим Твоим Духом. Аминь.

Prayer before the icon
Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, we who have heard the trumpet 
of the third Angel zealously pray for Thy blessing: remember not 

54 Fedor Kotrelev & Konstantin Šapkin, “Černobyl´: zona žizni”, Pravoslavie, 
http://profi-rus.narod.ru/pravoslavie/text/chernob.htm, 25-06-2008. 
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our sins and trespasses and turn Thy just anger away from us, the 
cursed and ungrateful. Sweeten, Merciful One, the bitterness of the 
Černobyl´ waters as thou of old didst sweeten the water of Marah. 
Receive our tears of repentance, and may they cool the Wormwood 
Star; may the spirit of pride vanish from us like smoke, and may 
the flame of Thy love, Saviour, blaze up in our hearts. Lord Jesus 
Christ, Son of God, show Thy great mercy to us and save our souls, 
and in our gratitude we unceasingly ascribe glory to Thee with Thy 
Eternal Father and Thy Blessed and Live-Giving Spirit. Amen.

At the same time, the landscape in the icon is also clearly recognisable 
– even the desiccated tree is supposed to really exist. There is an interesting 
interplay between the icon and reality that is particularly palpable when 
the icon is placed outside the church during the prayer service right near 
the reactor. As is evident from the description related above of heavenly 
phenomena and the dove when the icon was consecrated in a ceremony 
outside the nuclear power plant, there is an interplay here between the 
landscape of the icon and the description of a real landscape included in 
the depictions. This creates a closeness between a space in the present and 
the space in the icon that is otherwise rarely seen in icon painting. 

The icon contributes significantly to the development of the collective 
memory of this disaster. Depiction of the event in an icon incorporates 
it into sacred memory, and the icon in turn becomes part of a liturgical 
context when it is used in Church services and processions. At the same 
time, a secular stone monument has been erected to those who sacrificed 
their lives in the clean-up work. In this case memory is created by secular 
and Church powers in parallel. 

A recent icon of the Virgin Mary, Bogorodica Černobyl´skaja, de-
picts the Virgin standing, surrounded by rays depicting not heavenly 
light but rather radioactive rays; or perhaps they can be seen as both, 
which gives a strange, almost blasphemous impression. (Ill. 7) This is 
an example of icons popular with the people that use traditional forms 
of expression in an attempt to describe and interpret a modern technolo-
gical disaster. The influence of Catholic religious art seems very strong 
here. Unlike the more abstract mode of expression of classic icon art, 
the image is sentimental and half realistic. The legitimacy of this icon in 
particular is not clear. It appears that it has not yet been approved by the 
Church leadership, but it has not been explicitly criticised either.
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here, a traumatic event from recent history finds expression in the form 
of an icon which creates a collective memory, a cultural memory, and 
a ritual memory that replace– or in this case complement–the officially 
created memory. 

BESLAN

Another icon that generated intense debate depicts Čečen rebels taking 
an entire school hostage in Beslan, (Ill. 5) North Ossetia, in 2004. here 
too an attempt was made to interpret a contemporary trauma with the help 
of parallels in holy history. Besides this icon, the tragedy has inspired a 
pseudo-hagiographic text, and yet another Akathistos hymn composed 
on the basis of this text. The Massacre of the Innocents in Bethlehem 
is compared with the atrocities in Beslan. The Islamic extremists who 
carried out the murders are seen as Satan’s helpers:

Бесланская трагедия является именно РИТУАЛЬНЫМ 
УБИЙСТВОМ по всем признакам. Убивали, как по приказу 
Ирода, именно ДЕТЕЙ! Эта жертва была выбрана заранее. На 
всём Северном Кавказе выбрали народ, который один искони 
сохранил Православие – осетин. Убийства происходили под 
знаменем извечных пособников сатаны и мучителей христиан 
– “воинов ислама”. И, наконец, Бесланская трагедия была 
спланирована кагалом, штабом антихристовых сил. Все 
остальные, от чечен до спецслужб, были лишь служками 
нелюдя-кохена, занесшего свой нож для ритуальных 
жертвоприношений над всем православным миром.55

There is every indication that the Beslan tragedy is a RITUAL 
MURDER. Just as per herod’s order, it was ChILDREN that were 
killed. The victim had been singled out in advance. In the entire 
Northern Caucasus, they chose the one people who from time im-
memorial preserved Orthodoxy – the Ossetians. The murders were 

55 Elena Žemerdeeva, “V Seti razgorelis´ žarkie diskussii o ‘beslanskich mučeni-
kach’ i ich vozmožnoj kanonizacii v samoe bližajšee vremja”, Credo.Ru, http://por-
tal-credo.ru/site/?act=netnav&id=76, 25-06-2008. 
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committed under the banner of the age-old accomplices of Satan 
and tormentors of Christians – the “warriors of Islam”. And, finally, 
the Beslan tragedy was planned by a bunch of Jewish schemers, 
the staff officers of the anti-Christian forces. Everyone else, from 
the Čečens to the secret service, were merely foot-soldiers of the 
monster priest who raises his ritual sacrificial knife over the entire 
Orthodox world.

As in the earlier examples, here too there is a strong anti-Semitic ele-
ment, which is even more difficult to understand given that the deed 
was carried out by Čečen separatists, and the connection with anything 
at all Jewish seems very remote. As is characteristic of these groups and 
generally of powerless political and pseudo-political extremists, the text 
is formed as a kind of enormous conspiracy narrative. 

In the Akathistos hymn composed to commemorate the victims of 
Beslan, the fate of the children is repeatedly compared to that of the 
innocent children in Bethlehem, but a parallel is also drawn to the 
death of the soldier Evgenij Rodionov. Beslan is also clearly consi-
dered a conspiracy against the Russian Empire hatched by Muslims 
and Jews:

Ангел предстатель с небесе послан бысть стране Российстей, 
Третиим Римом по праву божественному нареченней, многия 
страдания от рук агарян и иудеев и язычников возвестити и 
силу свыше вся сия претерпети даде, мы же, в лета лишших бед 
упования не посрамивши, зовем ко мученикам таковая.56

An angel intercessor was sent from the heavens to announce to the 
Russian land, known by divine right as the Third Rome, that has 
suffered much at the hands of the Muslims [hagarites] and the Jews 
and the pagans, and grants the strength from on high to endure all 
these. As for us, in times of extreme misfortunes we are not asha-
med of our hopes and call upon martyrs as follows.

56 “Akafist strastoterpcam Beslanskim”, Pravaja.ru: pravoslavno-analitičeskij sajt, 
http://www.pravaya.ru/faith/117/949, 25-06-2008. 
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The hymn also accuses the Russian army of cowardice and indifference 
to human lives. The country’s political leadership is criticised in medie-
val language and through the use of this ancient hymnographic genre:
 

Ветия многословныя и льстивыя иудейски лукавноваху, не 
желая христиан аланских избавления, но мучителей агарянских 
свобождения и угобзения, сих же послушавше и власти 
безбожныя и воинство малодушием колебахуся, но о животах 
людий никакоже помышляя; мы же ведящи, яко Бог вся 
лукавыя беззаконницы выну посрамляет, взываем ко мученикам 
таковая.57

The verbose and flattering orators plotted like Jews, desiring not 
the rescue of the Alani Christians, but the liberation and enrichment 
of the hagarite tormentors; they obeyed the latter, and the godless 
authorities and the army vacillated out of cowardice and thought 
nothing of human lives; but we who know that God always con-
founds sinfulness call upon martyrs as follows.

Antagonism is created between, “the Alani Christians”, that is, the Chris-
tians in the northern Caucasus, on the one hand, and on the other, the 
Jews and the hagarites that is the Muslims. A populist conspiracy ar-
gument is mixed with classic antagonism between God and the powers 
of evil. 

To discount the value of the hymn, opponents of canonising the children 
have accused the author of the Akathistos both of mental illness (a modern 
argument) and of being a magician (a traditional argument from the sacred 
sphere). here it is a question of legitimizing or delegitimizing the text. 

Although a great deal was written after the event about the appearance 
of an icon portraying the child martyrs, the actual icon still corresponds 
fully to traditional depictions of the Bethlehem murders. It is only the 
text on the icon itself, the nadpis´, that refers to this new tragedy. It 
involves a typological interpretation, and the entire motif is taken from 
the story in the New Testament; the murder of children in Bethlehem is 
the antitype of the killing in Beslan. 

The question of canonization is discussed in forms familiar in con-

57 Ibid.
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nection with other icons. Extremists refer to conspiracies against Russia 
and emphasise that the people view the children as martyrs and the icon 
as genuine and miraculous. Thus when the Church leadership rejects 
their propositions the people are considered to have jurisdiction over 
legitimation. Opponents argue that it is too early to consider the mat-
ter, and that many of the children who died were not Christian and thus 
cannot become Orthodox martyrs, etc. This discussion is then heavily 
medialised. Groups in the Church use the typological interpretation of 
the Bible so important in Orthodox thinking to create a memory of the 
trauma in Beslan. This typological interpretation of the event is then 
mixed with different forms of conspiracy theories. The question for 
these groups is to remember Beslan and use the event for nationalistic 
and xenophobic purposes to create their own counter-history. however, 
the icon seems to be even more peripheral vis-à-vis the Church than the 
two icons depicting the Černobyl´ disaster. 

All of these icons exist mostly in a marginalised nationalistic milieu. 
There is, for example, no similar attempt to canonize the priest Aleksandr 
Men´, who was a dissident priest of very liberal views who was murdered 
in 1990. Although there have been attempts to use the same hagiographic 
discourse about him, nothing has come of it, and almost no one seems 
to be particularly interested in having him canonized. Still, Russian nar-
ratives about him are full of hagiographic topoi: the fact that he knew 
the day, the time and place of his death as well as the day of his burial 
is assigned special meaning. As shown in a recent study, Western nar-
rations about Men´ lack these hagiographic elements.58 Thus a similar 
process can be noted here, but the result is very different. The murder 
of an individual liberal priest seems insufficient to activate fully the 
canonization process or mechanism, which instead demands a national 
tragedy or national hero.

CRITICISM

These canonizations as a phenomenon have been called into question. One 
author criticises both these icons in general and their mass-mediation:

58 Jakov Krotov, “Alik v zazerkal´e: istorija s kanonizaciej”, Biblioteka Jakova 
Krotova, http://www.krotov.info/yakov/6_bios/60_myen/canon.html, 25-06-2008. 
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При этом неискусные иконы, неканонические и просто 
плохо написанные изображения попадают в разряд чтимых и 
даже чудотворных образов. Чудотворением (мироточением, 
кровоточением и проч.) оправдывают существование 
сомнительных изображений, порой прямо противоречащих 
учению Церкви.59

These unskillful icons, non-canonical and simply poorly execu-
ted, find a place among venerated and even miracle-working ones. 
Wonderworking qualities (the secretion of holy oil, blood, etc.) are 
used to justify the existence of dubious images that sometimes even 
directly contradict the teaching of the Church.

The author of this article calls icons depicting traumatic historical ex-
periences “memory images”. Used in this way icon painting risks de-
ligitimation. A distinction is thus made between icons and memorial 
images of a historical kind. Criticism has also been voiced from within 
the Church, as here in the official journal Cerkovnyj vestnik:

Причина в том, что к Церкви – единственному крову спасения 
– потянулось множество людей, не преодолевших стереотипы 
расцерковленного сознания. Церковь не организация, а 
Богочеловеческий организм, и путаница происходит в 
самом главном; путают Царство Божие с царством кесаря. 
Православие обернулось цареславием. Отсюда прославление 
– в прямом противоречии с соборным решением Церкви 
– св. страстотерпца царя Николая как великомученика и 
искупителя России; особое почитание других самодержцев, 
вплоть до Иоанна Грозного; открытие святости “старца вмч. 
Григория Нового” (Распутина) – и все это с написанием 
чинопоследований и икон.60

59  “Iskusstvoved Irina Jazykova: Sovremennaja ikonopis´ pokazyvaet, čto neofit 
vlijaet na Cerkov´ sil´nee, čem Cerkov´ na nego”, Blagovest-Info: Agentstvo 
religioznoj informacii, 05.02.2007, http://www.blagovest-info.ru/index.
php?ss=2&s=3&id=11594, 25-06-2008. 
60 Boris Michajlov, “Predostereženie ot soblazna”, Tavrida Pravoslavnaja, no. 5 
(112) 03.2004 (from Cerkovnyj vestnik, no. 1–2, 01.2003), http://orthodox.sf.ukrtel.
net/tavrida/2004/112.htm, 26-06-2008. 
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The reason is that the Church – the only haven of salvation – has 
attracted a great many people who have not overcome the stereo-
types in their dechurchified consciousness. The Church is not an 
organization but a theanthropic organism, and the muddle occurs in 
what is most important when the Kingdom of God is confused with 
the kingdom of Caesar. Orthodoxy – “right-praising” – has become 
tsar-praising. Whence – directly contrary to the conciliar decision of 
the Church – the glorificationof the passion bearer St. Tsar Nicholas 
as a great martyr and the redeemer of Russia, the special reverence 
accorded other autocrats, up to and including Ivan the Terrible, the 
discovery of the sainthood of “Starets and Great Martyr Grigorij the 
New” (Rasputin). And all of this is accompanied by the writing of 
liturgical texts and the painting of icons.

This critique argues that canonization runs the risk of becoming a secular 
phenomenon supported by secular arguments. The article even sug-
gests that the practice is reminiscent of Soviet thinking and represents 
a parallel to the cult of Lenin and so on. hagiography becomes history 
and politics, especially imperial politics. Actually, the same criticism 
can be directed against the officially approved canonization of Fedor 
Ušakov.

CONCLUSION

We have dealt here with different sorts of icons. To begin with, there 
are officially accepted such as the icon depicting Ušakov or the icons of 
Černobyl´ that belong to official ecclesiastical tradition although they 
are not at the centre of worship. Furthermore, there are, unofficial icons 
not accepted by the Church which are produced by marginal extremist 
Orthodox organisations or sects. These icons and the hagiographic dis-
course of extremists, however, show important similarities with offici-
ally legitimised icons. 

As these icons demonstrate, there is a force for transforming trauma-
tic collective events into sacred ones through icons, vitae, and texts for 
religious services. As for the different figures that have been canonized 
in this context, the important factor has to do with counter-memory and 
a populist critique of existing reality and the prevailing writing of his-
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tory. At the same time, it should be noted that although Fedor Ušakov 
is recognised by the Church and Ivan the Terrible is not, the discourses 
about them do not greatly differ. In both cases canonization is motivated 
by their importance to the development of the Russian Empire. In the 
end, the entire tradition runs amok, as when the dissident priest Dmitrij 
Dudko finally suggests that not just Dostoevskij but also Puškin and 
Tolstoj should be declared saints, even though Tolstoj was excommuni-
cated by the Church.61 

What most of the icons and texts express is a popular memory or a 
counter-memory – in almost every case a counter-memory that is in con-
flict with the creation of memory by the official Church. They represent 
populist opinions on the extreme right (and perhaps also on the extreme 
left) in Russia today. 

In such excess there is also sometimes an element of characteristic 
postmodernist playfulness that exploits older forms, and is perhaps this 
blend of medieval forms, modern mass-mediasation and postmodernist 
quotation and ambivalence in the phenomenon that is of greatest cul-
tural-historical interest. 

61 Dmitrij Dudko, “Kanonizacija klassiki”, Zavtra, no. 3(79), 18-03-2003, http://
www.zavtra.ru/cgi//veil//data/denlit/079/81.html, 25-06-2008. 
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how to Remember a Fallen Soldier

The wars in Čečnja (the first in 1994–1996 and the second beginning in 
1999) have been a traumatic experience for both the inhabitants of that 
republic and for the Russians. From the Russian perspective, one of the 
most discussed cases in connection with these wars has been the death 
of one soldier, Evgenij Rodionov. he was killed during the first war in 
Čečnja in 1996, after having been taken prisoner while he was guarding 
a border checkpoint, allegedly because he refused to become a Muslim 
and take off the cross he wore around his neck.

The story of Evgenij’s death has been narrated and commented on in 
the mass media, and is widely known throughout Russia. I will argue 
that his life and death have been related in the Russian public sphere 
using three different discourses: a war-hero discourse; the discourse of a 
soldier’s mother, and finally, a hagiographic discourse. These discourses 
use different fragments of memories, and thus the death of the young 
man is remembered in three different ways. In the present chapter I will 
focus on certain important mechanisms in collective memory-making 
in post-Soviet Russia by outlining these three discourses and analysing 
some of their constituents and how they have intermingled. 

I share Maurice halbwachs1 claim that memories, when expressed 
orally or textually, are always put into a social framework of linguistic 
and social expectations. This was already discussed in the first chapter of 
this book. They are examples of different speech genres (to use Bachtin’s 
term) in the field of memory; perhaps they could be called memory 
genres.2 By memory discourse I mean a narrative about something that 

1 Maurice halbwachs, On Collective Memory, ed. L. A. Coser, University of Chi-
cago Press, Chicago, Ill., 1992.
2 Michail M. Bachtin, “Problema rečevych žanrov”, Sobranie sočinenij. T. 5, Rabo-
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allegedly happened in the past, a phenomenon defined by society, culture 
and language, which comprises a special manner of narration, style, 
choice of details and persons, and, not least of all, a conscious or un-
conscious forgetting of aspects of “real” events. I am not going to focus 
on the individuals who have created these discourses, but rather on their 
construction and circulation, as well as on the mixing and confrontation 
between different discourses.3 

In the case of Evgenij Rodionov, the situation is complicated by the 
fact that the memories are mediated through the mass media and the Rus-
sian Orthodox Church. Evgenij himself did not leave behind any texts 
except for some letters and a poem to his mother. his mother Ljubov´ 
has not written anything herself, either; she has only expressed herself 
to journalists. Because they come from two sources with such a strong 
formative or manipulative capacity, the social framework will become 
even more significant, and the “real memories” and the “real events” 
will recede further into the background than is usual in memory dis-
course production. All examples in this study are taken from web-based 
publications. 

ThE WAR hERO

The first discourse considered in this chapter is the war hero’s. In some 
of the publicized texts he is remembered for his military feats. Evge-
nij and his three comrades who guarded the same checkpoint between 
Čečnja and Ingušetia gave their lives for the defence of Russia against 
the Čečen bandits. They were ideal soldiers. Unlike other young men, 
they had not tried to evade military service, they did not drink, they had 
no contact with women and were chaste – “devstvenniki”. They fought 
for Russia. Evgenij’s picture in camouflage uniform is constantly re-
produced in mass media, in booklets and in icon reproductions (Ill. 8). 
he is even mentioned by the daughter of the famous World War II hero 
Marshal Georgij Žukov in an interview, as well as in this statement by 
the nationalist historian, Nikolaj Lisovoj:

ty 1940-ch – načala 1960-ch godov, Russkie slovari, Moskva, 1996, pp. 159–206.
3 Michel Foucault, Language, Counter-memory, Practice. Selected Essays and Inter-
views, ed. D. F. Bouchard, Cornell University Press, Ithaca, Ny, 1977, pp. 113–196.
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Каждый русский солдат, воевал ли он в Европе или в Средней 
Азии, знал, что он несeт в мир православную веру. Главным 
для него было – не отступиться от веры. В наши дни в Чечне 
был замучен русский солдат Евгений Родионов, который под 
пытками не отказался от своей веры. Во времена Скобелева 
тоже был солдат, погибший за веру. С него живым содрали 
кожу. Этот солдат мог быть неграмотным, но знал, что он – 
гражданин Великой России.4

Every Russian soldier, whether he fought in Europe or in Central Asia, 
knew that he carried the Orthodox faith to the world. The main thing 
for him was not to deny his faith. In our days in Čečnja, a Russian 
soldier, Evgenij Rodionov, was tortured but did not deny his faith even 
under torture. In the days of Skobelev, there was also a soldier who 
perished for his faith. he was flayed alive. Perhaps this solider was il-
literate, but he knew that he was a citizen of Great Russia.5

In this and the following example Evgenij himself is often compared to 
Foma Danilov – a Russian soldier killed in Turkmenia in 1875 under simi-
lar circumstances: “Подвиг Евгения Родионова в наше время подобен 
подвигу воина Фомы”6, (“The feat of Evgenij Rodionov in our time is 
similar to the feat of the soldier Foma”). The story of Foma has become 
famous because it was related by Dostoevskij in his Diary of a Writer.7

Evgenij’s fate is thus connected with the Russian conquest of the 
Caucasus, and like Foma Danilov, in the case of Central Asia, he is 
considered to have given his life to preserve the Empire: 

А Евгений Родионов указал причину, из-за чего идет война. 
То, что происходило в Чечне, это раковая опухоль. И не даром 
столько сил было положено в XIX веке на завоевание Кавказа. 

4 Nikolaj N. Lisovoj, “Net Rossii bez pravoslavnoj imperii”, Russkij dom, no. 5, 
2006, http://www.russdom.ru/2006/200605i/20060518.shtml, 01-07-2008.
5 All translations of the Russian and Church Slavonic texts: Per-Arne Bodin and 
Julie hansen.
6 Vladimir Azarov, “Mučenik Žen´ka”, Voenno-promyšlennyj kur´er, http://www.
rustrana.ru/article.php?nid=29238, 01-07-2008.
7 Fedor Michajlovič Dostoevskij, Polnoe sobranie sočinenij. T. 25, Dnevnik pisa-
telja za 1877 god: janvar´–avgust, Nauka, Leningrad, 1983, pp. 12–16.
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Сорок шесть лет шла кавказская война именно потому, что 
нельзя было у себя на границе терпеть бандитский анклав.8

 
But Evgenij demonstrated why there was a war. What was hap-
pening in Čečnja was like a cancerous tumour. And it is no coinci-
dence that so much effort was dedicated in the 19th century to the 
conquest of the Caucasus. The Caucasian war lasted for forty-six 
years precisely because it is impossible to tolerate bandit enclaves 
along one’s frontiers.

The heroizing finally assumes enormous, hyperbolic proportions: Ev-
genij is not only one of the heroes, he is the hero of the Čečen war. As 
stated in the article “Pozovi menja tichaja Rodina”, “Call Me, Quiet 
Motherland”:

Совершенный подвиг не бывает напрасным. […] Может быть, 
никто не сделал на этой войне для России больше, чем солдат 
Евгений Родионов.9

An accomplished feat is not in vain. […] Perhaps no one has done 
more in this war than the soldier Evgenij Rodionov.

Evgenij has been posthumously honoured with more than ten different 
medals for his military feats, a very belated honour begrudgingly be-
stowed on him by the military authorities. Even more significant is the 
following story told:

Как-то на могилу к Жене приехал ветеран Великой 
Отечественной. Снял с себя фронтовую награду – медаль 
“За отвагу”, положил на могильный камень и сказал Любови 
Васильевне: “Я, дочка, знаю, что такое война. И считаю, что он 
достоин этой медали. Он душу России спас!” 

8 Azarov, op. cit.
9 “Pozovi menja, tichaja Rodina”, Novopavlovsk pravoslavnyj, http://protigor.narod.
ru/school/army/hative.html, 01-07-2008.



���

Once a veteran from World War II visited Ženja’s grave. he took 
off his sign of distinction from the war front – his medal “For 
bravery”, and placed it on the gravestone and said to Ljubov´ 
Vasil´evna: “I, my daughter, know what war is. And I consider him 
to be worthy of this medal. he saved the soul of Russia!”

his feat is thus directly related to World War II, which is still of central 
importance in the Russian collective memory. his heroism is hereditary. 
Evgenij is connected both to the military endeavours of the tsars in the 
19th century and to World War II, both of which are cultural signs of 
crucial importance in the Russian cultural and political context. In one 
text, all three discourses can be traced:

Евгений Родионов не предал ни мать, ни Родину, ни Веру. Орден 
мужества посмертно, мемориальная доска героя-пограничника 
при входе в школу, где он учился, память одноклассников и 
могила сына в родной земле. Это все, что осталось у матери. 
Что же дает ей силы продолжать жить, оставаясь со своей 
страшной правдой о чеченской войне? […] “Конечно, мне 
тяжело, что сынок погиб. Но то, что он оказался достойным 
сыном Родины, не отказался от Христа, от Православной 
Веры, меня утешает. Я не знаю, как бы я пережила, если бы он 
поступил иначе.”10

Evgenij did not betray his mother, his homeland or his faith. The 
posthumous order of bravery, a memorial plaque calling him a hero-
ic frontier soldier at the entrance of the school where he studied, his 
classmates’ remembrance of him, and the grave of her son in native 
soil – this is all that remains for his mother. What then gives her the 
strength to continue living, with her terrible truth about the Čečnjan 
war? […] “Of course it is hard for me that my son has died. But the 
fact that he remained a worthy son of his homeland, that he did not 
deny Christ or the Orthodox faith, consoles me. I do not know if I 
would have survived if he had acted otherwise.” 

10 V. N. Škurko, “Ja – Christianin”, Russkaja gosudarstvennost´, http://gosudarstvo.
voskres.ru/army/christia.htm, 01-07-2008.
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ThE DISCOURSE OF A SOLDIER’S MOThER

The discourse of a soldier’s mother is touched upon in the above quota-
tion. This discourse can be studied more widely, for example in the texts 
and statements issued by the organization “Soldiers’ Mothers” and in the 
work of Anna Politkovskaja.11 In this discourse, the focus is as much on 
the mother as on her soldier son. The story relates callousness, deception 
and even criminal behaviour on the part of the military authorities. The 
Russian army, Russian civil authorities are the enemy no less than the 
real opponent, in this case the Čečens. It is the story of the life and death 
of a son. The urge to victimize the hero and the hero’s mother is as strong 
in the case of Evgenij as in this discourse in general. 

The ingredients of this discourse in the case of the soldier Evgenij are 
as follows: The idea of the checkpoint in that particular location, guarded 
by only four soldiers, was a mad decision on the part of the military. The 
officers in the neighbouring camp did in fact hear the screams of the four 
soldiers, but did not dare or did not want to come to their aid, because 
they did not have time for such an operation. They were busy having 
a Valentine’s Day celebration. When Evgenij was taken prisoner, the 
military authorities falsely reported to his mother that he had deserted. 
Only she understood that this information was incorrect. She sold her 
flat to travel to Čečnja where she received no support from the military; 
on the contrary, they behaved in an arrogant and irritated fashion when 
she inquired about the fate of her son, telling her that they had much 
more important tasks to attend to. She lost her faith in her own people 
and went to the Čečen side; she paid the Čečens for information and 
was given the facts about his death and burial site. The officers’ indif-
ference is perhaps the most infuriating part of this narrative. Evgenij’s 
mother even publicly denounced Aleksandr Lebed´, one of the generals 
in charge, on an occasion when he was awarded a medal:

Любовь Васильевна обратилась к толпе: “Вы кому медаль 
дали? Он же с ног до головы в крови. Он же полторы тысячи 
наших солдат в Чечне оставил.”12

11 Anna Politkovskaja, A Dirty War: A Russian Reporter in Chechnya, ed. J. Crow-
foot, harvill, London, 2001. 
12 Jurij Jur´ev, “Čudo o Evgenii”, Zavtra, 46 (311), 11.16.1999, http://gosudarstvo.
voskres.ru/army/juriev-2.htm, 01-07-2008.
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Ljubov´ Vasil´evna turned to the crowd: “To whom have you 
awarded a medal? he is covered with blood from head to toe. he 
betrayed one and a half thousand soldiers in Čečnja.”

This is not a denunciation of the Čečnen military leadership but is direc-
ted against the leaders of the Russian military forces. 

She eventually found her son’s remains and then finally his head, and 
the narrative of her difficulties in getting the body back to Russia is re-
lated. She attacks the generals again, threatening to burn her son’s body 
outside their headquarters if they do not provide her with transportation. 
In the end, the narrative becomes quite absurd, though perhaps true: it 
tells how she had to transport the head of her son in a bag on the train, 
and the conductor discovers the contents because of the bad smell. 

Patriotic details are almost completely absent; the narrative concerns 
the tribulations of a poor mother. The Russian officers are certainly not 
heroes, although Evgenij is a hero to some extent, but the main hero, 
or rather victim, is his mother. The photographs show his mother at the 
maternity hospital with baby Evgenij in her arms or outside taking part 
in a demonstration in the winter, wearing a scarf. The discourse is very 
personal, sometimes even intimate. 

ThE hAGIOGRAPhIC DISCOURSE

Attempts have been made in nationalistic circles to canonize Evgenij, and 
there now exists a rather voluminous hagiographic discourse: vita texts, 
hymnography (both Akathistos and service texts for the Vigil and the Litur-
gy) in Church Slavonic, and icons are dedicated to him. This is another sort 
of memory discourse belonging to religious rituals. To repeat Jan Assmann’s 
observation quoted earlier, ritual is the most fundamental medium for bin-
ding memory not only to the past, but to a timeless cosmic order.13 

The texts and icons are modelled on an Orthodox hagiographical 
discourse.14 Indeed, the key point in this discourse is the moment when 

13 Jan Assmann, Religion and Cultural Memory: Ten Studies, Stanford University 
Press, Stanford, Calif., 2006, p. 11. 
14 For the form and content of Byzantine vitae in general, see, Spring symposium 
of Byzantine studies, The Byzantine Saint: University of Birmingham Fourteenth 
Spring Symposium of Byzantine Studies, ed. S. hackel, Borgo, San Bernardino, 
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Evgenij refuses to take off his cross. In the hymnographical texts he ut-
ters these solemn words to his foes, here called the hagarites, which, we 
have noted, was the usual name for Muslims in Church Slavonic: 

Хотяще зверонравному мучителю льстивыми словесы 
отвратити тя, прехвальный Евгение, от Бога Истиннаго и в 
зловерие агарянское тя соблазнити, мужественне противостоял 
еси, глаголя: «не изменю веры моея в Иисуса Христа, Бога 
Моего, Ему же со Отцем и Святым Духом присно пою и во веки 
пети буду: “Аллилуйя!”15 

With fawning words from the true God, the beastlike tormentor 
wanted to estrange you, most glorified Evgenij, and tempt you with 
the evil faith of the hagarites but bravely did you resist, saying: “I 
will not change my faith in Jesus Christ, my God, and I will forever 
sing to him and to the Father and to the holy Spirit and forever I 
will sing: Alleluia”. 

In this discourse Evgenij’s mother is much less important, and she is for 
the most part absent from hymnographical texts and icons. 

Many nationalists, or rather defenders of the idea of empire, are wor-
king to canonize Evgenij. Aleksandr Prochanov, one of the most promi-
nent nationalist politicians and a famous writer and who has figured in 
this book already, has called him “the first in the iconostasis of the Fifth 
Empire”, thus referring to the new Russian superpower of which Russian 
nationalists of various kinds dream. Evgenij’s life and death belong to 
a different history that stands in opposition to the official one, a history 
beginning with El´cin’s attack on the White house:

Из пожарища Дома Советов, из пепла сожженных 
баррикадников, из упований героев позднее возник Евгений 
Родионов – первый в иконостасе “Пятой Империи”.16

Calif., 1981; for the Slavonic vitae, see Jostein Børtnes, Visions of Glory: Studies 
in Early Russian Hagiography, Solum, Oslo, 1988; and for Latin vitae, see Peter 
Brown, The Cult of the Saints: its Rise and Function in Latin Christianity, Univ. of 
Chicago P., Chicago, Ill., 1981.
15 “Akafist novomučeniku voinu Evgeniju Novomu”, Russkie idut, http://russkie-
idut.ru/akafist/akafist05.htm, 01-07-2008. 
16 Aleksandr Prochanov, “Ikona ‘Pjatoj Imperii’”, Zavtra, no. 40 (672), 2006, http://
www.zavtra.ru/cgi/veil/data/zavtra/06/672/11.html, 01-07-2008.



���

Out of the fire of the house of Soviets, out of the ashes of those 
burned on the barricades, out of the hopes of heroes later arose Ev-
genij Rodionov – the first in the iconostas of the “Fifth Empire”.

A story is told about a birth, life and death full of signs of holiness and 
divine predestination. here his biography is transformed into hagio-
graphy. In the search for the memory of a holy life, interest in verifiable 
facts seems to have been lost to an even greater degree than in the other 
discourses. 

This discourse thus abounds in hagiographical topoi. Let us look at 
some examples. Something special happens when he is born – his mother 
sees a falling star:

Когда младенец огласил мир своим первым криком, Любовь 
Васильевна почему-то взглянула в окно. Там по ночному 
весеннему небу медленно падала звезда, оставляя за собой 
длинную светящуюся полоску. “Это – добрая примета, 
– перехватив настороженный взгляд роженицы, успокоила ее 
акушерка. – И ты будешь счастливой, и паренек твой тоже...”17

When the baby uttered his first cry, Ljubov´ Vasil´evna looked out 
the window for some reason. There, in the nocturnal spring sky, a 
star was slowly falling and trailing a long shiny ribbon. “This is 
a good sign”, said the midwife who saw the anxious gaze of the 
woman who had just given birth. “you will be happy, and the lad, 
too...”

he is depicted as a kind boy, and his baptism is also seen to have a 
special meaning. Only after this sacrament was performed did he begin 
to walk:

И действительно, желанный ребенок принес в дом огромную 
радость. Спокойный, ласковый, с милым серьезным личиком, 
он почти не болел, редко кричал по ночам, хорошо кушал. 

17 Elena Grigor´eva, “Voin v krasnoj nakidke”, Rabotnica, http://www.peoples.
ru/state/sacred/rodionov/index.html, 01-07-2008.
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Тревожило одно – малыш довольно долго не ходил. Пошел 
только в год и два месяца – после того, как родители, по совету 
бабушек и деда, окрестили его в ближайшем храме.18

And really, the desired child brought enormous happiness to the 
home. Calm, tender, with a kind and serious little face. he was 
almost never sick, he seldom cried at night, he ate well. Only one 
thing gave cause for worry – the lad did not walk for a long time. 
he began to walk only when he was one year and two months old, 
after his parents, on the advice of the grandparents, had him bapti-
zed in the nearest church. 

Evgenij’s decision in his teens to wear a cross around his neck in spite 
of his mother’s advice, is another topos in this story. his visits to the 
Trinity Church in his home town of Podol´sk are also seen as a sign of 
his devotion to the holy Trinity. 

hagiographic texts, as well as hymnography and icons, have thus 
been dedicated to him. The other soldiers who were with him are hardly 
mentioned at all, or mentioned only as “iže s nim”, “the ones being with 
him”. he is locally venerated, as is said of those whom the Church has 
not yet officially canonized.

In this discourse he appears as God’s soldier, and almost all details 
of modern life are erased. here the enemies are not the Čečens but 
“mjatežnik, protivu mira i pokoja v Rossistej strane vostavšie” (“the 
insurrectionist who rose up against peace and calm in the Russian land”), 
“zveropodobnye bezbožniki” (“beastlike godless people”), “mjatežnye 
čelovekonenavistniki” (“mutinous misanthropes”) or “besy” (“de-
mons”).19 The alleged failure of the officers to try to help or rescue the 
four soldiers is painted as the treason of Judas:

Измену и предательство Иудино пред умертвием твоим 
испытавый, святый мучинече Евгение, ни во что же красное 
юдоли нашея земныя оставил еси, избрав краснейшая, яже во 
Царствии Божеи суть.20

18 Ibid. 
19 Valentin Sidorov, protoierej, “Služba sv. mučeniku voinu Evgeniju”, Russkaja 
gosudarstvennost´, 2005, http://gosudarstvo.voskres.ru/army/slugba.htm, 01-07-
2008.
20 Ibid.
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The treachery of Judas did you taste before being brought to death, 
O holy martyr Evgenij, you indeed did leave the beautiful valleys 
of our earth and chose more beautiful ones, which are in God’s 
kingdom. 

The theme of treason is of crucial importance in all the hymnographical 
texts dedicated to Evgenij. 

The date of his death – he was killed on his nineteenth birthday – is 
accorded special significance:

Торжества и радости твой день, мучениче Евгение, празднуем 
ныне: день бо рождества твоего есть на земли, якоже и день 
возрождения твоего в живот вечный.21

We now celebrate the triumph and joy of your day, O martyr Ev-
genij: it is the day of your birth on earth, and also the day of your 
rebirth in the eternal life.

From a divine perspective, his death is a triumph, and the loss on earth of 
the four soldiers is turned into a heavenly victory. here, the chaos of the 
discourse of the soldier’s mother is transformed into a harmonious divine 
narrative. Every known fact of his life is filled with divine meaning. 

Evgenij’s name is also of special significance, as is the case in many 
other vitae texts: “Евгений – значит благородный”22 (“Evgenij means 
noble”). There is also a parallel to his death in the martyrologium in 
another soldier of the same name who gave his life for his Christian 
faith:

Тело Евгения было привезено матерью на родину 20 ноября 
1996 года, в день памяти мучеников Мелитинских. Они были 
воинами-христианами Римской армии, и за отказ отречься от 
Христа им отсекли головы. Один из этих тридцати трех воинов 
носил имя Евгений.23

21 Ibid.
22   Ol´ga N. Dubova, “Evgenij – značit blagorodnyj”, Russkij dom, no. 5, 2006, 
http://russdom.ru/2006/200605i/,20060510.shtml, 27-10-2007.
23 Jur´ev, op. cit.
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Evgenij’s was brought home by his mother on the 20th of Novem-
ber 1996, the day of remembrance of the martyrs of Melitea. They 
were Christian soldiers in the Roman army, and they were beheaded 
because they refused to renounce Christ. One of the 33 soldiers 
bore the name of Eugenius.

Prayers to him have been answered, although some of them, such as the 
following related by a priest are difficult to take seriously:

Порой происходят просто поразительные события. Был 
такой случай. Наша машина застряла в монгольской степи, 
буксует. Водитель говорит мне: “Батюшка, может быть, вы 
помолитесь?!” И я прочитал молитву: “Мучениче Евгение, 
помоги нам”. Вдруг КамАЗ дернулся, выехал из этой ямы 
и двинулся дальше, хотя перед этим мы более получаса 
буксовали.24 

Sometimes simply fantastic things happen. There was one such 
event. Our car got stuck in the Mongolian steppe, and its wheels 
were spinning. The driver said to me, “Batjuška, could you perhaps 
say a prayer?!” And I said the prayer, “O, martyr Evgenij, help us”. 
Suddenly, the lorry jerked and drove out of the hole and continued 
further, although the wheels had been spinning for more than half 
an hour before that.

Icons have been painted of Evgenij and miracles have been reported in 
connection with prayers before these icons. There are accounts of myrrh 
miraculously dripping from an icon depicting him as a saint. Churches 
have even been built which are dedicated to him in actual fact, although 
formally they are dedicated to St. Eugenius of Melitea, because Evgenij 
Rodionov has not been officially canonized. Many miracles have also 
been reported connected to his grave. The small cross he carried has 
become a special object of veneration. On one well-known icon he is 
depicted as a young man with a cross in his hand. 

24 Azarov, op. cit.
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ThE INTERCONNECTION BETWEEN ThE DISCOURSES

These three discourses are in general separate from each other, but there 
are some shared components that connect all three: the assault, the im-
prisonment, the cross and the killing. These items connect all three dis-
courses. Sometimes though rarely, and therefore of particular interest, 
the discourses intermingle, as in reports that soldiers now pray to him 
using not the long form of his name, “Evgenij”, as tradition demands, 
but the diminutive and colloquial “Ženja”, thus connecting the heroic 
(and comradely) and the hagiographic discourses:

Мальчишки у нас интересные. Они говорят, не мученик 
Евгений, а Женька, как будто речь идет о том, кто рядом с ними 
в казарме. Приходят и говорят: “Женьке помолиться надо”.25 

The lads here are interesting. They do not say “the martyr Evgenij”, 
but Žen´ka, as if they were talking about someone alongside them 
in the barracks. They come and say, “We must pray to Žen´ka”.

he is sometimes depicted in icons in a chiton, which is the usual dress of 
a saint, although in many cases the chiton is mixed with his camouflage 
uniform (Ill. 9). To depict a modern uniform in an icon is an anomaly; 
in other icons reproducing Soviet and post-Soviet events, uniforms are 
highly stylized. The form of the saint admiral Ušakov in the icon dedi-
cated to him is another exception. 

In the Akathistos hymn to Evgenij, the refrain is “radujsja, mučenice 
Evgenie, voine Christov nepobedimyj!” (“rejoice, O martyr Evgenij, the 
invincible soldier of Christ!”). Read in the context of the first discourse 
this can mean the victory of the Russian army, rather than a victory over 
evil, as in the hagiographic discourse. Čečnja is mentioned by its geo-
graphical name several times, which is exceptional, since geographical 
references in the hymns are usually very general:

радуйся, честь Отечествия твоего пред миром и люди не 
посрамивый; радуйся, благородством, емуже тезоименит еси, 
правое дело воинства нашего подтвердивый; радуйся, советы 

25 Azarov, op. cit.
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разрушителей мира во стране Чеченстей, покусившихся на веру 
православную, расстроивый.26

rejoice, you did not dishonour your Fatherland before the world and 
the people; rejoice with the nobility which is your name and with 
which you confirmed the just cause of our army; rejoice, you who 
shattered the councils of them who destroyed the peace in the land 
of Čečnja and who wanted to destroy the Orthodox faith. 

This part of the Akathistos to Evgenij is no longer a religious text, but 
rather a propagandistic one. The glory of the Fatherland in not as such 
a part of the hymnographic discourse. 

A juxtaposition of the hagiographic and soldier’s mother’s discourses 
can be observed in a painting featuring Evgenij, whose face is depicted 
on a cross with Mary standing beside it. There is a parallel between the 
mother and the Virgin, and the artist compares this motif with both the 
Entombment and “Do not weep for me, Mother”, a hymn sung on holy 
Saturday as a word of consolation from the dead Christ to the Theotokos, 
the Virgin:

В основании картины успение воина напоминает сюжет русских 
икон «Положение во гроб» (конец XV в.). Здесь присутствует 
также еще один мотив иконописи, пришедший в русскую 
православную традицию из древней сербской иконописи: “Не 
рыдай мене, Мати!”27 

The basis of the picture “The dormition of a soldier” recalls the plot 
of Russian icons of the “Entombment” type (from the end of the 
15th century). here there is yet another motif from icon painting, 
which entered the Russian Orthodox tradition from the ancient 
Serbian icon, “Do not weep for me, Mother!” 

Another such juxtaposition of these discourses occurs in Evgenij’s 
mother’s comment that what she wants is not icons but to have him 

26 “Akafist novomučeniku voinu Evgeniju Novomu”, op. cit.
27 Valerij Balabanov, “Molitva o Rossii”, Zavtra, no. 8 (72), http://www.zavtra.
ru/cgi/veil/data/denlit/072/21.html, 01-07-2008.
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alive and by her side. Thus she rejects the hagiographic discourse in a 
very touching way: 

И сын мне нужен живой, здоровый. И чтобы дом полон внуков. 
А мне все дарят иконы. Их у меня уже более 90.28 

I need my son alive and well. And I would like our home to be full 
of grandchildren. And they all give me icons. I already have more 
than 90. 

MEMORy AND POWER

The three different memory discourses analysed in this article often exist 
independently of one another, yet they are sometimes interconnected or 
mixed in different ways. The story, or stories, about Evgenij have also 
been criticized – for example, by the commission of the canonization 
commission. The commission has stated that they have had difficulty in 
verifying the truth of the stories. Others have pointed out that Evgenij’s 
death, the central part of the story, comes from a single source, a leader 
of the Čečen group that killed him. This leader has since been killed as 
well. Rodionov was definitely not a saint but an ordinary man with an 
ordinary biography. This is the official position of the Church:

Были написаны иконы и составлен акафист “святому мученику 
воину Евгению”. Не заставили себя ждать и сообщения 
о чудесах. Определенные трудности возникли только с 
написанием жития. Евгений был обычным парнем с обычной 
биографией, и никто из знавших его не может вспомнить 
каких-то особенно благочестивых поступков.29 

Icons were painted and an Akathistos was composed to “the holy 
martyr-soldier Evgenij”. It was not long before there were reports 
of miracles. Certain difficulties arose only in connection with the 

28 Grigor´eva, op. cit.
29 Sergej Šabuckij, “Proizvesti v svjatye…”, Nezavisimaja gazeta: Religija, 
16.10.2002, http://religion.ng.ru/people/2002-10-16/3_army.html, 01-07-2008. 
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writing of the vita. Evgenij was an ordinary chap with an ordinary 
biography, and no one who knew him could remember any parti-
cularly pious acts.

Memory is connected with power, and the first and third discourses, i.e. 
the hero discourse and the hagiographic one, are a kind of traditional col-
lective memory-making. The second, the discourse of the soldier’s mot-
her, may be connected with popular memory as Foucault’ understands it, 
or as a counter-memory. yet, even the first and third discourses can be 
connected with popular or counter-memory. The military has not been 
eager to accord Evgenij hero status. On the contrary, as we have noted, 
the posthumous medals have been awarded begrudgingly. Rather little 
evidence of his heroism can be found. The Russian authorities have not 
been interested in the death of the individual soldier; they are interested 
in heroic and successful feats performed on behalf of the Fatherland. 

 he is not acceptable to the establishment in the role of a hero. he has 
not been canonized by the Church, and those priests who consider him a 
saint are being condemned. When a requiem, a panichida, was celebrated 
in his memory, the priest had to be brought in from Ukraine and another 
jurisdiction. In the eyes of Russian ultranationalists of the marginalized 
kind, in contrast, Evgenij is a hero. It is said that he has not been canonized 
by the Church but by the people. One of the ultranationalists has levelled 
a charge of blasphemy at the article quoted above expressing the official 
view of the Church. Strangely enough, although their view on the war is 
quite opposite, in the discourses of the ultranationalists come close to that 
of the soldier’s mother. In a poem written by one of the ultranationalists, 
the official Church is severely criticised for its decision not to canonize 
Evgenij, while Evgenij is elevated to something of a Christ figure. Christ 
walks before the Russian soldiers in the same way as Christ goes before 
the Red Guard in Aleksandr Blok’s poem “The Twelve”:

И чтобы знать, что есть на свете Чудо, 
Что на Руси распродано не всё, 
Что победивши Смерть теперь оттуда 
Нам Женя Воскресение несёт. 

Что есть на свете нечто, что нам свято, 
Как эти ветви плачущих берёз, 
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Что к нам вернутся Русские солдаты, 
И их возглавит Сам Иисус Христос.30

And let it be known that there’s a Miracle in this world,
That not everything in Rus´ has been sold,
That having conquered Death, from thence
Ženja now brings us Resurrection.

That there remains for us something sacred in this world,
Like these branches of weeping birches,
That the Russian soldiers will return to us,
With Jesus Christ himself at the fore.

MEMORy AND COUNTER-MEMORy

Official memory-making has no use for Evgenij. Why? There is perhaps 
no need for a soldier hero in Russia today, and the critical attitude expres-
sed in the discourse of the soldier’s mother is a nuisance to the political 
establishment. The official Church has other saints on the agenda – Ad-
miral Fedor Ušakov, for example. The three discourses of the soldier Ev-
genij form the counter-memory of marginalized people without power in 
Russia today. What has become apparent throughout our analysis is that 
almost no one is interested in investigating the facts about Evgenij and 
his death. All parties focus on forming memory discourses, and almost 
no one seems to be care about one of the most important discourses – the 
discourse of truth and of learning what really occurred. 

The discourses which circulated during the Vietnam War offer paral-
lel to the story of Evgenij. That war was also opposed by broad groups 
of Americans and people all over the world. The Vietnam War was also 
poorly legitimized, which resulted in both a process of forgetting and 
the victimization of the veterans. In this case monuments were created, 
yet attitudes to memories of the war have been very traumatic.31 In 

30 Leonid D. Simonovič-Nikšič, “Narodnoe proslavlenie Voina Evgenija”, Boevoj 
listok Chorugvenosca, no. 16, http://cicpx.narod.ru/LX16.htm, 01-07-2008. 
31 Eikoh Ikui, “Reprogramming Memories: the historicization of the Vietnam War 
from the 1970s through the 1990s”, The Japanese Journal of American Studies,  
no. 12, 2001, http://www.soc.nii.ac.jp/jaas/periodicals/JJAS/PDF/2001/No.12-041.
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the case of the Čečen wars, the Russian government was reluctant to 
acknowledge their existence both internationally and domestically. The 
wars were regarded more or less as a police action against bandits and 
terrorists.32 Virtually no official memorials have been erected by the 
government to the soldiers who have perished in Čečnja. Perhaps it is 
as a kind of compensation for this lacuna that Evgenij’s figure and cult 
have assumed such importance in recent years monuments. 

In a recent book by the American scholar Elisabeth Castelli she conclu-
des her study of the topoi of vitae in the early Church with a case in which 
a girl named Cassie Bernall was murdered among 12 others by a maniac 
in a school massacre in the USA.33 Rumours spread that the murderer had 
asked her if she believed in God and then shot her when she confirmed her 
belief. The story and the rumours surrounding it led to the sanctification of 
the same sort as in the case of Evgenij. This proves that martyrizing me-
chanisms are active not only in the Orthodox context, but also in a Western 
Christian one. The difference is that in the Russian Orthodox tradition the 
genres are more numerous and the specific traits more explicit. 

CONCLUSION

The case of Evgenij Rodionov is an example of how collective memories 
and discourses function in post-Soviet Russia in a mass-medial age. All 
three memory genres are public and demonstrate some of the mecha-
nisms of memory and collective memory. One fact is evident in spite 
of this. A young man has died. This is a tragedy beyond all discourse. 
Death is not mediated, but real. Memory is manipulation, construction 
and make-believe. What then is the truth about Evgenij Rodionov? Per-
haps the truth may only be found in the words at the end of the Orthodox 
burial service: “Večnaja pamjat´” (“Eternal memory”), which might be 
something quite different from any of these three discourses. 

pdf, 10-07-2007.
32 Vjačeslav Morozov, “Resisting Entropy, Discarding human Rights: Roman-
tic Realism and Securitization of Identity in Russia”, Cooperation and Conflict: 
Journal of the Nordic International Studies Association, 37 (4) 2002, pp. 409–429, 
http://cac.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/37/4/409, 01-07-2008.
33 Elisabeth A. Castelli, Martyrdom and Memory: Early Christian Culture Making, 
Colombia University Press, New york, 2004, pp. 172–196.
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Stalin as Saint. On Empire and Canonization

One of the most significant undertakings of the Russian Orthodox Church 
after the demise of the Soviet Union has, as we have discussed already, 
been the creation of new saints. This has been studied in the previous 
two chapters of my book. I will focus here on a particularly extreme 
case: the attempts to canonize Joseph Stalin, which has been promoted 
by extremists against the will of the official church leadership. They 
are called Orthodox Stalinists, whose representatives often either have 
been or are currently connected with the Communist Party. The Ortho-
dox Stalinists are gathered around the journal Zavtra, which is headed 
by Aleksandr Prochanov, as we know a famous writer and journalist, 
and also one of the leading extremist imperialist politicians in Russia 
today. Another centre for their ideas is the journal Rus´ Pravoslavnaja, 
which had close connections to the late nationalistic Metropolitan Io-
ann of Petersburg. Recently, the Communist Party in St. Petersburg has 
openly joined these factions in calling for a canonization of the former 
Soviet leader. 

Orthodox Stalinism is part of a rehabilitation of Stalin currently ta-
king place among conservative or ultraradical imperialistic groups in 
Russia that also seems to resonate with a wider public. For instance, 
Russian television aired a very popular series entitled Stalin Live in 40 
parts in 2007. It aimed to restore Stalin’s heroic aura, as did books such 
as Vladimir Karpov’s quasi-hagiographic Generalissimus.1 Moreover, 
many representatives of various political groups give credit to Stalin. 
This was especially evident during the commemoration of the victory 

1 See Aleksandr Kozlov’s review “Oda tovarišču Stalinu: (Po povodu knigi V. Kar-
pova ‘Generalissimus’)”, Rostovskaja ėlektronnaja gazeta, no. 12 (90), 12.04.2003, 
http://www.relga.rsu.ru/n90/review90.htm, 01-07-2009. 
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in the Second World War on the 9th of May 2005.2 In a survey conduc-
ted in 2008 by Russian television, Stalin initially topped the list as the 
“Name of Russia” (i.e. one Russian from history who should go down 
as a national symbol and the nation’s greatest hero). After a subsequent 
revision, Aleksandr Nevskij was ranked first. As Vladimir Shlapentokh 
and Vera Bondarcova have shown in a recent article, there is a wide 
spectrum of attempts to rehabilitate Stalin, ranging from groups which 
deny the occurrence of mass repression to groups that admit the exis-
tence of cruelties but consider that the atrocities were justified by and 
atoned for through the victory in the Second World War.3 Attempts to 
canonize Stalin should be viewed in relation to this general background 
of rehabilitation, because although the groups present a religious moti-
vation, their arguments are often associated with an imperial discourse. 
In fact, attempts to canonize Stalin seem to be representative of a tota-
litarian turn in current Russian political life and a new positive view of 
the Soviet Union. 

This chapter will trace the development of a hagiographic discourse 
on Stalin through its different stages and its manifestations in various 
texts and the visual media. 

STALIN AND DUDKO: EMPIRE AND XENOPhOBIA

The idea of rehabilitating Stalin as an Orthodox believer was initiated by 
the well-known dissident priest Dmitrij Dudko (1922–2004). Arrested 
in 1948, when he was a student at the Moscow Theological Academy, 
Father Dudko was charged retroactively with disseminating “anti-Soviet 
propaganda” for religious poetry he had written during the Second World 
War. For this he spent eight years in prison as a young man.4 he was 
then arrested once more during the Brežnev era, but recanted after some 

2 For a very good study on part of this phenomenon, see Jardar Østbø, Stalin i post-
sovjetisk nasjonalbolsjevisme: Aleksandr Dugin, Gennadij Zjuganov och Aleksandr 
Prochanov, Norwegian Institute of International Affairs, Oslo, 2005.
3 Vladimir Shlapentokh & Vera Bondarcova, “Stalin in Russian Ideology and Public 
Opinion: Caught in Conflict between Imperial and Liberal Elements”, Russian 
History, vol. 36, no. 2, 2009, pp. 302–325. 
4 The obituary in The New york Times, Sophia Kishkovsky, “Dmitri Dudko, 82, 
Foe of Stalin who Recanted and praised him”, The New York Times, July 1, 2004.
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time in prison. he wrote a couple of articles on Stalin toward the end of 
his life, after the demise of the Soviet Union. In an extremely panegyric 
style reminiscent of a sermon, he praises the former dictator: 

Да, Сталин нам дан Богом, он создал такую державу, которую 
сколько не разваливают, а не могут до конца развалить. И 
поверженной ее боятся хваленые капиталистические страны. 
И то, над чем смеялись постоянно: вставил, мол, решетку. 
Мол, Царь Петр прорубил окно в Европу, а Сталин закрыл 
ее. Значит, правильно делал (мы далеки от мысли – чтоб 
не сообщаться с Западом), при нем мы не видели такого 
морального разложения, такой преступности, которую видим 
сейчас, когда выбросили эту решетку.5 

yes, Stalin is given to us by God. The state he created is such that 
try as they might to demolish it, they cannot demolish it comple-
tely. Even when it is prostrate the vaunted capitalist countries fear 
it. And what they constantly laughed about, saying that he put us 
behind bars, that Tsar Peter cut a window to the West but that Stalin 
closed it. Well, he did the right thing (we do not at all think that we 
should not have relations with the West), for under his rule we did 
not see the moral disintegration, the crime, that we see now that we 
have gotten rid of those bars.

The idea expressed here is that Stalin promoted the empire and upheld a 
high moral standard, which protected the country from infection from the 
sinful West. In this article Dudko highlights two of the most important 
issues in current Russian imperial political thought: the importance of 
once more isolating Russia from the sinful West and of preserving or 
recreating Russia as an empire.

Dudko sought to outline an opposition between Peter the Great, who 
arguably opened up Russia, and Stalin, who by contrast closed Russia 
to Europe. This testifies, of course, to an extremist revision of history. 
The idea that Peter the Great founded St. Petersburg as a window onto 
Europe is a cliché in Russian historiography. It is generally seen as a 

5 Dmitrij Dudko, protoierej, “Iz myslej svjaščennika o Staline”, Za Stalina, http://
www.geocities.com/Capitolhill/Parliament/7231/dudko.htm, 23-10-2007.
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positive turning point for the country, perhaps the turning point that 
transformed Russia into a modern country. To question this standpoint 
is one of the essential ingredients of what can be called a process of 
creating a Russian counter-history,6 a process which characterizes the 
understanding of history of the Old Believers, Slavophiles, certain 
Russian structuralists, and which also includes current extremist Rus-
sian Orthodox groups.7 

In another provocative point of view, Dudko contrasts Stalin’s despo-
tism with democracy in the new Russia, finding the former much more 
positive and appropriate:

Нет, господа, перед жестокостью демократии бледнеет 
всякий деспотизм. Скажите, пожалуйста, когда было больше 
обездоленных, заключенных, пусть и не в тюрьмы, когда 
преступность и безнравственность имела такую свободу на 
улицах и на телевидении, в печати и без печати? 8

No, gentlemen, all despotisms pale in comparison with the cru-
elty of democracy. Tell us, please, when there were more destitute 
people, more prisoners, albeit not in prison, when crime and immo-
rality had such freedom on the streets and on television, in the press 
and outside the press?

he argues that there are many more poor people in Russia now than 
in Stalin’s time, thus contrasting welfare and democracy, a strategy 
often used in the Soviet period as a defence against criticism from 
the West on the lack of democracy in the Soviet Union. For Dudko, 
however, this is not the most important argument. As can be seen by 
their nonchalant attitude toward the suffering endured during Soviet 
times, these extremist groups are not particularly interested in the fate 
of individuals. For them, the essential issue is the survival and strength 
of the Russian Empire. 

Another foe in the eyes of Dudko is capitalism. he does not deny 

6 For a definition, see below.
7 For more on the view of Peter the Great in different camps and periods, see: 
Ernest A. Zitser, “Post-Soviet Peter: New histories of the Late Muscovite and Early 
Imperial Russian Court”, Kritika, vol. 6, no. 2, 2005, pp. 375–392. 
8 Dudko, op. cit.
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that Stalin was a despot, but somehow this does not seem to count in 
his reasoning. Other characteristics of the former leader are much more 
important: 

Сталин был деспот, да, но он был ближе к Богу. Хотя бы 
потому, что атеизм – дверь с черного хода. Демократы, как 
не объявляют себя верующими,... они верующие, только в 
Золотого тельца, в бизнес, в мамону.9

Stalin was a despot, yes, but he was closer to God. If only because 
atheism is a back door to faith. No matter how loudly the democrats 
declare themselves to be believers… they are believers, only in the 
Golden Calf, in business, in Mammon.

Although Stalin was an atheist, he was “closer to God” than the new 
democrats, because they only “believe in the golden calf, in business, 
in Mammon”. According to a type of dialectic argumentation which 
is rather difficult to follow, and which draws upon a quotation from 
Nikolaj Berdjaev, to be an atheist carries the potential of becoming a 
Christian. here, however, atheism denotes the Soviet people, who relate 
to the world more sincerely than do Western democrats and their kind. 
As Boris Uspenskij has shown in a study, viewing a despot as a being 
closer to God can be seen as part of the tendency, common in the Rus-
sian tradition, to sacralize the ruler.10 What Dudko expresses, however, 
is partly something different than common Stalinism. Stalin is not seen 
as a god in himself, as in Old Stalinism, but rather as a saint and executor 
of God’s will. 

The empire is more important to Orthodox Stalinists than the public 
welfare or life itself. Another adherent of this view of Stalin states that 
during his thirty years in power, Stalin realized almost all of the foreign 
policy goals set by Russia over the last thousand years of her history.

The above quotations could have been an expression of a form of com-
mon new Stalinism, yet it is something more far-reaching, both religious 
and cosmological in scope. Not only Great Russia, but also God plays a 

9 Ibid.
10 Boris Uspenskij, “Car´ i Bog”, Izbrannye trudy. T. 1, Semiotika istorii, semiotika 
kul´tury, Gnozis, Moskva, 1994, pp. 110–218. 



��0

role in Dudko’s reasoning: he repeats several times the idea that Stalin 
was a gift from God to Russia and that he had a special mission from the 
Almighty.

Dudko’s juxtaposition of Russia, holy Rus´ and the Third Rome puts 
him in the same camp as the Panslavists in the second half of the 19th 
century. While there is traditionally a difference between a narrower 
nationalistic notion of holy Rus´ and the imperialistic and expansionistic 
notion of the Third Rome, Dudko abolishes this distinction:

Как ни горько сказать, но решетка на Запад нам необходима, 
это благо для России. Она помогает нам видеть неповторимость, 
самобытность России, как святой Руси, богоносной страны, и, 
если хотите, Третьего Рима в лучшем смысле этого слова. А 
Четвертому не бывать – это тоже верно.11

Bitter though it is to say it, we need bars between us and the West; 
they are a blessing to Russia. They help us to see Russia’s unique-
ness, Russia’s distinctiveness as holy Rus´, a God-bearing land, 
and, if you will, the Third Rome in the best sense of the word. And 
there will be no Fourth – that is also correct.

FAThER EVSTAFIJ

Dmitrij Dudko died several years ago, but another Orthodox priest, the 
monk Evstafij, has taken up his mission regarding Stalin. Even more 
than Dudko, he strikes a personal note in his argumentation for Stalin’s 
greatness. In his eyes, Stalin was and remains a father to both himself 
and his country. To a priest, the word “father” would seem to signify 
God, rather than a political leader who also happens to be one of the 
most odious dictators in world history: 

Прежде всего, я хочу сказать, что это чувство, что Сталин 
– отец народов, что это отчасти и мой высокий отец – это 
чувство не покидало меня всю жизнь. Когда хоронили Сталина 
(я жил в Иванове) – этот сумрачный день, эти слёзы на глазах 

11 Dudko, op. cit.
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у людей – они были непритворны, это были искренние слёзы. Я 
помню это всю мою жизнь.12

First of all I want to say that this feeling that Stalin is the father of 
the peoples, that he is in some measure my high father as well – this 
feeling has not abandoned me my entire life. When they buried Sta-
lin (I was living in Ivanovo), it was a gloomy day, and those tears 
in people’s eyes were not feigned; they were sincere tears. I will 
remember this my entire life.

The rhetoric of this passage is highly marked. “high Father” is an ex-
pression from the Bible. It is the first name given to Abraham in the 
Jewish tradition, and is sometimes also used in Christian theology.13 
The expression “high father” also has associations with the Father of 
the Fatherland, “otec otečestva” – a title which Peter the Great gave 
himself when challenging the Church. Before then, it was used only in 
reference to patriarchs and archbishops.14 “Otec narodov” (“The father 
of the people”) is in its turn a term that was used with reference to Stalin 
during his lifetime.15 The previous discourse on Stalin is thus reprodu-
ced at the same time as it is given a more clear Christian interpretation. 
For Evstafij, the tsar and Stalin are saints of the same order whose feats 
preserved and enlarged the Russian empire.

Dudko, Evstafij and others write a counter-history in which they no 
longer portray Stalin as the persecutor of Orthodoxy but, on the contrary, 
a secret believer who practiced “tajnoe pravoslavie”, “secret Ortho-
doxy”, or as someone who briefly lapsed into atheism. They see him as 
the one who stopped the persecutions of Christians initiated by Lenin. 
Dmitrij Dudko writes:

12 Evstafij (Žakov), ieromonach, “Pominaja Stalina”, Za Stalina, http://www.
geocities.com/Capitolhill/Parliament/7231/evstaf.htm, 23-10-2007. 
13 See, for example, S. G. Savina, “Apostolov pervoprestol´nicy, i vselennyja 
yčitelie…”, Sedmica.Ru, http://www.sedmitza.ru/index.html?sid=562&did=24977&p_
comment=culture, 23-10-2007. 
14 Aleksandr M. Pančenko, “Russkaja kul´tura v kanun petrovskich reform: glava 
tret´ja”, Akademik A. M. Pančenko – K 70-letiju so dnja roždenija, http://www.
pushkinskijdom.ru/Default.aspx?PageContentID=186&tabid=2349, 23-10-2007. 
15 On Stalin as a great father, see: Jeffrey Brooks, Thank You, Comrade Stalin! : So-
viet Public Culture from Revolution to Cold War, Princeton Univ. Press, Princeton, 
N.J., 2001, pp. 69–74.
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И скажу более, он был верующим, по-православному, может 
быть, в какое-то время он и терял веру, но потом во всех 
борениях укрепился в ней, и не случайно во время войны он 
к людям обратился, как обращаются священнослужители: 
“Дорогие братья и сестры”. Не случайно ему и в Церкви 
провозгласили “Вечную память”. С него началось и то, что 
последующих генсеков отпевали в Церкви. И в силу того, что 
он был православный (учился в духовной семинарии), грузин 
стал русским. По выражению Достоевского, “православный 
– значит русский.”16 

And moreover he was a believer, an Orthodox believer. Perhaps at 
some period he may have lost his faith, but subsequently through 
all his struggles it became stronger, and it is no coincidence that 
during the war he addressed people as the priests do: “Dear brot-
hers and sisters”. Nor is it a coincidence that in the Church “Eternal 
Memory” was sung to him. And by virtue of the fact that he was 
Orthodox (he studied in a theological seminary), the Georgian 
became a Russian. In Dostoevskij’s phrase, “to be Orthodox means 
to be Russian.”

he paraphrases or, rather, inverts the phrase of Šatov quoting Niko-
laj Stavrogin in The Possessed: “Не православный не может быть 
русским.” (“If you are not Orthodox, you cannot be Russian.”) he ar-
gues that Stalin was Orthodox, and as a consequence, Russian. “Brothers 
and Sisters”, the opening of his famous radio speech after the German in-
vasion, are given a religious interpretation, due to the fact that all Russian 
Orthodox sermons begin with these very words. It is generally known 
that Stalin used a religious vocabulary, but it is usually interpreted as a 
rhetorical tool used to unite the people in a moment of catastrophe and 
not, as the extremists would have it, as a true demonstration of faith.17 
According to Dudko, Stalin did not annihilate the people, but rather 
saved them. This is a complete revision of the history of persecutions 
during the Soviet period. The protection of Bulgakov and Pasternak from 

16 Dmitrij Dudko, protoierej, “On byl verujuščim”, Za Stalina, http://www.geoci-
ties.com/Capitolhill/Parliament/7231/dudko_2.htm, 23-10-2007.
17 Michail Vajskopf, Pisatel´ Stalin, Novoe literaturnoe obozrenie, Moskva, 2001.
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the Gulag is often viewed as a manifestation of Stalin’s power, but they 
see it as an act of Stalin against other, destructive forces.

Orthodox Stalinism is connected with different apocalyptical move-
ments in Russia today. The idea is that only a union between a strong 
state, personified by Stalin and the Orthodox Church, will be able to save 
Russia from an impending catastrophe. This is expressed by one of the 
Orthodox Stalinists: 

Наше Отечество – Святая Русь, Россия-Матушка, нынче снова 
в смертельной опасности! Только вера Христова, державная 
воля и сила самого русского народа может спасти страну. 
На этом пути вслед за канонизацией Русской Церковью 
семьи святых Царственных Мучеников, в сознании народа 
необходимо реабилитировать светлое имя великого Сталина и 
восстановить свою истинную историю.18

Today our Fatherland – holy Rus´, Mother-Russia – is in mortal 
danger! Only the Christian faith and the supreme will and strength 
of the Russian people themselves can save the country. To this end, 
following the canonization by the Russian Church of the seven 
holy Tsar Martyrs, it is necessary to rehabilitate the radiant name 
of the great Stalin in the consciousness of the people and restore its 
true history.

The tsar family and Stalin are almost equivalent in holiness. 

COUNTER-hISTORy

The Orthodox Stalinists create a counter-history or counter-memory, a 
term already used in this book a few times. If we remember our earlier 
account, Foucault developed the second of these two related concepts to 
demonstrate a strategy to resist hegemony in historiography, but I will 
use them here in a wider sense. I will focus primarily on the concept 

18 Vladimir Cvetkov, “S ikonami russkich svjatych i portretami Stalina…: voz-
možen li v Rossii ‘pravoslavnyj stalinizm’?”, Deržavnyj Ispolin, http://oprich-nsk.
narod.ru/material/tzar/kleveta.htm, 24-10-2007.
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of counter-history, which I define in this context as a historical nar-
rative created by any force that can be defined as not belonging to the 
mainstream in any society or group and more or less lacking legitimacy 
for the creation of official or approved history. The term was used by 
Jeffrey K. Olick and Joyce Robbins in the following interpretation of 
Foucault’s term:

In order to resist the disciplinary power of nationalist historiograp-
hy, Foucault articulated a notion of “counter-memory”, referring to 
memories that differ from, and often challenge, dominant discour-
ses. In a similar vein, many scholars in the past several decades 
have sought to redirect historical inquiry away from the nation-state 
as a unit of analysis in favour of groups and perspectives excluded 
from traditional accounts.19

The term counter-history is sometimes used to refer to history which in 
contrast to official, totalitarian or propagandistic historiography, ins-
tead focuses on spontaneous forces among marginal groups in society. 
The groups that I will discuss here are indeed marginal, and they have 
a more dubious relationship to the historiography of official sources. 
Nonetheless, they present a very influential “counter-memory”, or 
“counter- history” opposed to the traditional view of Russia’s history. 
The extremists views are on one hand contrary to established views 
of historians and on the other to official historical memory making. 
Still they have much in common with the latter: empire, patriotism 
and orthodoxy. 

In this alternative historiography, Stalin’s purges acquire a positive 
value. Only seldom is the Gulag or persecution of the Church denied, 
because the evidence corroborating historical reality is too obvious. As 
mentioned, other strategies are used to downplay the significance of 
these atrocities in Soviet history. One is to see the persecution of the 
Church as part of Lenin’s policy, in contrast to Stalin, who wanted to 
rehabilitate the Church but was compelled to fight Lenin’s adherents 
within the party. Another strategy (which is apparently not employed 

19 Jeffrey K. Olick and Joyce Robbins, “Social Memory Studies: From ‘Collective 
Memory’ to the historical Sociology of Mnemonic Practices”, Annual Review of 
Sociology, no. 24, 1998, pp. 105–140, p. 126.
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by Dudko, however) is to place the blame on Jews and see the per-
secution of Christians as part of a conspiracy against Russia. Father 
Evstafij states:

Сейчас иногда говорят о жидомасонах – я не знаю, насколько 
этот термин корректен, но факт, что отвратительный для меня 
Ленин действительно привез в нашу страну группу людей, 
которые в конечном счете осуществляли геноцид русского 
народа. Эти люди окопались в Кремле, эти люди ненавидели 
и уничтожали Православие, эти люди привезли в нашу страну 
страх, ужас и голод, эти люди настолько были сильны, что 
бороться с ними надо было очень осторожно.20

These days there is sometimes talk of Judeo-Masons. I don’t know 
how proper that term is, but it is a fact that Lenin, whom I find 
disgusting, brought to our country a group of individuals who in 
the final analysis perpetrated the genocide of the Russian people. 
These individuals entrenched themselves in the Kremlin, these 
individuals hated and destroyed Orthodoxy, these individuals 
brought to our country fear, horror, and famine, these individuals 
were so powerful that in the struggle with them it was necessary 
to be very careful.

here an alternative history argues that Lenin persecuted the Church, 
while Stalin wanted to save it. A spurious document from 1939 is presen-
ted according to which Stalin attempted to put an end to all persecution, 
a task which proved difficult because he had to consider the atheistic 
opinions of the party. The extremists thus offer a conspiratorial interpre-
tation of history claming that Stalin’s purges saved the country from the 
legacy of Lenin and from the Jewish Masonic influence. 

The Moscow trials are seen as a positive event which secured Stalin’s 
victory over Lenin (who is associated with Freemasons and Jews), over 
atheism and over all enemies of Russia. The show trials, which were 
among the worst atrocities committed during Stalinism, thus become 
a positive event for Russia and for the Russian Orthodox Church. It is 
characteristic of this kind of counter-memory to give a counter value 

20 Evstafij, ieromonach, op. cit.
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to the events that according to traditional historiography are the most 
deplorable.21 

Stalin’s famous meeting with Metropolitan Sergij in 1943, at which 
many concessions were made to the Church, is primarily regarded by 
historians and Church historians as a necessity, both internal and exter-
nal, during the war. In this way, Stalin could both unite the people and 
show the Allies that the Church was not being persecuted. The Orthodox 
Stalinists, however, see it as an act of good will on the part of Stalin 
towards the Church, and they further stress that persecutions were re-
newed under Chruščev’s leadership. In other words, Stalin is the good 
guy and Lenin and Chruščev are bad guys in this counter-history, which 
is allegedly written from the standpoint of the Church.

Furthermore, according to them, Stalin did everything to save and re-
establish the Church, as shown by this quotation from another Orthodox 
Stalinist:

И для церкви Сталин действительно сделал всё, что было 
возможно в тех условиях. Не мог он открыто пойти против 
антирелигиозных заветов Маркса-Энгельса-Ленина, против 
мощных антихристианских кругов внутри партии. Наличие 
таких кругов – это не миф, оно подтверждено официально 
рассекречеными документами Совета по делам РПЦ. […] 
Сталин постепенно, но последовательно содействовал 
восстановлению РПЦ после гонений 20-х и 30-х годов, и только 
его смерть остановила этот процесс. А потом антирелигиозные 
силы вновь расправили крылья.22

Stalin did all that was possible for the Church under those condi-
tions. he could not openly oppose the antireligious tenets of Marx-
Engels-Lenin or the powerful anti-Christian circles within the Party. 
The existence of such circles is not a myth, but has been confirmed 
by officially declassified documents of the Soviet on the Russian 
Orthodox Church. […] Gradually but consistently, Stalin furthered 

21 Ibid.
22 Aleksej Pavlov, “Tema: Gleb Aniščenko. Soblazn ‘pravoslavnogo stalinizma’”, 
Forum missionerskogo portala diakona Andreja Kuraeva, http://kuraev.ru/index.
php?option=com_smf&Itemid=63&topic=32173.0;all, 23-10-2007.



���

the restoration of the Church after the persecutions of the 1920s and 
1930s, and only his death arrested this process. Then the antireligi-
ous forces once again spread their wings.

Stalin is viewed in this passage as one of the few Orthodox Christians 
in the leadership. he is reported to have behaved as a deacon in relation 
to Metropolitan Sergij during the meeting with the Church leaders in 
1943.23 

In defending this line of thought, the extremists also quote Church 
leaders from the Soviet period who praised Stalin, such as Archbishop 
Luka or Metropolitan of Lebanon Elias, who visited the Soviet Union 
during the war and continued to have a very positive opinion of Stalin.24 
The special religious discourse of Church leaders at the end of the Se-
cond World War and the first years thereafter are taken out of the context 
of the battle against fascism and become unambiguous affirmations of 
Stalin’s religiosity.25 

yet another way to understand the various depictions of the persecu-
tions in this discourse is to view them as divine punishment inflicted on 
the Russians for having betrayed the Church during the Revolution by 
burning churches, murdering priests, etc. The terror of the 1930s is thus 
understood as God’s collective retribution. This explanation is someti-
mes developed into a traditional Orthodox line of argument, according to 
which all power is granted by God independent of its moral qualities:

Православный человек знает, что Бог посылает народу 
такого правителя, который в конкретной исторической 
ситуации нужен народу для его процветания, возвеличивания, 
вразумления, наказания, искупления. “Нет власти не от Бога”, 
учит нас Св. Писание.26

23 Aleksej Pavlov quoting ieromonach Evstafij, ibid. 
24 Mitropolit Livanskij Ilija, “Velik bog christianskij!..”, Rus´ Pravoslavnaja, http://
www.rusprav.org/2006/new/146.htm, 23-10-2007. 
25 Venceslav Kryž, “Tema: Gleb Aniščenko. Soblazn ‘pravoslavnogo stalinizma’”, 
Forum missionerskogo portala diakona Andreja Kuraeva, http://kuraev.ru/index.
php?option=com_smf&Itemid=63&topic=32173.0;all, 23-10-2007. 
26 M. L. Muchina, “Po delam ich uznaete ich”, Rus´ Pravoslavnaja, http://www.
rusprav.org/2006/new/146.htm, 23-10-2007.
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The Orthodox believer knows that God sends a people the ruler that 
the people needs in a specific historical situation for its prosperity, 
glorification, instruction, punishment, and redemption. “There is no 
power but from God”, we are taught by holy Scripture.

ACTUAL ATTEMPTS TO CANONIZE STALIN

Thus far we have discussed different attempts on the part of Orthodox 
extremists to write a counter-history with Stalin as a hero for both the 
preservation of the Russian Empire and the Orthodox Church. As men-
tioned, they portray him as a man sent by God to rule Russia. In other 
texts by Evstafij, Dudko, and other representatives of this extremist 
movement, the adoration of Stalin assumes the even more remarkable 
form of a willingness to canonize him as an Orthodox saint, whereby 
the laudatory imperial discourse is transformed into a hagiographic one. 
This is accomplished in different stages and with varying degrees of con-
creteness. One individual pursuing this task is the Aleksandr Prochanov, 
who considers Stalin’s victory in the Second World War as symbolic of 
his sanctity:

Поля великих сражений – Москва и Смоленск, Сталинград и 
Ленинград, Курск и Одесса, Киев и Минск – топонимика Святых 
мест, как Вифлеем, Назарет, Гефсиманский сад, Голгофа, 
делающие Россию Святой землей, а русский народ, исполнивший 
победный божественный промысел, – народом-Богоносцем. 
Мистические парады 41-го и 45-го – суть иконы Победы, на 
которые молимся, исполняясь благодатью. Вождь Победы, 
святоносный выразитель народной веры и воли, ставший во главе 
священного воинства, генералиссимус Иосиф Сталин, – святой, 
чье имя просияет среди спасителей России и мира.27

Like Bethlehem, Nazareth, the Garden of Gethsemane, and Golgo-
tha, the great battlefields – Moscow and Smolensk, Stalingrad and 
Leningrad, Kursk and Odessa, Kiev and Minsk – are a toponomy of 

27 Aleksandr Prochanov, “Pobeda – religija, Stalin – svjatoj”, Zavtra, no. 19 (546), 
2004, http://www.zavtra.ru/cgi/veil/data/zavtra/04/546/11.html, 23-10-2007.
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sacred sites that make Russia a holy Land and the Russian people 
who have fulfilled victorious Divine Providence a God-bearing 
people. The mystical parades of 1941 and 1945 are the icons of Vic-
tory to which we pray as we are filled with grace. The Leader of the 
Victory, the holy-bearing voice of the faith and will of the people, 
who led the sacred host, Generalissimus Iosif Stalin, is a saint 
whose name shines among the saviours of Russia and the world.

Stalin and the Second World War are for Prochanov a part of what he 
calls “the red icon”, which is a mixture of holy Rus and the Soviet Union, 
that is often connected with the victory in the Second World War.28 This 
motif is used in his novel Gospodin Geksogen, in which one of the heroes 
uses the two emblems of Stalin’s portrait and the Theotokos together.29 
here as elsewhere, the entire discourse on the canonization of Stalin is 
closely and almost exclusively linked with the experiences and traumas 
of the Second World War. 

The use of the word “saint” in this context is still used figuratively, 
but some of the extreme Orthodox groups seek to have Stalin formally 
canonized as a real saint. More moderate groups inside the Church call 
this phenomenon the temptation of Orthodox Stalinism. 

In the two articles discussed above, Dmitrij Dudko seems to be on 
the verge of calling Stalin a saint, but refrains from doing so. however, 
in a polemical article against another representative of the Orthodox 
Church, he exclaims, in Church Slavonic, that Stalin has the qualities 
of a saint: 

Святый Иосифе праведный, моли Бога о нас. Его властная рука 
и смиренная молитва нужнее всего нам сейчас.30

Saint Iosif the Righteous, pray to God for us. More than anything 
now we need his commanding hand and humble prayer.

28 Ibid.
29 The book is available online: Aleksandr Prochanov, “Gospodin Geksogen”, 
FictionBook.lib, http://www.fictionbook.ru/author/prohanov_aleksandr_andreevich/
gospodin_geksogen/read_online.html?page=1, 01-07-2009. 
30 Dmitrij Dudko, protoierej, “Ob absurde diakona A. Šumskogo”, Zavtra, no. 32, 
2003, http://www.zavtra.ru/cgi/veil/data/zavtra/03/507/66.html.
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The figure of Joseph normally appears in genuine liturgical texts as the 
Virgin Mary’s betrothed, and he is given the epithet “righteous” for his 
virtuous treatment of her. The parallels drawn here on the basis of the 
name are highly blasphemous: the slander Joseph was exposed to is 
likened to slander of Stalin by the liberals and democrats. According 
to a common Orthodox typological interpretation that juxtaposes and 
compares events with scenes from the Bible, this statement implies that 
the Soviet Union and Russia occupy the same position and role as the 
Virgin Mary in this hymnography.

The canonization discourse regarding Stalin is more extreme in an 
article by Deacon Viktor Pičužkin that compares Stalin to Christ and 
depicts him as a martyr. It is based on another anti-Semitic conspiracy 
theory that claims he was poisoned by Jews. Pičužkin elsewhere asserts 
that the slander he had to endure after his death makes his martyrdom 
all the more significant:

“Разве не повторил Сталин в какой-то мере жизненный путь 
Христа?” вопрошает Пичужкин. “Разве не оба они были 
мучениками? Только ежели Христос был мучеником при 
жизни, то Сталину пришлось нести его терновый венец и после 
смерти […] Сталин объединял нас своею мудростью и волей, 
как Христос объединял сынов Израилевых.”31

“Did Stalin not in some measure follow Christ’s journey in life”, 
asks Pičužkin. “Were they not both martyrs? It is just that whereas 
Christ was a martyr while alive, Stalin has been forced to wear his 
crown of thorns after death as well […] Stalin united us through his 
wisdom and will, just as Christ united the sons of Israel.”

Again, we find a juxtaposition of Orthodox Stalinism and anti-Semitism. 
The harsh criticism of Stalin after his death and subsequent destaliniza-
tion is seen as his second martyrdom.

As shown in other cases earlier in this study, the Orthodox Stalinist 
transformation of Stalin into an Orthodox saint requires a rewriting of 

31 Vadim Rossman, “Legendy i mify: Dostoevskij i careubijstvo (Dostoevskij and 
regicide): ili pravoslavno-kommunističeskie konspirologi o motivach ubijstvo sem´i 
Romanovych”, Žurnal´nyj zal: Neprikosnovennyj zapas, no. 4(6), 1999, http://ma-
gazines.russ.ru/nz/1999/4/rossman.html, 01-07-2009. 



���

his biography and well-established facts in Russian history. he is ac-
corded a special divine mission, as in the case of ordinary saints, and he 
is depicted as fighting not only against fascist, but also against Jews and 
atheists in his party. he is viewed as a warrior saint on same order as 
Ivan Kalita and Dmitrij Donskoj, i.e. grand princes who fought against 
the Tatars for the greatness of the Moscow principality.32

All of these elements contribute to the creation of a formal hagio-
graphic discourse according to which Stalin led, with some exceptions, 
a Christian life full of Christian deeds. his domestic politics are also 
inscribed in this discourse, as some of his decisions converged with 
views of the Church – for instance, the prohibition of abortion and the 
propaganda for stern morals in the family and at work. Even in these 
respects, Stalin is ascribed typical saintly qualities.33

The hagiographic discourse contains narratives about miracles that 
occurred both during Stalin’s lifetime and after his death. One such 
miracle is his arrival on the stage of history from the periphery, which 
recalls stories of the appearance of prophets:

Пришествие Сталина было великой тайной умирающей 
Империи, каким-то чудом успевшей на излете своей 
многовековой судьбы найти невозможное, парадоксальное, 
выходящее за рамки человеческого понимания продолжение. 
Наследник русских царей явился с отдаленной кавказской 
окраины, материализовался из персти и праха, поднялся 
с самых низов архаичного общества. Словно сбылось 
евангельское пророчество о последних, которые станут 
первыми. Возможно, впрочем, что с позиций особой, высшей, 
сверхисторической логики – не могло быть иначе.34

The advent of Stalin was the great mystery of the dying Empire, 
which by some miracle was able at the end of its centuries-long fate 
to find an impossible, paradoxical, mind-boggling continuation. 
The heir of the Russian tsars appeared from the distant Caucasian 

32 Pavlov, op. cit.
33 Muchina, op. cit.
34 Aleksandr Sergeev, “Mističeskij stalinizm”, Teističeskij sajt, http://www.ateism.
ru/articles/serg.htm, 23-10-2007.
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outskirts of the nation, materialized out of dust and ashes, arose 
from the very depths of archaic society. It was as though the Gospel 
prophecy about the last who would become first had come to pass. 
But perhaps from the perspective of a special, higher, superhistori-
cal logic it could not have been otherwise.

he is seen as a direct heir of the imperial throne, or as some sort of 
mystical Messiah. 

Another such narrative relates that Metropolitan of Lebanon Elias saw 
Theotokos in a vision, in which she told him it was necessary to open 
churches and release imprisoned priests. he subsequently delivered the 
message to Stalin, who obeyed. Otherwise, according to this tale, the 
Soviet Union would have lost the war. Theotokos also advised Stalin not 
to surrender Leningrad or Stalingrad to the enemy. Thus Stalin’s actions 
on the front and with respect to the Church are seen as inspired by the 
Mother of God.35

Canonization promotions often cite miracles performed at the grave 
of the alleged saint, and this aspect is present in narratives about Stalin 
as well. In one account reminiscent of a horror story, for example, the 
event supposedly took place some years ago on Red Square: 

Прошлым летом над Москвой пронесся ураган чудовищной 
силы, возникший без всякой видимой причины и не пред-
сказанный метеорологическими службами. Порывы ветра 
выкорчевывали с корнем деревья вокруг кремлевских стен, 
выбивали стекла и сносили двери, ледяной град обламывал 
зубцы кремлевских стен. С неба сплошной холодной стеной 
лил дождь. Рассказывают, что в эти минуты задержавшиеся на 
выходе посетители Исторического музея увидели в окно нечто, 
чего они никогда не забудут: от надгробий кремлевской стены, 
где похоронен Сталин, в черное ледяное небо поднимался 
световой луч.36

35 Protoierej Oleg Kudrjakov, “Slovo pastyrja: Tajna Velikoj Pobedy”, Žizn´ pravo-
slavnaja, no. 6, 2003, http://www.hram-poyarkovo.ru/203_06.html, 01-07-2009.
36 Sergeev, op. cit.
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Last summer Moscow was swept by an enormously powerful wind 
storm that had no apparent cause and had not been forecast by the 
weather services. Gusts ripped up trees around the Kremlin walls 
by the roots, shattered windows and tore off doors, and hail broke 
off pieces of the battlements. Rain poured from the sky in a solid 
cold wall. It is said that during this time visitors lingering at the exit 
from the history Museum saw something in the window that they 
will never forget: from the sepulchral Kremlin wall where Stalin is 
buried, a ray of light rose into the icy black sky.

Stalin, or rather his ghost, is transformed into a force of nature, in the 
same way as Peter the Great is portrayed in Puškin’s “Mednyj vsadnik”, 
“Bronze horseman”. A multitude of myths circulate about Stalin in this 
context: that he regularly visited a Moscow church to pray during the 
war; that he had a monk as his starec; that he was ordained as a monk 
or perhaps even bishop before his death; that he visited the recently and 
officially canonized jurodivaja Matrona, for advice; and that Matrona 
foresaw the Soviet victory and told Stalin not to leave Moscow despite 
the impending danger of a German siege of the capital:

К ней он приезжал, она сказала: “Русский народ победит. 
Победа будет за тобой. Из начальства один ты не выедешь из 
Москвы”.37

he would come to her, and she told him: “The Russian people will 
be victorious. The victory will be yours. you alone of the leaders 
will not leave Moscow.”

Matrona’s vita diminishes Stalin’s guilt by blaming Kaganovič and his 
associates, which suggests that responsibility for atrocities lies with the 
Jews who held Stalin captive:

Как-то сказала: “Кто знает, может, Господь и простит Сталина! 
Он сам пленник”. Я спросила: “У кого?” Она: “У Кагановича и 
всех тех!”38

37 Z. V. Ždanova, “Skazanie o žitii blažennoj staricy Matrony”, Zamorin, http://
www.zamorin.ru/index4.htm, 24-10-2007.
38 “Svjataja blažennaja Matrona Moskovskaja”, O NAS: pravoslavie: ikony, molitvy, 
akafisty, http://www.onas.ru/pravoslavie/icons/matrona.php, 24-10-2007.
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Once she said: “Who knows, perhaps God will forgive Stalin! he is 
himself a prisoner.” “Whose?” I asked. “Of Kaganovič and all those 
people!”

In the vita, one of the witnesses to Matrona’s life and prophecies even 
accuses Kaganovič of Stalin’s murder.39 There is a clear anti-Semitic 
tendency in this semi-hagiographic text, as well. The fact is that in these 
stories Stalin is not considered as a saint but given some sort of semi-
saintly status by his association with Matrona. 

Stalin is once more transformed into the mythical figure he was during 
his lifetime. The folkloristic details and stories surrounding the attempts 
to canonize Stalin into a saint adhere to a phenomenon sometimes re-
ferred to today as “popular Orthodoxy”,40 that focuses on inexplicable 
aspects of Stalin’s behaviour. These are left unexplained with the argu-
ment that he was such a genius that no human being can comprehend his 
greatness. he managed to rebuild the Russian Empire, which had fallen 
to pieces in 1917, and make it even more magnificent. It was therefore 
impossible for him to find a successor, as no one was capable of taking 
over his role. The fate of Russia was his own fate. To the Orthodox 
Stalinists, Chruščev was a clown, and it was he who began to persecute 
the Church again. 

The most recent step in these attempts to sanctify Stalin has been taken 
by a group of Communists from St. Petersburg who have written to the 
Russian Orthodox Church calling for his canonization. One reason they 
cite is his popularity. The fact that his name came first in the Internet 
survey mentioned at the beginning of this chapter is used as an argument 
for granting him saintly status, since he is already a saint in the eyes of 
the people. The other reasons given are again related to his victory in the 
war, which in the following text from the homepage of the Communist 
Party in St. Petersburg is seen as a triumph over Satan:

39 Ibid. 
40 For the term “popular orthodoxy” see: Donald Ferbern, “Inymi glazami…: Vzgl-
jad evangel´skogo chistianina na Vostočnoe Pravoslavie: č. III, Zreloe pravoslavnoe 
bogoslovie i ego iskaženija: gl. 9, Populjarnoe pravoslavie”, Biblioteka Gumer, 
http://www.gumer.info/bogoslov_Buks/comporative_bogoslov/ferb/03.php, 14-07-
2009.
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Член ЦК КП депутат Виктор Перов вынес на ближайшую 
сессию Сланцевского горсовета вопрос о повторном обращении 
к РПЦ – уже от имени жителей Ленобласти – с просьбой 
разрешить православным отправлять религиозный культ в 
отношении И. В. Сталина, а также помочь в распространении 
икон с изображением этого военачальника государственного 
деятеля учащегося духовной семинарии собирателя русской 
земли отца народов и защитника бедняков, победителя сатаны в 
обличии Гитлера.41

Deputy Viktor Perov, member of the Communist Party Central 
Committee, submitted to the next session of the Slancy City Soviet 
a proposal that the Russian Orthodox Church again be approached 
with a request – this time in the name of the inhabitants of the Le-
ningrad Oblast – to allow Orthodox believers to celebrate a cult in 
honour of I. V. Stalin, and also to aid in the dissemination of icons 
depicting this military leader, statesman, seminary student, gatherer 
of the Russian lands, father of the peoples, defender of the poor, 
and conqueror of Satan in the guise of hitler.

Syntactically as well as lexically, the text closely follows a Soviet politi-
cal discourse. For them the canonization of Stalin would be an alternative 
to the recent canonization of the last tsar. he would be viewed as a more 
suitable candidate by Communists and former Communists who have 
turned to Orthodoxy.42 yet one also seems to discern a provocative or 
even mocking tone in the letter. There is once more possible to notice a 
rather postmodernistic ambiguity in this letter which can be read seri-
ously and as an irony or mockery. 

41 “Deputat Perov vynes vopros o kanonizacii Stalina na sessiju Slancevskogo 
gorsoveta”, Kommunisty Peterburga i Lenoblasti: Novosti, 24.07.2008,
42 “Politolog: Popytka kanonizirovat´ Stalina govorit ob obščestvennych nas-
troenijach”, Rosbalt: informacionnoe agenstvo, 25.07.2008, http://www.rosbalt.
ru/2008/7/25/507366.html, 01-07-2009.
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VISUAL REPRESENTATIONS

A painting by the nationalistic artist Aleksandr Smolin (born in 1928) 
shows Stalin receiving the Church leaders in 1945.43 (Ill. 12) In the 
painting, he stands by a table that resembles an altarpiece and greets 
the Church leaders, who are dressed in full vestment or mantia, i.e., 
dressed as if entering church to celebrate the liturgy. In reality, they 
must worn black monastic habits at the meeting, which the painting has 
sacralized and turned into a sort of divine service demonstrating Stalin’s 
holiness.

Stalin is also sometimes depicted in a klejmo, i.e. a side picture, on 
an icon representing Matrona. The klejmo portrays the moment when 
Stalin allegedly came to Matrona for advice. The icon is situated in a 
Moscow church, which means it is regarded as legitimate. Because there 
is no halo around his head he is not portrayed as a saint, but his presence 
on an officially approved icon in a church has nevertheless been much 
criticized. (Ill. 11)

As becomes clear from the statements of the Petersburg Communists, 
an icon of Stalin already exists. They are probably referring to the image 
shown among the illustrations. here he is depicted as a warrior saint 
holding a book, which imitates the icon of Christ Pantocrator, with Christ 
on the throne holding an open Gospel in his hand. however, in contrast 
to that icon, Stalin’s book is closed and the content is not visible; it could 
be the Gospel or one of the Marxist classics. he is wearing a ribbon as 
the reader or deacon he once was in his youth at the seminary in Tbilisi. 
The small side pictures, the klejma, seem to depict Stalin’s deeds, as well 
as the war and socialist construction work, all in the style of Socialist 
Realism or even more in the style of a new imperial style developed in 
the last years.44 (Ill. 10)

43 For a short biography of Smolin see: “Vystavka Smolina Aleksandra 
Maksimoviča”, Gosudarstvennaja publičnaja naučno-techničeskaja biblioteka 
Sibirskogo otdelenija RAN, http://www.spsl.nsc.ru/win/frnew/smol/index.htm, 
01-07-2009. – he can perhaps be compared with Pavel Korin but might be without 
Korin’s talent.
44 Maria Engström, Imperium: Conservative Ideology and Art in Contemporary Rus-
sia (forthcoming).
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RELATIONShIP TO OThER CANONIZATIONS  
AND CRITICISM OF ThE CULT

The extremists want to canonize Stalin in the same way as they wish to 
canonize Ivan the Terrible, Paul I and Rasputin. Ivan the Terrible was 
also one of Stalin’s own historical heroes. he called him “a great and 
wise ruler”, but criticized him for repenting his deeds. While Stalin 
believed that Ivan the Terrible lacked character, he credited him with 
expanding the state and consolidating its power. The extremists associate 
Ivan the Terrible with Stalin.45

The late leader of the Russian Orthodox Church, Patriarch Aleksij II, 
has, as we noted, called these unofficial canonizations madness, pointing 
out that they would sanctify both the executioner and the victims. he 
mentioned Ivan the Terrible and Rasputin in this connection, but not 
Stalin directly. The attempts to canonize Stalin have been discussed 
and criticized by one of the members of the canonization commission, 
Georgij Mitrofanov, who provides a narrative which is very different 
from that of the Orthodox Stalinists. he sees the concessions made to 
the Church during the Stalinist period as pragmatic measures and notes: 
“Наиболее кровавые, наиболее страшные этапы гонений (гонения 
периодов с 1929 по 1933 год и с 1936 по 1942 год) приходятся именно 
на то время, когда Сталин уже получил полноту власти в партии и 
государстве.”46 (“The bloodiest, most horrible periods of persecution 
(from 1929 through 1933 and from 1936 through 1942) were during 
the time when Stalin had already consummated his power in the Party 
and the state.”) Mitrofanov repudiates point for point almost all the 
counter-history related by the Orthodox Stalinists, but he also maintains 
that something significant and positive for the Church occurred in 1943. 
The letter from the St. Petersburg Communists has also evoked strong 
reactions from the official Church in the same way: 

45  Maureen Perrie, The Cult of Ivan The Terrible in Stalin’s Russia, Palgrave, 
Basingstoke, 2001, pp. 1, 86.
46 Natal´ja Štejner, “Spasibo tovarišču Stalinu?”, 09.08.2007, Miloserdie.ru: Den´ 
za dnem, http://www.miloserdie.ru/index.php?ss=2&s=61&id=5724, 01-07-2008. 
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Важнейшей исторической причиной невозможности этой 
канонизации является то, что именно в годы полновластного 
правления Сталина было уничтожено наибольшее количество 
священнослужителей и почти полностью ликвидирована 
церковная жизнь в стране.47 

The principal historical reason why this canonization is impossible 
is the fact that it was during these years of Stalin’s absolute rule that 
the greatest number of priests perished and the life of the Church 
was almost completely liquidated.

The late Viktor Krivulin, a well-known poet, regarded the attempts to 
canonize Stalin as symptomatic of anti-intellectualism within a church 
that assumes the position of an outsider in relation to the civilized Rus-
sian society. Still the fact is that, as we have noticed, the official church 
condemns these initiatives. 

В Интернете, издевательски предлагают причислить к лику 
святых Ивана Грозного, даже Сталина. Становится очевидным, 
что Русская Православная Церковь все сильнее отталкивает 
от себя наиболее интеллектуальную, экономически активную 
и цивилизованную часть российского общества. Церковники 
все более ориентируются на социальных аутсайдеров, 
на прихожанина с ущемленным имперским сознанием и 
средневековыми представлениями о мире.48

On the Internet it is mockingly proposed that Ivan the Terrible and 
even Stalin be consecrated. It is becoming obvious that the Russian 
Orthodox Church is more and more forcefully alienating the most 
intelligent and economically active and civilized elements of Rus-
sian society. The clergy are increasingly geared to social outsiders 

47 “Protoierej Georgij Mitrofanov: ‘Predloženie kanonizirovat´ Stalina možno 
rascenivat´ kak projavlenie kanoničeskogo nevežestva i istoričeskogo cinizma’”, 
23.07.2008, Patriarchija.ru: oficial´nyj portal Moskovskoj Patriarchii, http://www.
patriarchia.ru/db/text/439538.html, 01-07-2009. 
48 Viktor Krivulin, “Mučeniki, strastoterpcy i voiteli”, Žurnal´nyj zal: Neprikos-
novennyj zapas, no. 6 (14), 2000, http://magazines.russ.ru/nz/2000/6/krivul.html, 
24-10-2007.
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– parishioners with an aggrieved imperial consciousness and medie-
val ideas of the world.

This sense of being an outsider is combined with chagrin over a lost 
empire and a Medieval world-view. 

Another well-known author, Viktor Erofeev, views the character of 
Stalin (or rather the formation of that character) as a natural development 
of the notion of a Russian God propagated by the Slavophiles and Dosto-
evskij. In an interview apropos of the publication of his novel Chorošij 
Stalin, The Good Stalin, he notes:

В моей книге Сталин – российский бог: 19-е столетие 
породило российского бога. Над его сотворением потрудились 
Достоевский и славянофилы. Мы говорим, это следует 
подчеркнуть, не об избавителе, как его представляют себе 
жители Центральной Европы: он был ‘создан’ ими. Он пришел 
– и, наконец, посетил их. Он только побоялся появиться в 
образе ‘мужика’, крестьянина, с бородой Распутина. Распутин 
был вроде Иоанна Крестителя. Сталин появился потом в личине 
грузина, чтобы не быть тут же узнанным.49

In my book, Stalin is the Russian god. The nineteenth century gave 
rise to the Russian god. Dostoevskij and the Slavophiles worked on 
creating him. I am speaking – and this must be emphasized – not 
about the saviour as the inhabitants of Central Europe think of him: 
he was “created” by them. he came and, finally, he visited them. 
But he didn’t dare to appear in the image of a “muzhik”, a peasant 
with a Rasputin beard. Rasputin was a kind of John the Baptist. 
Stalin appeared later in the guise of a Georgian in order not to be 
recognized immediately.

Erofeev aptly describes the image of Stalin as belonging to a messianic 
Russian cultural-historical tradition and the notion that God is a Rus-
sian god. The sarcastic tone in this interview notwithstanding, Erofeev 
correctly summarizes the collective view of the Orthodox extremists. 

49 Ronald Pohl, “Viktor Erofeev: Podmetal´ščik ulic po imeni Putin”, InoSMI.Ru, 
http://www.inosmi.ru/translation/210130.html, 24-10-2007.
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Erofeev has a mocking tone but the views expressed are the same as the 
ones expressed by the extremists. 

MOCKERy AND POSTMODERNISM

The status of some of these visual representations and texts is ambigu-
ous. It is impossible to know if they are to be taken satirically or seri-
ously. Even Smolin’s painting has an exaggerated or stylized touch that 
calls into question the status of the work. Some of these representation 
contain a hinge of sots art more or less consciously for the artist and 
the viewer. 

Other materials seem to have been created in an unambiguously 
ironic spirit, including an anonymous mock letter calling for the ca-
nonization of Stalin addressed to the Moscow Patriarchate. It contains 
the icon depicted above and a mixture of religious and Communist 
discourses: 

Уважаемый товарищ Патриарх! 
Мы, группа монахов СвятоДаниловского монастыря им. 
Мао Дзе Дуна, обращаемся к Вам с нижайшей просьбой, 
выслушать наши аргументы о причислению к лику святых 
Иосифа Джугашвили, сына Виссарионова, в миру – Сталина. 
Рассматривая историческую близость уже канонизированного 
святого Николая Мученика (последнего императора Руси 
династии Романовых), мы обнаружили, что заслуги старца 
Иосифа существенно превосходят чудеса Николая. Рассмотрим 
этот тезис подробнее.50

Dear Comrade Patriarch!
We, a group of monks at the Mao Zedong Danilovskij Monastery, 
apply to you with the request below to consider our arguments for 
canonizing Iosif Džugašvili, son of Vissarion, worldly name Stalin. 

50 Digger, “K voprosu o kanonizacii Iosifa, syna Vissariona”, Re@ligion – associa-
cija torgovcev slovom bož´im, http://realigion.ru/humor.asp?act=review&nID=1218
&type=humor, 24-10-2007.
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Examining the historical proximity of already canonized St. Nicho-
las the Martyr (the last emperor of Rus´ of the Romanov dynasty), 
we discovered that the merits of starec Iosif substantially exceed the 
miracles performed by Nicholas. Let us consider this thesis in more 
detail.

The ironies – addressing the patriarch as “comrade” and naming the 
monastery after Mao Tse Dung – are rather crude, but it is not so far 
from the more or less serious letter addressed to the patriarch from the 
communists in Petersburg. 

This complex and unexpected mixture of irony and humour with 
seriousness is a typical characteristic of the new imperialistic discourse 
in Russia today, and sometimes blurs the distinction between the phe-
nomena as such and the satire. Such mockery or play with the cultural 
tradition is a significant component in current Russian postmodern litera-
ture and culture as well. As in this case, there are clear cases of mockery 
that come close to the arguments of the marginal Orthodox groupings 
precisely because these arguments are so exaggerated. This characte-
ristic self-denunciatory quality is also observable in Prochanov’s texts, 
which similarly balance between seriousness and conscious or uncons-
cious mockery. 

ThE RELATIONShIP TO EARLIER  
SACRALIZATIONS OF STALIN AND OThER RUSSIAN  

POLITICAL LEADERS

Stalin as an individual was distinctly sacralized during his lifetime in 
what is commonly known as the cult of personality. he was almost 
viewed as a god or a kind of demiurge. hymns were written in which 
he was given divine attributes. Songs were composed in the same vein, 
as were various kinds of vitae-like texts and paintings. The vitae-like 
texts created while he was alive depict him as a hero, a saint and a god, 
and they had a strong didactic purpose. It was noted above that portraits 
drew heavily on Orthodox iconography, and as Michail Vajskopf de-
monstrates in his book Pisatel’ Stalin, Stalin’s own rhetoric borrowed 
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a great deal from theological discourse.51 The new sacral discourse on 
Stalin is different. he is no longer depicted as a demiurge, but is rather 
transformed into a saint whose mission comes not from the party or the 
people or himself, but from God.

An Akathistos hymn – which is as we know, the most popular Byzan-
tine ecclesiastical song of praise – was even written to Stalin in Geor-
gian during his lifetime and then translated into Russian by the famous 
Soviet poet Nikolaj Zabolockij. It illustrates the difference between the 
post-Soviet Orthodox and extremist discourse on Stalin and the dis-
course during the Stalinist period. In Zabolockij’s poem, which has the 
alternative title “Gorijskaja simfonija” (“The Gori Symphony”, Gori 
being Stalin’s birthplace), the language is semi-religious, in that religi-
ous words, expressions and allusions are interspersed in a poem about 
Georgia and Stalin’s greatness. The text is not an Akathistos per se, but 
employs a connection to the genre both in the title of the poem and in the 
use of exclamations and general repetitions, such as the greeting “privet” 
(“hail”), which functions as an equivalent to the repetition of “radujsja” 
(“rejoice”) in the real hymn.52 This semi-religious discourse is transfor-
med into a full religious one in the texts of the Orthodox Stalinists. 

As noted in the analysis, the statements of various Church leaders 
from the period of the Second World War are taken out of their histo-
rical context as serious and reliable facts used in a new hagiographical 
context. The most striking similarities between these two discourses are 
the gigantic proportions which the hero attains in his wisdom, power 
and accomplishments, and the almost Manichean abyss that separates 
good and evil.

In his article “Car´ i Bog”53 Boris Uspenskij asserts that Russian cul-
ture has a tendency to either demonize or sacralize political leaders.54 
The main tendency since the demise of the Soviet Union has been to view 
Stalin as a villain and as one of the most atrocious characters in world 
history. Thus in contrast to the Orthodox Stalinists, other Orthodox ex-
tremists view him (like Peter the Great) as the Antichrist:

51 Vajskopf, op. cit., pp. 125–166.
52 Nikolaj Alekseevič  Zabolockij, Polnoe sobranie stichotvorenij i poėm, 
Akademičeskij proėkt, Sankt-Peterburg, 2002, pp. 200–202.
53 Uspenskij, op. cit.
54 Ibid.
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Понятие поклоняться образу зверя содержит иной смысл, 
потому что земным образом зверя – державного демона, 
которых апостол Павел называет властями, является 
государственная власть. Поэтому поклонение державной 
власти, как правило в лице вождя, следует отождествить 
с понятием поклоняться образу зверя. Эта разновидность 
веры имеет у нас свое название “культ личности”. Такое 
идолопоклонство было развито у коммунистов и фашистов. 
Наиболее наглядно и омерзительно это происходило во 
время тридцатилетней диктатуры “вождя всех народов” 
И. Сталина.55

Worshipping the image of an beast has a different meaning, be-
cause it is the state power that is the earthly image of the beast, the 
sovereign demon that St. Paul calls the powers that be. Worship-
ping the sovereign power, therefore, usually in the person of the 
leader, is to be equated with worshipping the image of the beast. 
This variety of faith is known among us as “the cult of persona-
lity.” This idolatry was well developed among Communists and 
Fascists. It occurred most obviously and disgustingly during the 
thirty-year dictatorship of “Leader of All Peoples” Iosif Stalin.

here Stalin is the beast in the Apocalypse, and the narrative about 
him is demonological rather than hagiographical. Much like the Old 
Believers and the Slavophiles, this discourse approaches the opposite 
extreme, where Stalin but also every secular power is viewed as de-
monic.  

CONCLUSIONS

These canonizations have put the official Church and the extremists are 
on a collision course, although they do agree upon the call to canonize 
individuals from Russian history who have played significant roles in 
general and strengthen the empire in particular. As is discussed in an-

55 Jurij M. Elovikov, “Zver´, vychodjaščij iz zemli: 13 glava”, Bogoslovie Apo-
kalipsisa: tolkovanie, http://www.enoch.ru/article.shtml?13_2glava, 24-10-2007.
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other chapter in this book, for example, the official Church has in this 
spirit canonized the 18thcentury admiral Fedor Ušakov.56

The connection between Orthodoxy and empire has a long tradition in 
Russian thought. Patriarch Antonios wrote to the Russian Grand Prince 
Vasilij of Moscow in 1397: “It is not possible for the Christians to have 
the Church and not the empire.”57 Consciously or not, Putin made a 
travesty on this statement when he stated that “There is no Russia wit-
hout Orthodoxy, and no Orthodoxy without Russia.”58 This has been 
noted aldready in the second chapter of my book. Putin has called these 
extremists madmen, but in fact he shares with them a very important 
doctrine: the absolute hegemony of the empire. This close connection 
between empire and Orthodoxy is also and to an even greater extent the 
standpoint of the Orthodox Stalinists. The attempts to canonize Stalin 
can and must be seen in the context of Russian cultural and historical 
stereotypes consisting of empire, autocracy and repulsion of the West. 
To the Orthodox Stalinists these facts are far more significant than the 
suffering of millions of innocent people during the Stalinist period. An-
other similar trait observable in the attempts to canonize Stalin is that 
historical discourse easily acquires hagiographic features in the Russian 
cultural context. 

Contemporary literature and culture are also obsessed with Stalin and 
the myths surrounding him. Viktor Erofeev’s novel Chorošij Stalin is not 
praise of Stalin, but a problematization of his role in the Russian consci-
ousness. For the conceptualists and the artists of the sots art movement 
he is an important figure in the process of deconstructing the myths of 
Russian literature and culture. It is characteristic of post-Soviet Russian 
culture that there is no simple delimitation between the serious and iro-
nical use of these ideologemes. The phenomenon of Orthodox Stalinism 

56 For a discussion of the relation between canonization and political power, see 
Sergej Firsov, “Veruju ibo deržavno: marginaly gotovy priznat´ svjatost´ Ivana 
Groznogo i Stalina”, Nezavisimaja gazeta, 2003-12-17, http://religion.ng.ru/peo-
ple/2003-12-17/6_sanctity.html, 24-10-2007.
57 John Meyendorff, Byzantium and the Rise of Russia: a Study of Byzantino-Rus-
sian Relation in the Fourtheenth Century, Crestwood, New york, 1989, p. 12.
58 This quotation cannot be found in any official documentation of Putin’s speeches. 
It might be a pseudo-quotation; see, for example, the use of this quotation in an 
interview with the Patriarch: Valerij Konovalov & Michail Serdjukov, “Patriarch 
Aleksij II: ‘Ljubov´ vozvraščaetsja k ljudjam’”, Naša vlast´: Dela i lica, no. 2, 
2005, http://www.nashavlast.ru/archive/2005/02/2.htm, 24-10-2007.
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could also be considered in this context. It can be seen as a provocation 
against mainstream Orthodoxy and perhaps even as a blasphemous pro-
vocation against Orthodox norms. Most of the adherents of Orthodox 
Stalinism seem to take Stalinism seriously, but sometimes the arguments 
are so nonsensical that they appear to deconstruct and dismantle either 
both Stalinism and Orthodoxy or our understanding of reasonable argu-
ments. In any case, this phenomenon is highly ambiguous. Thus the Ort-
hodox Stalinist discourse mixes three different discourses: an imperial 
counter-historical discourse, as shown at the beginning of this chapter, 
a hagiographic discourse, and a combined mocking and postmodern 
discourse. The interlinkage between these three discourses demonstrates 
the complicated new cultural situation in Russia at the beginning of a 
new millennium. 
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Jurodstvo in the Church and in 
Russian Culture Today

Since the demise of the Soviet Union, jurodstvo – holy foolishness or 
folly for Christ’s Sake – which is a central phenomenon in the Russian 
Orthodox Church, has assumed new cultural relevance in four areas: 
within the Church, among scholars of culture, in postmodern theory, and 
in the arts, as for example in Ljudmila Ulickaja’s play Semero svjatych, 
(Seven saints; 1993–2001). The phenomenon has been put to a wide 
variety of uses and has absorbed many different meanings and concepts. 
In this chapter I intend to provide some of its historical background to be 
able to discuss these four fields and the interaction among them. Ksenija 
of Petersburg, a holy fool from an earlier period who has become quite 
significant in post-Soviet Russia, will be treated in a separate chapter. 
My interest is in how this premodern phenomenon is refracted, used, 
and transformed in postmodern and postmodernistic Russian culture. 
As can be seen, for example, in literary figures such as Prince Myškin 
in Dostoevskij’s The Idiot or Griša in Tolstoj’s Childhood, jurodstvo 
traditionally served to express an irrational Russian world view, and this 
irrational element also performs an important function in the four areas 
that are the subject of the present chapter.

DEFINITION

holy foolishness is an extreme and very special form of Orthodox asce-
ticism that has roots in Byzantium but developed particularly in Russia. 
It is a voluntary state that a Christian enters into before God, much like 
chastity, mendicancy, anchoritism, or other monastic vows. The holy 
fool dons a mask that outwardly closely resembles mental illness. The 
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theological defence for such behaviour includes passages in I Corinthi-
ans (3:18-19): “If any man among you seemeth to be wise in this world, 
let him become a fool, that he may be wise. For the wisdom of this 
world is foolishness with God” and I Corinthians (4:10) “We are fools 
for Christ’s sake”. For Paul it was Antiquity that represented worldly 
wisdom, while foolishness was Christianity, which actually for him was 
the highest form of wisdom. Jurodstvo, in contrast, interprets the Biblical 
passages literally as an exhortation to become a fool.

As is often the case with the creation of phenomena in the history of 
ideas, it is the sceptics who gave holy foolishness its name. In Byzantium 
such fools were called “saloi,” which roughly translated refers to per-
sons who are “touched”, and the Russian “jurodivyj” originally meant 
“degenerate, freak”. The popular designation in Russian, however, is 
“God’s people” or “the blessed” (“blažennyj”), which derives from the 
Beatitudes. Already here in these appellations we can see two entirely 
different views of the phenomenon. “Jurodivyj” still carries negative 
connotations and can refer to both a “crackpot” and a holy fool.

hOLy FOOLS IN SChOLARShIP, LITERATURE 
AND PhILOSOPhy

There are two kinds of texts about fools in Christ. On the one hand 
there is a still living popular narrative tradition in which they figure 
prominently, while on the other there is an extensive hagiographic and 
hymnographic literature dedicated to canonized holy fools. 

The scholarly literature on the subject is exceedingly rich, and I will 
mention just a few titles. Two studies by I. G. Pryžov appeared as early 
as the 1860s,1 and another two major works appeared before the revo-
lution, one by Ioann Kovalevskij and the other by Aleksej Kuznecov.2 
Kuznecov discusses more or less all the features noted here. he does 
so from an apologetic perspective, however, defending holy foolish-
ness in an age in which scientific explanations were gaining ascendancy 

1 I. G. Pryžov, Žitie I. Ja. Korejši, Sankt-Peterburg, 1860, and his Skazanie o konči-
ne i pogrebenii moskovskich jurodivych, Moskva, 1862.
2 Ioann Kovalevskij, Jurodstvo o Christe i Christa radi jurodivye vostočnoj russkoj 
cerkvi: istoričeskij očerk i žitija sich podvižnikov blagočestija, Moskva, 1902. Alek-
sej Kuznecov, Jurodstvo i stolpničestvo, Sankt-Peterburg, 1913 (reprinted in 2000).
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over religion in Russia as well as elsewhere. Among early non-Russian  
scholars who have addressed the phenomenon may be mentioned Ernst 
Benz, whose 1938 article “heilige Narrheit” is now regarded as a clas-
sic,3 and the past thirty years have witnessed a real burst of interest 
that has resulted in studies by Lennart Rydén, Ewa Thompson, Cezary 
Wodziński, Claudia Ludwig, Paolo Cesaretti, Vincent Déroche, John 
Saward, and many others.4 

holy fools have been an important motif in Russian fiction, and 
several scholars have examined it in the works of Lev Tolstoj, Fedor 
Dostoevskij, and a number of other authors.5 The phenomenon has also 
attracted the attention of prominent Russian thinkers such as philosopher 
of religion Lev Šestov, who returns to it time and time again and uses 
it in his attack on European rationalism. According to him, there is a 
conflict in European culture between belief in reason and the realization 
that to a great extent the human essence transcends reason. he regards 
Antiquity as representing this belief in reason, which is always in vain 
and always ultimately proves to be false. Judaism and Christianity, in 
contrast, rebelled against rationalism, and although the rebellion was be-
trayed by the Catholic Church, it returned with Martin Luther’s doctrine 

3 E. Benz, “heilige Narrheit”, Kyrios, 3 (1938), pp. 33–55.
4 Leontius Neapolitanus (hrsg. Lennart Rydén), Das Leben des heiligen Narren 
Symeon, Diss. Uppsala: Univ., Uppsala, 1963; Nikeforos (ed. Lennart Rydén), The 
Life of St. Andrew the Fool. 1, Introduction, Testimonies and Nachleben. Indices, 
Univ., Uppsala, 1995; Nikeforos (ed. Lennart Rydén), The Life of St. Andrew the 
Fool. 2, Text, translation and notes. Appendices, Univ., Uppsala, 1995; Ingunn 
Lunde (ed.), The Holy Fool in Byzantium and Russia: Papers Presented at a 
Symposium Arranged by The Norwegian Committee of Byzantine Studies 28 August 
1993 at the University of Bergen, Universitetet i Bergen, Russisk institutt, Bergen, 
1995; Ewa Majewska Thompson, Understanding Russia: the Holy fool in Russian 
culture, University Press of America, Lanham, 1987; Cezary Wodziński, św. Idiota. 
Projekt antropologii apofatycznej, Gdańsk, 2000; Claudia Ludwig, Sonderformen 
byzantinischer Hagiographie und ihr literarisches Vorbild: Untersuchungen zu den 
Viten des Äsop, des Philaretos, des Symeon Salos und des Andreas Salos, Lang, 
Frankfurt am Main, 1997; Lennart Rydén, Paolo Cesaretti, Leontius Neapolitanus 
& Nikeforos (eds.), I santi folli di Bisanzio, 1. ed., Mondadori, Milano, 1990; John 
Saward, Perfect Fools: folly for Christ’s sake in Catholic and Orthodox Spirituality, 
Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1980; Vincent Déroche, Études sur Léontios de 
Néapolis [Studies on Leontios of Neapolis], Univ., Uppsala, 1995.
5 See, for example, Per-Arne Bodin, “Lev Tolstoy and Folly in Christ”, Lunde, 
op. cit., pp. 35–46; harriet Murav, Holy Foolishness: Dostoevsky’s Novels and the 
Poetics of Cultural Critique, Stanford University Press, Stanford, 1992.
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of “Sola fide”, which is also the title of one of Šestov’s books.6 Thus in 
his view holy fools are consistent with his notion of Christianity, and 
he compares them to the Old Testament prophets and the New Testa-
ment apostles, referring to their “enigmatic jurodstvo” (“загадочное 
юродство пророков и апостолов”). he also maintains that it is and 
will remain a particularly Russian phenomenon and predicts that there 
will be times when everyone who despairs they have been forsaken 
by God will turn to behaviour resembling that of the holy fool. Unlike 
“klikušestvo”, hysterical ecstasy associated with women and manifested 
in cramps and screaming, he insists – incorrectly, because there are many 
examples of both male and female jurodivye – that holy foolishness is 
exclusively male:

Юродство и кликушество. Мужчины-юродивые, женщины-
кликуши никогда не переводились в России и, нужно думать, не 
скоро еще переведутся.7

Jurodstvo and klikušestvo. Male jurodivye and female klikuši have 
not disappeared from Russia, nor, it must be assumed, will they 
disappear any time soon. 

A wave of new scholarly interest in the holy fool came in the wake of 
Michail Bachtin’s book on Rabelais and carnival. Bachtin himself uses 
the concept of jurodstvo very seldom, but later scholars regard it as be-
longing to the carnivalesque, low, reversed culture that is central to much 
of his work. In one context he contrasts ordinary saints and vitae with 
fools in Christ and perceives a crucial difference in the fact that the lat-
ter are individuals involved in a struggle and conflict with other people: 
“ибо юродство индивидуально и ему присущ человекоборческий 
момент” “because jurodstvo is individual in character and is marked by 
an inherent element of anthropomachy”).8 

6 Lev Šestov, Sola fide - tol´ko veroju: grečeskaja i srednevekovaja filosofija Ljuter i 
cerkov´, yMCA-Press, Paris, 1966.
7 Lev Šestov, “Derznovenija i pokornosti”, Izbrannye aforizmy iz knig Apofeoz 
bespočvennosti, Vlast´ ključej, Na vesach Iova, Afiny i Ierusalim, http://svnesterov.
boom.ru/shestov.html, 11-01-2008.
8 Michail M. Bachtin, ėstetika slovesnogo tvorčestva, Iskusstvo, Moskva, 1979, 
 p. 161; Michail M. Bakhtin, “Author and hero in aesthetic activity”, Art and An-
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The best known work in Bachtin’s spirit is Dmitrij Lichačev and 
Aleksandr Pančenko’s Smech v Drevnej Rusi (Laughter in Ancient Rus´), 
which describes the phenomenon in similar terms of reversal.9 The book 
has met with scepticism on the part of Russian scholar Sergej Ivanov 
and Norwegian Slavist Jostein Børtnes, however, who maintain that 
Lichačev and Pančenko have overinterpreted and oversimplified ju-
rodstvo, which they feel is historically much more complex and can 
refer both to fools in Christ as discussed here and to mentally disturbed 
individuals in general.10 Ivanov’s book is thus far the most ambitious 
work on the subject. Whether or not the phenomenon and its significance 
have been exaggerated by contemporary scholars, it is quite clearly an 
important component in contemporary Russian culture. 

For analysis to proceed beyond the ethnographic, apologetic, or 
medical approaches of 19th century and early 20th century we need a 
more detailed definition of the phenomenon and its history. The ac-
counts mentioned thus far have all been influenced by their times and 
purposes and are thus discourses just like those to be treated below. 
All are biased in different ways. I shall attempt, however, to present 
an overview of the general features upon which many scholars are 
agreed.

hISTORy

The first holy fools date from 5th century Byzantium. Their behaviour 
was modelled on the Old Testament prophets, who often acted strangely 
and repulsively when they delivered their prophecies. John the Baptist 
is the New Testament character who prefigures the fool in Christ. One 
of the first Byzantine fools was a nun who Palladius reports pretended 
to be insane and possessed by evil spirits. he explains her behaviour 

swerability: Early Philosophical Essays, M. holquist and V. Liapunov (eds.), transl. 
V. Liapunov, 1. ed., University of Texas Press, Austin, 1990, p. 185.
9 Dmitrij S. Lichačev, Natalija V. Ponyrko & Aleksandr M. Pančenko, Smech v 
Drevnej Rusi, Nauka, Leningrad, 1984. 
10 Jostein Børtnes, Visions of Glory: Studies in Early Russian Hagiography, Solum, 
Oslo, 1988; Sergey A. Ivanov, Holy Fools in Byzantium and Beyond, transl.  
S. Franklin, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2008.
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with a reference to the first passage from Paul mentioned above.11 The 
tradition continued in Byzantium into the 11th century, when it almost 
died out, but it was adopted in Russia at the time of Christianization 
in 988 and reached its apogee between 1400 and 1650. Because a 
questioning of both ecclesiastical and worldly power is a fundamental 
feature of jurodstvo, there had always been latent resistance to the 
phenomenon among the leaders of the Church, but around this time 
this opposition began to emerge more openly. Peter the Great regarded 
them as quite simply mentally disturbed and finally outlawed their 
activities in the early 18th century. The ban did not, however, eradicate 
the phenomenon. Throughout the 17th and 18th centuries there were a 
great many holy fools in Russia who enjoyed strong popular support 
but were persecuted by the state and to some degree disapproved of by 
the Church.12

Scholars seldom mention Rasputin in this connection, yet it is against 
the background of the living tradition of holy foolishness that his role in 
Russia on the eve of the 1917 Revolution must be viewed.13 The tsar’s 
family and many others took his power to alleviate Carevič Aleksej’s 
hemophilia and his offensive behaviour and reckless deeds as evidence 
that he was a fool in Christ. Even the sexual excesses attributed to him fit 
the context, for holy fools often shocked those around them by obscenely 
hinting at their own depravity. Thus this very special tradition helped the 
impostor gain such power over the royal family and the entire collapsing 
Russian empire. Indeed, as we have discussed in an earlier chapter, Ras-
putin continues to generate veneration, and certain Orthodox extremists 
have recently proposed that he be canonized. To summarize, then, holy 
foolishness represented a force directed against all types of hierarchies, 
secular as well as ecclesiastical. All within a Christian tradition of piety, 

11 Palladius, “The Nun who Feigned Madness”, The Lausiac History, pp. 119 –121, 
The Tertullian Project: Early Church Fathers, http://www.tertullian.net/fathers/pal-
ladius_lausiac_02_text.htm#C34, 12-12-2007.
12 Take for example this sermon held by metropolitan of Moscow Filaret: “Нет! 
Христианство не есть юродство или невежество, но премудрость Божия в 
тайне сокровенная, юже предустави Бог прежде век в славу нашу (1 Кор. II, 
7), и в которой наше преспеяние да будет во славу Бога Отца и Сына и Святаго 
Духа, во веки. Аминь.” – Svt. Filaret, “Slovo v den´ Blagoveščenija Presvjatyja 
Bogorodicy”, Slova i reči, tom II, Moskva, Dom Živonačal´noj Troicy, http://www.
stsl.ru/lib/book12/chap101.htm, 30-06-2009.
13 An exception see Ewa Thompson, op. cit., pp. 3–5.
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it sought to upset harmony, balance, and order, and attacked the worship 
of beauty, as well as reason, and culture in general.

ThE hOLy FOOL – BEhAVIOUR AND APPEARANCE

Perhaps above all, however, holy foolishness was also regarded as an 
attempt to imitate Christ. To the holy fool and his pious onlookers the 
attacks and blows he suffers at the hands of others reenact the attacks and 
blows suffered by Christ. The fool’s humility is the humility of Christ. 
Similarity with Christ is a constant refrain in their hagiographies. holy 
foolishness is based on the Christian notion that a person’s ultimate 
confession of faith comes not through words but through sacrifice, suf-
fering, and the surrender of his or her life.

Unlike ordinary monks, the fool in Christ did not don a black cowl 
when he made his vows, but on the contrary removed all his clothing 
except for perhaps a shirt and loincloth. Amid heavily clothed medieval 
secular and ecclesiastical society he was naked. An alternative employed 
especially by female fools was to dress in garish colours. holy fools were 
almost always barefoot, even in the winter, or sometimes wore only one 
shoe. They did not shave or cut their hair and never bathed.

The fool’s nakedness is often emphasized and has several motivations. 
It is regarded as signifying defencelessness corresponding to Christ’s 
nakedness on the cross, and it involves both suffering and vulnerability 
not only to people but also to the forces of nature. It is also viewed as 
the opposite of the sinful and shameful nakedness of the world,14 for 
the fool’s nakedness represents innocence and purity. Unlike ordinary 
monks, fools in Christ did not isolate themselves but especially in the ci-
ties appeared openly, frequenting marketplaces, church stairs, banquets, 
taverns, even brothels. The fool showed up especially everywhere that 
was off limits to ordinary monks and attracted attention by offending 
others. his element was not the cloistered monastery but the crowd.

The fool’s behaviour is not meant to be immediately comprehensible 
but must be interpreted. It is often ambivalent: an act that at first seems 
provocative and sinful may upon closer examination reveal an entirely 

14 On nakedness see Aleksandr. M. Pančenko, Russkaja istorija i kul´tura: Raboty 
raznych let, Juna, Sankt-Peterburg, 1999, pp. 392-407.
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different didactic and sacred meaning. One typical account relates that 
Vasilij the Blessed poured out a goblet of wine that Ivan the Terrible had 
offered him. The gesture alluded to the goblets of wrath in Revelation 
and boded divine punishment for the unjust tsar.

It was not only the holy fools’ appearance that caused offence and 
revulsion in public places, but also their behaviour and what they said. 
They would play a peculiar one-man (or -woman) theatre in which they 
both acted on stage and directed the onlookers. They spoke in parables, 
riddles, murky utterances and incoherent phrases, sometimes also curses 
and obscenities, echoing, and children’s language.15

Most often, however, fools were not especially talkative but commu-
nicated through silence and gestures. They were generally asocial and 
provocative and directed their behaviour particularly against wealth, 
buying and selling, and stinginess by, for example stealing goods from 
marketplace vendors and throwing them on the ground. 

Like their speech, however, these acts were madness only on the sur-
face, for all such gestures had a profound hidden meaning that Christians 
were to try to interpret and understand.

Fools in Christ lived among others yet at the same time were solitary. 
They took their monastic vows directly before God and only in excep-
tional cases mentioned anything to another monk or priest. Nor did they 
usually have any contact with each other, and they played their form 
of theatre in almost total isolation from those around them. They were 
both inside and outside the human community. As Bachtin notes in the 
excerpt cited above, jurodstvo is an individual saintly ideal that differs 
completely from other kinds of monastic life.

One of the holy fool’s most important strategies for attracting at-
tention was to arouse revulsion through his ugliness, odour, and eating 
habits. They attacked the Orthodox Church’s worship of beauty and 
focus on the aesthetic side of the divine service as reflected in beautiful 
architecture, icons, singing, vestments, and the aroma of holy oil and 
incense. They would often enter churches merely to disrupt the service 
by shouting, throwing things, and generally causing commotion. This 
was the same sort of anti-behaviour as out in the marketplace, a kind of 
sacred carnival performance in which conventional norms were turned 
upside down in an effort to shock – pretending to eat meat during a fast, 

15 Lichačev et al., op. cit., pp. 94–99.
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for example, and blaspheming. The fool’s behaviour was a reminder of 
the limitations of earthly beauty and a questioning of its intrinsic worth, 
and he was needed to establish a balance within the Church between 
the ideals of external and inner beauty. Moreover, far from attempting 
to cultivate a friendly and understanding image, the holy fool strove for 
wild, dangerous, and erratic behaviour.

They are said to have enjoyed immunity from legal prosecution. There 
are particularly many accounts of various fools rebuking Ivan the Ter-
rible, the epitome of evil. As Bachtin and scholars influenced by his 
concept of carnival emphasize, attacks on the powers that be, secular 
as well as ecclesiastical, are central to the phenomenon. Thus it is not 
surprising that, as Ivanov points out, jurodstvo did not really develop in 
Russia until the establishment of the autocracy.16

MENTALLy ILL OR A FOOL FOR ChRIST’S SAKE?

how could an ordinary emotionally disturbed individual be distinguis-
hed from a fool in Christ? It was in fact impossible, since the holy fool 
ought to behave exactly like the mentally ill, and one could never be 
sure whether one was dealing with one or the other or perhaps both. As 
is evident from the vitae, this ambivalence is a critically important, even 
entirely necessary component of holy foolishness. The Russian priest 
and philosopher of religion Pavel Florenskij goes so far as to assert that 
it is the very core of the phenomenon:

Когда некоторое поведение можно с уверенностью определить как 
юродство, это есть верный признак, что данное явление не есть 
юродство, а лишь имитация. Напротив, о настоящем юродстве 
можно лишь догадываться, ибо оно никогда не подходит под 
существующие мерки. То ли это безумие, то ли – особая мудрость, 
еще непонятная, – так воспринимается оно окружающими.17

If it can be determined with certainty that a given behaviour is 
jurodstvo, this is a reliable indication that the phenomenon is not 
jurodstvo but only an imitation. On the contrary, real jurodstvo can 

16 Ivanov, op. cit., pp. 285 ff.
17 Pavel A. Florenskij, Sočinenija v četyrech tomach. T. 2, Mysl´, Moskva, 1996, p. 612.
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only be conjectured because it never conforms to existing criteria. It 
might be insanity or it might be a special and as yet incomprehen-
sible wisdom – that is how it is perceived by others.

Thus according to Florenskij’s definition the entire notion is ambiguous 
and impossible to pin down, apophatic by nature and accessible only 
through what it is not.

Lija Langulova of Kazan University addresses this type of holy foo-
lishness from the perspective of modern psychiatry, basing her findings 
on cases of fools under treatment. In the late 19th century persons were 
venerated as fools in Christ even though they had been committed to 
clinics. Thus two codes – one Orthodox Christian and one medical 
– were in operation here, and they were used simultaneously to inter-
pret a single person’s behaviour. Descriptions of the mentally ill that 
began appearing in Russian handbooks for medical students in the mid 
19th century often resembled depictions of fools in Christ in saintly 
legends.18 Peculiar clothing, for example, was used as criterion for 
mental illness. She as many other contemporary Russian scholars writ-
ing about jurodstvo have been strongly influenced by Michel Foucault’s 
History of Madness.19

A few comments on methodology are in order. The discussion to follow 
will employ the definitions of the phenomenon presented above, which 
are based on the scholarly literature on jurodstvo and its interpretation 
within the Orthodox Church. I am not, however, primarily interested in 
various related phenomena or in insanity generally. Discourse analysis 
will be brought to bear on the use of the phenomenon within three areas 
– the Church, postmodern theory, and the arts – to study how it is being 
reinterpreted in post-Soviet Russian culture. The fourth and scientific 
area has already been discussed earlier in this chapter. Thus my interest 
is in what Foucault calls the circulation of discourses.20 The study will 

18 Lija Jangulova, “Jurodivye i umališennye: genealogija inkarceracii v Rossii”, 
Oleg V. Charchordin (ed.), Michel Foucault v Rossii, Evropejskij universitet v 
Sankt-Peterburge, Moskva, 2001, pp. 196–315.
19 Michel Foucault, History of Madness, Routledge, London, 2006.
20 Michel Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences, 
Routledge, London, 1970, pp. 145–148.
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attempt to show how premodernity and postmodernity meet in the post-
modern and post-Soviet cultural context.

hOLy FOOLS DURING ThE SOVIET PERIOD

Jurodstvo unexpectedly experienced a new upswing during the Soviet 
period, especially in the 1920s. As Michail ėpštejn has noted, when 
tsarism was succeeded by a no less authoritarian state, various forms 
of foolishness were adopted as part of a broader strategy to deal with 
religious persecution.21

We now turn to five fools in Christ from the Soviet period who have 
been acknowledged as such by the Church in connection with their 
recent canonization. here I am relying on the texts in Damaskin’s 
monumental seven-volume collection of twentieth-century martyrs’ 
biographies.22 It will be shown that the phenomenon is presented in the 
same terms as in earlier depictions. My aim is to discuss how Soviet 
discourse, that is, the way one talks about the Soviet experience, is 
“translated” into the holy fool discourse and to analyze the function it 
performs according to these hagiographic texts – in other words, why 
this strategy is chosen.

It is also important, of course, to note that the texts about these fools 
have themselves been shaped by the genre of fools’ vitae known both to 
the fools themselves, to believers and to Damaskin, and that they were 
written and compiled mainly at a time when the Soviet Union was collap-
sing or no longer existed. These vitae thus contain three layers depending 
on genre, on Soviet and Post Soviet reality respectively.

The topoi that recur in the new saintly legends are recognizable from 
the old vitae: murky utterances, insane behaviour, strange language, 
untidiness, nakedness, wandering barefoot, lack of possessions, and 

21 Michail ėpštejn, Novoe sektantstvo: tipy religiozno-filosofskich umonastroenij v 
Rossii (1970–1980 gody), Moskva, 2005. Quoted in Vjačeslav Kuricyn, “Russkij 
literaturnyj postmodernizm”, Sovremennaja russkaja literatura c Vjačeslavom 
Kuricynym, http://www.guelman.ru/slava/postmod/6.html, 30-06-2009. 
22 Ieromonach Damaskin (Orlovskij), Mučeniki, ispovedniki i podvižniki 
blagočestija Rossiiskoj Pravoslavnoj Cerkvi XX stoletija: žizneopisanija i materialy 
k nim, kniga 1–7, Bulat, Tver´, 1992, Fond “Pamjat´ mučenikov i ispovednikov 
Russkoj Pravolavnoj Cerkvi XX stoletija”, http://www.fond.ru/book/book1.htm, 
30-06-2009. 
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homelessness. Rebellion against the powers that be is common, as in 
the following story about the holy fool Maksim. The ironic comparisons 
he draws between the police and the tsar and the prison and the palace 
seem borrowed directly from older vitae:

И, наконец, зимой 1928 года к дому, где тогда жил Максим 
Иванович, подъехали сани с возницей-милиционером. […] 
Собирать Максиму Ивановичу было нечего, никакого 
имущества у него не было, сел он в сани, и они отправились. По 
дороге им встретилась женщина, которая, узнав блаженного, 
спросила:
– Куда это ты, Максим Иванович, поехал?
– К Царю на обед, – ответил блаженный.
В Кинешемской тюрьме Максима Ивановича подвергли 
жестоким мучениям, попеременно держа то в жаре, то в 
холоде.23 

Finally, in the winter of 1928 a sleigh driven by a militiaman pulled 
up to the house where Maksim was then living. […] There was 
nothing for Maksim to gather up, since he owned nothing, so he got 
into the sleigh and they set off. Along the road they met a woman 
who recognized the blessed one and asked:
“Maksim, where are you off to?”
“To have dinner with the tsar”, the blessed one answered.
In the Kinešma prison Maksim Ivanovič was cruelly tortured, sub-
jected alternatively to heat and cold.

he is absolutely destitute, and has no relatives or friends around him. As 
the tradition suggests, he is completely alone. The text also contains a 
challenge to authority that is very much in keeping with the traditional 
jurodivyj role. The story acquires another dimension, however, in that 
the ruler is different – no longer the tsar but Stalin – but Maksim uses 
the old title to refer to him. his remark that his trip to a Soviet prison is 
a journey to the tsar’s dinner table exemplifies an irony that is typical 
of jurodstvo, and the torture – exposure to heat and cold – also seems 
traditional. The only features that put the quotation in a Soviet context 

23 Damaskin, op. cit.
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are the words “milicioner” (“militiaman”), the modern “tjur´ma” (“pri-
son”), and the place name. “To have dinner with the tsar” is a formula 
borrowed from Russian folk tales and if anything reinforces the irony 
of the passage.24

Another fool, Aleksij Elnatskij, altered his lifestyle just before he was 
to be married, and the wedding never took place. This is another topos 
taken from the vita genre, for his namesake Alexius the God man of the 5h 
century similarly abandoned his bride on their wedding night. Elnatskij 
held a position of trust as the chairman of the village soviet for a year, 
conducting all business from the church. Fools in Christ never changed 
the rags they wore, and when he became one he always wore the same 
long caftan. There is almost always something mysterious about the fool. 
In Aleksij’s case, no one knew where he spent the night. As is also told 
in stories about Ksenija of Petersburg, he was committed several times 
to a mental institution, but the doctors always diagnosed him as sane. 
Aleksij was arrested and forced to stand barefoot on a hot metal plate, 
a torture method of the same kind that was used against the martyrs of 
the early Church.

As in the case of the fools of old Russia, the behaviour of their modern 
counterparts gives a mocking reflection of the activities of the autho-
rities. In the following episodes, for example, surveyors have come to 
measure the land in preparation for collectivization, and the horrors of 
future oppression can be glimpsed in the narratives about the fool:

В 1928 году он принял подвиг юродства. Теперь блаженный жил 
где придется, одевался в лохмотья, никто не знал, где он ночует, 
и всегда его появление было для крестьян неожиданностью. 
То вдруг возьмет и в самый разгар крестьянских работ начнет 
ходить по полям, меряя их палкой и мешая работе. Крестьяне 
смеялись над ним, но он не обращал внимания. Прошел год, и 
на этих полях появился чиновник, который вел себя точно так, 
как показал блаженный. Много делал он и других предсказаний, 
которые впоследствии сбывались.25

24 Aleksej N. Tolstoj & Aleksandr N. Afanas´ev (eds.), “Kuz´ma Skorogobogatyj”, 
Russkie narodnye skazki, http://hyaenidae.narod.ru/story1/040.html, 23-08-2009.
25 “Blažennyj Aleksij Elnatskij”, Ivanovo online, http://w3.ivanovo.ru/Eparx/p14.
htm, 12-12-2007.
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In 1928 he undertook the feat of jurodstvo. Now the blessed one 
became indifferent toward where he lived, and he dressed in rags. 
No one knew where he spent the night, and he would show up with 
no warning among the peasants. Once when work was in full swing 
he suddenly started walking around the fields, measuring them with 
a stick and interfering with the work. The peasants laughed at him, 
but he paid them no heed. A year passed, and on these fields there 
appeared an official who behaved exactly as had the blessed one. 
he made many other predictions that subsequently came to pass.

The Akathistos hymn to Aleksij speaks of his double feat (“sugubyj 
podvig”) as both a holy fool and as a martyr. There is harsh criticism of 
the Soviet state, for unlike earlier fools their modern counterparts live 
in a world in which the secular power is avowedly godless and in their 
eyes unequivocally evil. In one passage it is stated that Aleksij takes up 
the struggle against “the prince of darkness of this world” (“knjaz´ t´my 
mira sego”). The authorities are also called the “masters of lawless-
ness” (“vlastiteli bezzakonij”), and Aleksij is said to live in Babylonian 
captivity. As his Akathistos hymn makes clear, the freedom for which 
Aleksij yearns is not only freedom from sin but also from Soviet oppres-
sion: “Радуйся, свободу славы чад Божиих нам на себе показуя”26 
(“Rejoice thou who hath shown us the glorious liberty of the children 
of God”). Thus freedom is a concept that can occur both in the holy 
fool discourse of the vita, where it expresses the fool’s freedom from 
all worldly cares, and in the Soviet context, where it can be interpreted 
as a yearning for political and personal liberty.

The holy fool Viktor behaves in the same way, presenting the new 
masters in what amounts to a funhouse mirror. he visits a convent, 
disturbing and annoying the nuns there with his profanity and abusive 
language. When the Soviet authorities arrive to close the convent they 
act just as he did, and at that point people realize that Viktor was fore-
telling the misery that was in store for them and giving them a sign that 
it was these new authorities that would soon confiscate churches and 
monasteries. here as well provocation and clairvoyance serve to depict 
the new Soviet reality:

26   Blažennyj Aleksej Elnatskij, “Akafist”, http://ivanovoconvent.ivnet.ru/_pdf/ak-
StAlex.pdf, 14-07-2008.
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Незадолго до закрытия монастыря он стал ругаться – и самыми 
площадными словами. Ходит по монастырю и ругается, 
выругается. Стали они этим смущаться, пожаловались на 
соблазнительное поведение Виктора Александровича епископу 
Василию. Тот прибыл в монастырь разбирать дело. Долго 
святитель и блаженный беседовали наедине. В подробностях 
рассказал блаженный Виктор святителю о грядущей судьбе 
монастыря. Но просил не открывать того монахиням. Только 
подивился святитель чистоте сердца блаженного и неразумию 
некоторых монахинь, соблазнившихся его речью. Ответ 
на просьбу монахинь урезонить блаженного пришел сам 
собой – вскоре монастырь был закрыт. Теперь по храму и 
территории монастыря ходили озлобленные безбожием люди со 
сквернословием и проклятиями на устах.27

Not long before the closing of the monastery he began cursing, 
using the foulest language. he would walk around the monastery 
and curse. Or when one of the nuns would ask him about so-
mething, instead of an answer he would utter a curse. They began to 
be embarrassed by all this and complained to Bishop Vasilij about 
Viktor Aleksandrovič’s suggestive behaviour. The Bishop came to 
the monastery to investigate the matter. The prelate and the blessed 
one had a long private chat. Blessed Viktor told the Bishop in detail 
about the future fate of the monastery, but he asked him not to tell 
the nuns. Only the Bishop marvelled at the blessed one’s purity of 
heart and the unreason of some of the nuns who were offended by 
what he said. A response to nuns’ request to talk sense to the bles-
sed one came on its own – soon the monastery was closed down. 
Now there were people envenomed by godlessness with filth and 
curses on their lips moving about the church and the premises of the 
monastery.

27   Ieromonach Damaskin (Orlovskij), “Blažennyj Viktor”, Mučeniki, ispovedniki i 
podvižniki blagočestija Rossiiskoj Pravoslavnoj Cerkvi XX stoletija. Žizneopisanija 
i materialy k nim, kniga 2, Bulat, Tver´, 1992, p. 28, Fond “Pamjat´ mučenikov i 
ispovednikov Russkoj Pravolavnoj Cerkvi XX stoletija”, http://www.fond.ru/book/
book2/2-02.htm, 30-06-2009.
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As Ivanov demonstrates, the holy fool’s language is traditionally unu-
sual, scandalous, provocative, and often ugly and improper.28 This sort 
of language is on one hand traditional for fools in Christ as one of dif-
ferent sorts of provocation and on the other hand as in this case it is a 
mocking reflection of the vulgar Soviet language used by the authorities 
that persecuted the Church. Structurally the texts follow traditional ju-
rodivyj-vitae and consist in a string of scenes or anecdotes rather than a 
biography. Another feature apparent in the above example that conforms 
to stories about earlier holy fools is the difference between those who 
understand his behaviour – in this case the bishop – and those like the 
nuns who regard it as sinful.

Elected starec of the famous Optina hermitage in 1912, Nektarij was 
the last to hold the position before the monastery was closed in 1923. he 
was arrested but released and died in 1928. As in many other vitae, the 
holy fool predicted the actions of the Soviet state, in this case by playing 
with rag dolls that he treated as the state would later treat its citizens by 
imprisoning and abusing them. he dressed strangely, and as so often in 
such narratives, not even the author of the vita could interpret his beha-
viour – in this case his antics with a flashlight. The solution to the riddles 
posed in these narratives, however, is often connected with the Soviet 
discourse and Soviet realia. here Nektarij’s flashlight may be an allusion 
to the theme of electrification; i.e., Il´ič’s lamp or the slogan “Commu-
nism = Soviet Power + Electrification of the Whole Country”:

Оптинский старец Нектарий порой встречал посетителей, играя 
тряпичными куколками. Преосвященный Феофан Калужский 
был настолько искушен поведением старца, что посчитал его 
ненормальным: когда он пришел к Нектарию, тот не обращал 
на него внимания и занимался своими куколками: одну совал 
в тюрьму, другую бил, третью наказывал. Лишь потом, при 
большевиках, когда Владыка попал в тюрьму, где его истязали 
мучители, он понял пророчество отца Нектария. Рассказывают 
про него, что он насобирал разного хлама – камешков, 
стеклышек, глины и все это показывал приходящим к нему со 
словами: “Это мой музей”. Был у этого старца и электрический 

28 Sergej A. Ivanov, Blažennye pochaby: kul´turnaja istorija jurodstva, Jazyki slav-
janskoj kul´tury, Moskva, 2005.
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фонарик, завернутый в красную бумагу. Он прятал его под 
рясу, ходил по комнате и время от времени сверкал им: “Это 
я кусочек молнии с неба схватил и под рясу спрятал”. “Да это 
же не молния, это просто фонарь”, – восклицали паломники, 
удивленные его экстравагантным поведением. “А, догадались!” 
– радовался он. Много было у него чудачеств, как сказали бы 
постмодернисты, “перформансов”, которые потом оказывались 
символическими пророчествами, притчами.29

Sometimes the Optima starec Nektarij would be playing with rag 
dolls when he received visitors. his Eminence Feofan of Kaluga 
was so tested by the starec’s behaviour that he considered him 
deranged. When he came to see Nektarij the starec would ignore 
him and play with his dolls: one he would put into prison, he would 
beat another one and punish a third. It was not until later, under the 
Bolsheviks, when his Eminence was imprisoned and tortured that 
he understood Father Nektarij’s prophecy. It is told of Nektarij that 
he would collect all sorts of trash – pebbles, beads, and bits of clay 
– and would show it to anyone who visited him saying “This is my 
museum”. The starets also had a flashlight wrapped in red paper. 
he would hide it under his robe and flash it now and then as he 
walked around the room, saying “I’ve grabbed a piece of lightning 
from the sky and hidden it under my cassock.” “That’s not light-
ning. It’s just a flashlight!” the pilgrims would exclaim, amazed by 
his extravagant behaviour. “Ah, you guessed it!” he would say in 
delight. he put on a lot of strange antics or “performances”, as the 
postmodernists would call them, that later turned out to be symbolic 
prophesies, parables.

It is significative that the hagiographer should perceive a connection with 
postmodern performing arts. The author of the semi-hagiographic text 
thus makes the same connection between jurodstvo and postmodernism 
which is one of the theses in this book. Nektarij’s dolls and “museum” 

29 Olesja Nikolaeva, “Dar tvorčestva (vmesto posleslovija)”, Sovremennaja kul´tura 
i Pravoslavije, Moskovskoe Podvor´e Svjato-Troickoj Sergievoj Lavry, Moskva, 
1999, Pravoslavie i sovremennost´: informacionno-analitičeskij portal Saratovskoj 
eparchii Russkoj Pravoslavnoj Cerkvi, http://lib.eparhia-saratov.ru/books/13n/niko-
laeva/culture/47.html, 30-06-2009.
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can been interpreted as foreshadowing the transformation of the mo-
nastery into a museum, or more generally as a caricature of the Soviet 
preoccupation with creating various types of museums, to musealize as 
much as possible of the old culture. 

Another vita tells of an entirely different use to which jurodstvo was 
put. Varnava of Vasil´sursk, a bishop in the early Soviet period, very 
clearly chose to act the part of a holy fool to avoid arrest. Such pragmatic 
and practical considerations are otherwise seldom associated with the 
phenomenon. his vita describes the moment he made this decision:

“Владыка святый, отец Гавриил пришел”. Из комнаты 
послышалось: “А-а, пришел”. И вдруг дверь раскрылась и на 
пороге со словами “архимандрит, собака, уезжаю в Иерусалим” 
появился в неописуемом виде владыка. Остриженный 
лестницами, без бороды, глаза с расширенными зрачками, одет 
в штатское пальто, а под ним ватный подрясник, обрезанный 
городками, и в руках шляпа.30 

“your Reverence, Father Gavriil has arrived.” From the room was 
heard “Ah-h, he’s arrived.” And suddenly the door opened and 
standing on the threshold was the bishop in an indescribable state 
who declared “The archimandrite is a dog, I’m going to Jerusalem.” 
his hair was cut unevenly, he had shaved off his beard, his pupils 
were dilated, he was dressed in an ordinary topcoat over a jaggedly 
slashed cotton cassock and was holding a hat.

The fact that Varnava is a bishop makes his strange clothing and beha-
viour especially provocative and scandalous. The mixture of surprise, 
provocation, and humour in his unexpected and hurtful remark about the 
archimandrite is also very much in keeping with the jurodstvo tradition. 
his deliberate deception of the authorities to avoid arrest is much less 
characteristic, but it is a recognizable response to Soviet reality that bears 
a close resemblance to what Solomon Volkov’s biography of Šostakovič 
claims was among the composer’s survival strategies.31

30 Damaskin, op. cit., kniga 1, p. 57. 
31 Tat´jana Rudnik, “Šostakovič i Stalin: chudožnik i car´”, 19.01.2005, Golos 
Ameriki, http://www.voanews.com/russian/archive/2005-01/2005-03-09-voa2.cfm, 
30-06-2009. 
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Thus in its encounter with Soviet reality, holy foolishness preserves 
its classic topoi but it adds other elements absent from earlier narratives 
depicting fools in Christ such as its more or less open criticism of Soviet 
society for its godlessness, lawlessness, and injustice, or describes hid-
den motives such as Varnava’s. It is this blend of traditional and Soviet 
discourse that distinguishes these post-Soviet vitae. They reflect both 
traditional Russian scepticism toward reason and rationality and to some 
extent a Postsoviet and postmodernistic condition. At the same time, 
they express opposition not only to the Soviet state but also to the Church 
as an organization. They illustrate an attempt by Russian culture and the 
Russian spiritual tradition to deal with the existential threat posed by 
the Soviet system, in other words, an attempt on the part of the Russian 
Orthodox Church to create a sacred memory. These vitae belong to the 
Church’s Vergangenheitsbemächtigung.

JURODSTVO AND POSTMODERN  
CULTURAL PhILOSOPhy

During the past two decades it has become common for literary scholar-
ship to borrow concepts from theology. This is not unique for the Russian 
context, for the importation of theological terms such as epiphany, apo-
phasis, kenosis, and perichoresis into literary theory and also vice versa 
the use of literary terms in theology are widespread. Russian humanist 
scholarship has similarly borrowed jurodstvo from traditional Orthodox 
piety and put it to analytical purposes.

A number of studies have, as we have noted, appeared in Russia that 
are based on Bachtin’s theory of two cultures as developed especially 
in his book on Rabelais, where fools represent the low carnival culture 
that stands in opposition to hierarchical high culture.32 Earlier modernist 
theories found this notion of oppositional carnival culture congenial, 
whereas postmodern scholars have focused not on the social perspective 
of the inversion but on the ambivalent relationship between the two 
cultures.

32 Michail M. Bachtin, Tvorčestvo Fransua Rable i narodnaja kul´tura 
Srednevekov´ja i Renessansa, 2. izd., Chudožestvennaja literatura, Moskva, 1990.
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The following passage in Bachtin’s book on Dostoevskij describing 
the protagonist of Notes from Underground and what Bachtin calls his 
“word” is key to many interpretations of holy foolishness in Christ that 
have been advanced during the past 30 years, for it transfers the pheno-
menon from theology to the aesthetic sphere:

В отношении к другому оно стремится быть нарочито 
неизящным, быть “назло” ему и его вкусам во всех отношениях. 
Но и по отношению к самому говорящему оно занимает ту 
же позицию, ибо отношение к себе неразрывно сплетено с 
отношением к другому. Поэтому слово подчеркнуто цинично, 
рассчитанно цинично, хотя и с надрывом. Оно стремится к 
юродству, юродство же есть своего рода форма, своего рода 
эстетизм, но как бы с обратным знаком.33

In its attitude to the other person it strives to be deliberately inele-
gant to “spite” him and his tastes in all respects. But this discourse 
takes the same position even in regard to the speaker himself, for 
one’s attitude toward oneself is inextricably interwoven with one’s 
attitude toward another. Thus discourse is pointedly cynical, cal-
culatedly cynical, yet also anguished. It strives to play the holy fool, 
for holy-foolishness is indeed a sort of form, a sort of aestheticism 
– but, as it were, in reverse.34

Tat´jana Goričeva, one of the so-called Leningrad feminists, was among 
the first modern intellectual and cultural historians to point out similariti-
es between holy foolishness and contemporary postmodern culture. She 
notes in her book Pravoslavie i postmodernizm (Orthodoxy and Post-
modernism): “Юродивый – самая современная, постмодернистская 
форма святости”35 (“The fool is the most contemporary, postmodern 
form of holiness”). her book is broadly critical of today’s society for its 
isolation and banalization of the individual, who has lost a sense of rea-

33 Michail M. Bachtin, Problemy poėtiki Dostoevskogo, 3. izd., Chudožestvennaja 
literatura, Moskva, 1972, p. 397. 
34 Mikhail Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, ed. and trans. C. Emerson, 
University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis, 1984, p. 231.
35 Tat´jana Goričeva, Pravoslavie i postmodernizm, Izd. Leningradskogo univer-
siteta, Leningrad, 1991, p. 57. 
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lity. Some of the blame lies on information overload. The book abounds 
in ideas and references to philosophers and critics of civilization who 
were of immediate interest when it appeared in 1991, although in the 
much different post-Soviet era it may seem somewhat dated. The simi-
larity she addresses in particular is aesthetic in nature and consists in a 
focus on ugliness consistent with Bachtin’s observation above as well 
as on the paradoxical and absurd elements in both phenomena. Thea-
tricalization – what today is known as performance – or ritualization is 
another shared feature, and Goričeva further maintains that both bear a 
kinship to apophatic theology. As was noted above, Florenskij points to 
this aspect of jurodstvo, and Goričeva similarly contends that the fool’s 
grotesque behaviour denies all knowledge of the divine and materializes 
this denial. The fool in Christ is himself a manifestation of apophatic 
theology. By this she means that the fool’s laughter calls into question all 
conventional truths, and that this connects him with apophatic theology. 
As she notes:

Юродивый не просто отрицает объективированный, мертвый, 
изолгавшийся мир. И он не просто предлагает альтернативу 
этому миру: он дурак неуловимый, неисчислимый и 
исчезающий. Он поистине указывает на Другого, совершено 
невидимого, совсем апофатичного Бога. 36

The fool does not simply deny the objectified, inert, mendacious 
world, and he does not simply propose an alternative to this world: 
he is an elusive fool, incalculable and evasive. he truly points to the 
Other, entirely invisible, completely apophatic God.

Both jurodstvo and postmodernism are sceptical and mistrustful of rea-
son, in the one case it can be connected to apophatic theology, in the other 
to postmodern philosophy for example Derrida’s later works. Another 
post-Soviet culturologist to make the connection between jurodstvo and 
postmodernism is Sof´ja Malen´kich. She maintains in terms that can be 
glimpsed in Goričeva’s study as well that only in madness can the mo-
dern individual experience reality, which has otherwise been transfor-
med into simulacra, by which the French philosopher Baudrillard means 

36 Goričeva, op. cit., p. 57.
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false worlds created through the mass media or the internet. Jurodstvo, 
in contrast, represents reality and the sacred:

В условиях, когда профанизируется идея Бога, церкви, веры 
юродство становится формой обретения сакрального. В мире 
симулякров настолько невозможно трудно столкнуться с 
реальностью, что становится необходимым преодоление всех 
общепринятых норм, условностей, даже морали, чтобы обрести 
«вкус жизни», ощущение реальности. Безусловно, было 
бы неверно говорить, что в центре сегодняшнего искусства 
находится юродивый в полном смысле этого слова, юродивый, 
каким понимался он в Древней Руси. Тем не менее, некоторые 
его черты мы можем найти в герое современного искусства.
Часто героем современной культуры становится человек, 
выпавший из общей системы, вольно или невольно 
нарушающий нормы поведения, морали. Юродивый вызывает 
смех, ужас, омерзение. И в современном искусстве становится 
актуальна эстетика безобразного, авторы обращают внимание 
на то, что вызывает ужас, отвращение.37

In a situation where the ideas of God, the Church, and faith are pro-
fanized, jurodstvo is a means of attaining the sacred. In the world of 
simulacra it is so impossibly difficult to find reality that it becomes 
necessary to overcome all generally accepted norms, conventions, 
and even morals in order to acquire a “taste of life”, a sense of 
reality. It would of course be wrong to say that the fool in Christ in 
the full meaning of the word as understood in ancient Rus´ is at the 
centre of contemporary art, but we can find certain of his traits in 
the hero of today’s art, who is often a person who has fallen away 
from the overall system and consciously or unconsciously violated 
behavioural and moral norms. The jurodivyj evokes laughter, hor-
ror, and disgust. Contemporary art now focuses on the aesthetics of 
ugliness, and writers turn to what evokes horror and revulsion.

37 Sof´ja Malen´kich, “Popytka jurodstva kak odna iz strategij sovremennoj 
kul´tury”, Religija i nravstvennost´ v sekuljarnom mire: materialy naučnoj kon-
ferencii 28-30 nojabrja 2001 goda, Sankt-Peterburgskoe filosofskoe obščestvo, 
Sankt-Peterburg, 2001, pp. 54–56, Antropologija, http://anthropology.ru/ru/texts/
malenk/secular_13.html, 30-06-2009.
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Baudrillard’s answer to the question of divine reality is that it is non-ex-
istent and that the icons are simulacra, an argument that harks back to the 
dispute on icons in the 8th and 9th centuries.38 Malen´kich further bases 
her discussion on the notion of the death of God, maintaining that the fool 
in Christ is a means by which postmodern literature attempts to find him 
again. The sacred and the real are regarded as identical, as are the profane 
and the simulacrum. Malen´kich thus directly responds to Baudrillard that 
there is something behind the simulacra: the foolishness in Christ. 

Fools in Christ also represent an erasure of boundaries and striving 
for freedom which, if one continues along this line of thought, bears 
comparison with the tendency away from authoritarian discourses in 
recent Russian literature. The chaos that characterizes the fools has much 
in common with the chaos we find in postmodern works and in reality. 
Goričeva similarly perceives a correspondence between the behaviour of 
the fool and ugliness as a concept in recent art. If Goričeva asserts that 
jurodstvo offers a means for abolishing the boundary between art and 
reality, for Malen´kich the fool in Christ represents reality itself.

Michail ėpštejn, one of the most prominent present-day Russian 
cultural philosophers, regards holy foolishness as explaining not only 
postmodernism but also the early 20th century Russian avant-garde as 
represented by Majakovskij and Chlebnikov, claiming that the avant-
garde’s interest in all that was ugly, abominable, and even blasphemous 
can be interpreted in terms of jurodstvo:

Авангард – это юродствующее искусство, сознательно идущее 
на унижение, на уродование своего эстетического лика, 
вплоть до того, что место скульптуры на выставке занимает 
писсуар/…/39

The avant-garde is art in the jurodstvo vein that deliberately seeks 
to humiliate and the mutilate its aesthetic countenance, even to the 
extent of substituting a pissoir for a sculpture at an exhibition/…/

38 Jean Baudrillard, Selected Writings, Stanford University Press, Stanford, Calif., 
1988, pp. 166–184.
39 Michail ėpštejn, Vera i obraz: religioznoe bessoznatel´noe v russkoj kul´ture 20-
go veka, ėrmitaž, Tenafly, N.J, 1994, p. 32.
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This is precisely the sort of foul language that characterized the fool 
Viktor described above. The avant-garde interest in everything low and 
ugly corresponds to the theological concept of kenosis, which consists in 
voluntarily renouncing divinity to become human. Its art takes the same 
path as Christ to the lower depths of existence:

Искусство впадает в убожество, чтобы причаститься участи 
Божества, пройти вслед за ним путь позора и осмеяния/…/40 

Art lapses into squalor in order to partake of the Deity and follow 
him into disgrace and derision/…/

As was noted earlier, fools in Christ often spoke a strange language that 
mixed incomprehensible utterances with profanity, and culturologists 
point to a comparable dismantling of high style language in postmodern 
works.41 ėpštejn similarly regards the Futurists’ attempt to create zaum´ 
– a language “beyond reason” – as a gesture of jurodstvo, and interprets 
their provocations, anti-art, and sensational costumes as manifestations 
of holy foolishness. As for the avant-garde’s blasphemies, he concludes 
that they are “not a denial of faith but a denial through faith” (“Это не 
отрицание веры, это отрицание верой”).42

Thus the avant-garde and postmodernists resemble each other in the 
sense that both engage in phenomena associated with holy foolishness 
that are quite essential to their art. As suggested by the title of ėpštejn’s 

40 Ibid., p. 33. 
41 See, for example, S. Medvedev’s comments on jurodstvo and language: “Два языка 
существует в русской традиции. Один – язык священных знаков, будь то цер-
ковнославянский, петровский канцелярит, советский новояз или горбачевский 
лексикон. Язык миметический, воспринимающий знак как выражение Открове-
ния, язык Истины, Добра и Красоты. Другой – язык смеховой: язык скоморохов, 
лубка и анекдота; язык юродивых. Именно эта смеховая парадигма может стать 
основой для постмодернистской деконструкции.” (“There are two languages in the 
Russian tradition. One is the language of holy signs, whether Church Slavonic, the 
Petrine calendar, Soviet newspeak, or Gorbačev’s lexicon. It is a mimetic language 
that regards the sign as an expression of Revelation, the language of Truth, Good-
ness, and Beauty. The other language is the language of ridicule – the language of the 
skomorochi, the lubok, and the joke; the language of the holy fool. It is this paradigm 
that is capable of becoming the basis of postmodernist deconstruction.”) – S. Medve-
dev, “SSSR: dekonstrukciia teksta (K 77-letiju sovetskogo diskursa)”, Russkij Žurnal, 
http://old.russ.ru/antolog/inoe/medved.htm, 30-06-2009. 
42 Ibid., p. 34.
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book – Faith and Image: The Religious Subconscious in Twentieth-
Century Russian Culture – the Christian theme is often subliminal, and 
none of these writers or artists referred to would probably be willing to 
acknowledge it in their works. The cultural philosophers cited here apply 
the phenomenon of jurodstvo so broadly that ultimately it appears to be 
losing some of its value as an analytical instrument. Their argumentative 
strategy, however, is very typical of present-day Russian culture.

Dmitrij Šalin, a Russian émigré professor of sociology, has questioned 
ėpštejn’s use of jurodstvo, maintaining that there is a difference between 
avant-garde writers, who bear comparison to jurodivye, and postmodern 
authors, who are more reminiscent of medieval skomorochi jesters. 

The difference between the two is telling: the former seeks to walk in 
the path of Christ and suspects the devil’s trickery in all mundane beau-
ty; the latter is too much of a sceptics to walk in anybody’s path (except 
in the path of his own linguistic shadow) and is inclined to dismiss 
beauty as something residing in the star-struck eyes of the beholder.43

Šalin is probably right when he criticizes ėpštejn and other thinkers for 
reading an ideological core or Christian message into works that more 
or less explicitly lack any such centre. What is unique about the Russian 
debate is that the participants are so eager to find a Christian nucleus in 
these writers. In this respect they recall recent interpreters of Bachtin 
who have increasingly contended that the polyphony and dialogicity 
does contain a centre, and that that core is Christ.

Mark Lipoveckij, perhaps the best known postmodern thinker outside 
Russia, perceives the resemblance between holy foolishness and post-
modernism in a shared kenotic element and a sense of chaos:

Средневековое юродство, как и античный кинизм, были для 
своих эпох чем-то вроде постмодернизма. […] юродивый, как и 
писатель-постмодернист, вступает в диалог с хаосом, стремясь 
среди грязи и похабства найти истину.44

43 Dmitrij Šalin, “The Shalin-Epstein exchange on Russian postmodernism”, Oc-
tober 31, 1996, University of Nevada: Center for Democratic Culture, http://www.
unlv.edu/centers/cdclv/archives/ncs/shalin_epstein96.html, 30-06-2009.
44 Mark N. Lipoveckij, “Russkij postmodernizm: očerki istorii poėtiki”, UGPU, 
Ekaterinburg, 1997, p. 176, Philosophy.ru: Filosofskij portal, http://www.philoso-
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Both medieval jurodstvo and cynicism in Antiquity were for their 
times something like postmodernism. […] The fool in Christ, like 
the postmodern writer, enters into dialogue with chaos in his at-
tempt to find truth in the midst of filth and obscenity.

The holy fool’s peculiar behaviour also parallels the doubt that postmo-
dern literature and reality cast upon the grand narrative. Fragmentation is 
another phenomenon that they have in common, as are their special sense 
of freedom and “the incomplete”. Like his reading of Venedikt Erofeev’s 
novel Moskva-Petuški, Lipoveckij’s interpretation of postmodernism se-
ems to draw heavily on Bachtin’s description of the opposition between 
the carnivalesque world and the well-ordered and hierarchical one. Post-
modernism is interpreted through jurodstvo and jurodstvo is ultimately 
interpreted through postmodernism as a life strategy, literary style, and 
narrative technique. In a personal communication Lipoveckij has denied 
that jurodstvo is particularly important to him, maintaining that it is me-
rely a means for approaching Erofeev’s novel. his definition, however, 
suggests that he does attach significance to it and that it is included in an 
overall definition of Russian postmodernism. Regardless of his personal 
preferences, the attention he has given it is an acknowledgment of its 
significance in post-Soviet culture’s self-image.

Foolishness in Christ has been used to analyze and interpret a number 
of modern literary works. A favorite is Erofeev’s novel mentioned above, 
in which an alcoholic tells of his attempt to travel by commuter train 
from Moscow to a suburb. In the interpretation of cultural philosophers 
such as Mark Lipoveckij, the drunk becomes a Christ figure, and his 
mixture of unintelligible and obscene utterances are viewed not as drun-
ken blather but as the enigmatic and vulgar speech of a holy fool. his 
crazy behaviour is similarly seen in a sacred context, an analysis that is 
supported by the numerous Biblical references in the text. In the view of 
these observers, Erofeev attempts to depict a fool in Christ from within 
to show how he thinks, something the vitae never do. 

Thus there is a large and significant group of thinkers who connect 
holy foolishness and postmodernism. There is also an inherent national 
motif in the phenomenon that incorporates postmodernism into Russian 
culture and civilisation. Thus a phenomenon that in its essence has been 

phy.ru/library/art/lipovecky.html, 30-06-2009.
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defined as inherently belonging to the periphery of Orthodox culture 
has in some respect moved to the centre, where it seemst to remain for 
a long time. Perhaps it is this dual character that explains its endurance 
and continued significance.

In contrast to postmodern critics and philosophers, the representa-
tives of the Orthodox Church who have noted the connection being 
made between jurodstvo and postmodernism point to differences instead 
of similarities. This is the theme of a major and fairly knowledgeable 
but critical survey of postmodernism by Olesja Nikolaeva written at 
the Moscow mission of the Theological Academy of the holy Trinity 
Monastery outside Moscow and blessed by the patriarch. Nikolaeva 
objects especially to the way in which postmodernism fragments and 
dissolves reality and to its proclamation of the “death of the author”. 
Like Malen´kich, she maintains that the death of God is an important 
theme in the works of these writers. The insight does not, according to 
her, lead to any new faith, however, and she holds postmodern thinkers 
responsible for this “death”.

Nikolaeva perceives many differences between postmodernism and 
jurodstvo. Like Šalin but unlike Goričeva and most other critics cited 
here, she denies the former any religious meaning:

Итак, некоторые зрелищные, игровые и поведенческие 
компоненты юродства отдаленно напоминают 
постмодернисткие шоу. Однако “лицедейство” юродивых 
имеет целью славу Божию, в то время как постмодернистские 
манипуляции лежат исключительно в сфере интересов 
человеческого “я”, разорвавшего свои связи с Творцом и 
Спасителем мира.45

Thus certain theatrical, ludic, and behavioural components of 
jurodstvo distantly recall postmodern performances. The holy fool’s 
“jiggery pockery”, however, is intended to praise God, whereas 
postmodern manipulations are contained entirely within the inte-
rests of a human self that has severed its bonds with the Creator and 
Saviour of the world.

45 Nikolaeva, op. cit.
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Switching from a culturological to an apocalyptic discourse, she goes 
on to criticize – simulacra:

Царство не от мира сего, которое проповедуют юродивые, 
и мир постмодернистских симулякров вряд ли могут 
соприкоснуться. Мир симулякров и есть, по сути, геенна 
огненная – место, где нет Бога, где реальность и смысл, явление 
и сущность, означающее и означаемое разошлись навеки. Там 
плач, и стон, и скрежет зубов.46

The kingdom not of this world preached by fools in Christ and the 
world of postmodern simulacra are hardly capable of coming into 
contact with each other. The world of simulacra is basically a fiery 
hell in which there is no God, where reality and meaning, appearan-
ce and essence, and signifier and signified have parted ways forever. 
It is a place full of weeping, and wailing, and gnashing of teeth.

The world of simulacra is a world without God–that is more or less 
exactly what Baudrillard is saying. Both sides are engaged in a struggle 
against simulacra and a quest for reality, but the cultural philosophers 
find that reality in an adoption of jurodstvo mixed with postmodernism, 
whereas in Nikolaeva’s view postmodernism has been damned and cast 
into Gehenna. Once again we see that the culturologists are more open 
toward Orthodoxy than the other way around. They do not merely use 
terms and phenomena drawn from theology, but also maintain that post-
modernism itself is Christian and perhaps even Orthodox.

JURODSTVO IN LITERATURE

Jurodstvo is an important motif in contemporary Russian poetry and 
prose. Some examples of poetry will be discussed below in the chapter 
on Ksenija of Petersburg, but here I would like to focus on two repre-
sentative prose works – Boris Evseev’s short novel Jurod (1998), and 
Ljudmila Ulickaja’s play Semero svjatych (1993–2001). Evseev’s novel 
is set almost entirely in a mental hospital just before the collapse of 

46 Ibid. 
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the Soviet Union. The narration is from an internal point of view that 
depicts, among other things, the protagonist Serov’s irresistible urge to 
befoul everything around him. he comes to the clinic to escape being 
incriminated in some form of conspiracy – indeed, a coup d’etat. he is 
in poor psychic condition due to stress, but under the influence of those 
around him he begins to behave as though he really is mentally ill. he 
is in fact exploiting insanity just like Bishop Varnava. he is threatened 
with coercive procedures such as electrical shock treatment and insulin 
shock therapy in a setting that is very reminiscent of One Flew Over the 
Cuckoo’s Nest. Finally he flees from the clinic, but in a revelation he is 
commanded to become a fool in Christ, and he obeys.

One of the themes in the novel concerns the question of the difference 
between jurodstvo and ordinary mental illness. The doctors at the clinic 
dismiss the former as simple “clownism”, but one of Serov’s fellow 
patient summarizes the contrast as follows:

В вас есть что-то от юродивого, поверьте! (Серов расслабился 
вновь.) И они это чувствуют и изничтожат вас, конечно. 
Не Россия сошла с ума. Сошла с ума интеллигенция. 
А сумасшествие, любой вид его: будь то паранойя с ее 
несмолкающим бредом, будь то маниакально-депрессивный 
психоз, будь то сама королева душевной гнили – шизофрения, 
так вот, сумасшествие всегда противоположно “божеволию”, 
или, по-московски, юродству. Именно поэтому нынешние 
интеллигентные психи (да, да, теперь мы не диссиденты, мы 
психи, и психи, уверяю вас, настоящие!) объявили на всех 
уровнях войну высшей правде юродства. Зато сумасбродству 
жалкому, зато сумасшествию нагленькому дан зеленый свет! 
Сумасшедших выпускают из больниц. Берут в правительство. 
Они играют в театрах, шастают по улицам целыми толпами. 
Они, они, а не нормальные люди определяют ныне дух и колер 
России!47

47 Boris Evseev, “Jurod”, Postskriptum: literaturnyj žurnal, 2 (10), 1998, pp. 14–79, 
Vavilon, http://www.vavilon.ru/metatext/ps10/evseev2.html, 30-06-2009.
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There’s something of the holy fool in you, believe me! (Serov 
relaxed again.) And they sense this and will of course destroy you. 
It’s not Russia that has gone crazy. It’s the intelligentsia that’s gone 
crazy. And madness, whether it’s paranoia with its incessant raving, 
or maniac-depressive psychosis, or the very queen of mental rot 
– schizophrenia. you see, madness is always the opposite of “Gods’ 
will” or as we say in Moscow, jurodstvo. This is why today’s intel-
ligentsia wackos (yes, yes, we’re not dissidents now, we’re wackos, 
and, I assure you, genuine wackos!) have on all levels declared war 
on the higher truth of jurodstvo. yet pathetic buffoonery and ar-
rogant insanity have a green light! Lunatics are being released from 
the hospitals. They’re admitted into the government. They act in the 
theatres, and whole crowds of them go striding down the streets. 
They, they’re the ones, not normal people, who these days define 
the spirit and colour of Russia!

The novel reflects upon jurodstvo today and is perhaps also a criticism of 
post-Soviet Russian society, which, it asserts with a generalization of al-
most Shakespearean sweep, is flooded with ordinary insanity rather than 
holy folly. It focuses on the process by which an individual elects to be-
come a holy fool and experiments with various typical behaviours such 
as living in filth and going barefoot. Serov learns from another fool and a 
book that is entitled Škola jurodstva (School of Holy Foolishness), which 
may or may not allude to a literary work by Veniamin Jakovlev with the 
same name or perhaps to Saša Sokolov’s novel Škola dlja durakov (A 
School for Fools).48 Serov breaks off contact with his family, or more 
precisely, the family is there but does not exist either for him or for the 
narrator. he hears an inner voice that tells him: “Возвращайся, поживи. 
Поюродствуй, даже и над умами повлавствуй!” (”Return, live. Be a 
holy fool for a while and reign even over the minds of men!”).

Thus Evseev’s novel offers a psychological interpretation of jurodst-
vo. Serov really does suffer from some form of mental illness. he hears 
inner voices and exhibits compulsive behaviour. Instead of being treated 
at the hospital, however, these disorders transform him into a fool in 
Christ and develop into a question about Russia’s history and fate:

48 Veniamin Jakovlev, “Škola jurodstva: minuta roditel´skoj ljubvi”, Lib.ru: Žurnal 
“Samizdat”, http://zhurnal.lib.ru/j/jakowlew_w/zu-school.shtml, 13-08-2009.
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Тебе первому скажу! Россия – спрячется! Пока, на время! В 
себя уйдет. В бомжи, в нищие, в юроды! Но потом из раковины, 
из будки, из норки тесной, из лохмотьев юродских – выскочит! 
Да как пойдет плясать по заулочкам... Как пойдет цепами 
молотить! И скоро уже! Скоро... А ты... Отпусти, дядя! Я 
б тебе еще сказал, да нельзя тебе больше! Отпусти? А? Я к 
Кремлю пойду.49

you’re the first one I’m telling! Russia will go into hiding! For the 
time being! She’ll retreat into herself. Into the homeless, the beg-
gars, the holy fools! But then out of her shell, her little doghouse, 
her cramped little burrow, the rags of the fools, out she’ll jump! 
And how she’ll go dancing down the alleyways… how she’ll begin 
flailing her chains! And soon! Soon… But you… Let me out, chum! 
I’d tell you more but I can’t! Let me out, huh? huh? I’ll go to the 
Kremlin.

here we see a literary depiction of the inherent opposition in the phe-
nomenon between jurodstvo and mental illness. Numerous quotations 
in the text from authentic vitae have simply been transferred to a con-
temporary context. The protagonist of the novel is at once mentally ill, 
a fool for Christ’s sake, and a fugitive from the police. The work illus-
trates the features that the above-mentioned cultural scholars attribute to 
jurodstvo: ambivalence, fascination with all that is ugly and shocking, 
and a search for reality and meaning. Everyone except another holy 
fool regards Serov as mad, and he himself is ambivalent about his own 
state of health.

One of the best known recent writers, Ljudmila Ulickaja, has cast two 
fools in Christ as the protagonists of her play Semero svjatych iz derevni 
Brjucho (Seven Saints from the Village of Brucho).50 It is set a few years 
after the Revolution and is based on the actual murder of the paralyzed 
nun Evdokija and her followers by the Soviet regime in 1919 as it began 
persecution of the Church. The tragedy takes place during the last days of 

49 Evseev, op. cit. 
50 Ljudmila Ulickaja, “Semero svjatych iz derevni Brjucho”, Biblioteka Al´debaran, 
http://lib.aldebaran.ru/author/ulickaya_lyudmila/ulickaya_lyudmila_semero_svya-
tyh_iz_derevni_bryuho/ulickaya_lyudmila_semero_svyatyh_iz_derevni_bryuho__
1.html, 30-06-2009. 
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her life. The moral issue in the play – and a certain feminist perspective 
that includes a role for the Virgin Mary – emerges in the contrast between 
the revolutionary violence of the men and the faith of the utterly artless 
women, who sing Akathistos hymns as they await their fate.

Ulickaja draws a rare distinction between blažennaja and jurodivaja, 
a difference that is reflected in the behaviour of the passive Dusja, who 
plays with dolls, and the more provocative Manja, who dresses in men’s 
clothing, exactly like the most famous female holy fool, Ksenija of Pe-
tersburg. The difference between the two is that everyone knows that 
Ksenija is a woman acting like a man, but Manja, who everyone believes 
to be a woman, actually is a man, a fact that is not discovered until after 
her death, that is a case of double cross-dress. Also like traditional holy 
fools, the women have an antagonistic relationship with those around 
them – Dusja is constantly complaining about her women helpers, and 
Manja throws stones at the others.

Ulickaja’s play is based on a specific vita, “Žitie i stradanija pre-
podobnomučenicy Evdokij (Šikovoj) i poslušnic ee Darii (Timolinoj), 
Darii (Siušinskoj) i Marii” (“The Life and Suffering of the Righteous 
Martyr Evdokija (Šikovaja), and the novice Darija Timolina (Ill. 13) 
Darija (Siušinskaja) and Marija”) and has aroused considerable in-
terest. Called by some a “confession”, it has been compared to Pa-
vel Lungin’s film Ostrov (The Island). Critics maintain that the topic 
of both works is neither relevant nor appropriate just now, and their 
authenticity has also been called into question. Underscoring the uni-
quely Russian character of jurodstvo, certain reviewers have focused 
especially on Ulickaja, whom they accuse of responding in the early 
1990s to an order from abroad for a play with a genuine Russian theme. 
What the play does not do is to idyllicize Orthodoxy, although one critic 
described it as “simplistic” (“lubočnyj”). It does not attempt to present 
the postmodernists’ jurodstvo ideal at first hand, but draws instead on 
the ideals contained in recent vitae as described above.

Thus holy foolishness is a very generative phenomenon in Russia that is 
exploited as much by the Church as by postmodern culture and especi-
ally by cultural philosophers. The reason these generally very different 
and even hostile outlooks are able to do so is that despite their many 
differences they and jurodstvo share certain important features. First of 
all, there is the origin of jurodstvo in the opposition the Apostle Paul 
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established between wisdom and folly. The distrust of rationality inhe-
rent in the Orthodox and especially the Russian Orthodox tradition is 
expressed most clearly and emphatically in jurodstvo. Postmodernism is 
similarly suspicious of reason and questions the validity of rationalism, 
the Enlightenment, modernism, science, and the very possibility of a 
stable and uniform system of values. Jurodstvo does, of course, have 
an implicit value system in Christianity, but its various components are 
often very difficult to discern. As a strategy it calls into question rigid 
values without thereby denying the existence of a single Truth. The same 
may be said of postmodernism, for according to these Russian thinkers, 
such a Truth is concealed within it as well, the truth of Christ. 

Another shared feature is ambivalence. Postmodernism is inherently 
ambivalent, ambiguous, and opaque. These traits are more characteris-
tic of jurodstvo as a phenomenon within Orthodoxy than of Orthodoxy 
as such, which explains why it intersects with postmodernism more 
often than with the Church in the broader sense. I have further sug-
gested that attempts to identify many aspects of Russian postmodernism 
with jurodstvo seek to Russianize it. ėpštejn goes so far as to maintain 
that Russian culture is in itself inherently postmodern, and he has also 
classified other cultural phenomena such as conceptualism as typically 
Russian.51 One could equally reasonably argue that jurodstvo is merely 
a Russian word for the more general phenomenon of holy foolishness, 
but it is in any event an important component of the Russian self-image 
and quest for identity, not least the irrationality acclaimed in Tjutčev’s 
famous dictum “Umom Rossiju ne ponjat´” (“One cannot understand 
Russia with the mind”). In many of the examples discussed in the present 
chapter jurodstvo is associated with moral maximalism versus evil or 
indifference, and it has been used artistically and ideologically to high-
light existential questions of life and death. Jurodstvo today represents 
one attempt to address the question of how to live when all established 
values have been renounced or at least called into question.

yet a third common denominator in the use to which jurodstvo is put 
by both the Church and the cultural philosophers derives from the fact 
that – as was noted earlier – it belongs to an anti-authoritarian discourse. 
Both use it in their opposition to the present and Soviet regimes. In this 

51 Michail ėpštejn, After the Future: the Paradoxes of Postmodernism and Contem-
porary Russian Culture, University Massachusetts Press, Amherst, 1995, pp. 67–70.
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respect the holy fools who have been canonized by the Church now 
continue a medieval Orthodox tradition. 

Both the fools themselves and their modern hagiographies draw upon 
the vitae, whereas the cultural philosophers turn above all to scholarly 
treatments of the phenomenon as described above. Jurodstvo is also 
interpreted with the help of Bachtin’s two cultures and Foucault’s study 
on the history of madness as a special premodern phenomenon that 
confronts the modern view of madness as a mental illness.52

The cultural philosophers use this phenomenon as an instrument in 
their struggle with the authoritarian aspects of Russian culture, in which 
process it acquires clearly secular features. Its sacred features are not 
thereby eliminated, however, but appear to function in a reciprocal re-
lationship with the secular ones.

Although both the Church and postmodern theorists turn to jurodstvo 
for some of the same purposes and to some extent interpret it similarly, 
in real life the two camps have little in common. The Church accuses 
postmodern culture of moral nihilism, and the cultural theorists accuse 
the Church of narrow-mindedness and intolerance. Many cultural phi-
losophers regard almost all postmodern culture as Orthodox, whereas 
in the most recent Russian culture the Church perceives only spiritual 
poverty and in the worst case blasphemy. If the two sides in the debate 
could find common ground and begin a dialogue, it might lead to a still 
more exciting process and give both of them a great deal, even if it can-
not and perhaps should not bridge the major differences.

Sergej Ivanov bluntly denies any connection between jurodstvo and 
postmodernism. his essentialist view states that the fool is authoritarian 
and monological in his behaviour. After having read and studied all this 
material, my own conclusion is that there really is a kinship between 
these phenomena in the Russian cultural context, be as it will how the 
fools were in their essence. It is interesting to note that Ivanov alone 
among Russian observers fails to see the rapprochement between ju-
rodstvo and postmodernism.53 

What the contemporary discourse on jurodstvo indicates above all is 
that it bears comparison with postmodern Russian literature and culture 
and their foci on the questions of performance and simulacra, critique 

52 Jangulova, op. cit.
53 Ivanov, op. cit., pp. 381–383.
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of reason, and pluralism. The pronounced ambivalence of the pheno-
menon has also enabled it to exist for so long and with such intensity in 
Russian culture. It cannot be automatized or stripped of meaning very 
easily or quickly, although there is, of course, the ever-present danger 
that anything that is by its very nature peripheral may enter mainstream 
culture, as in the case of Lungin’s film The Island from 2006. The writer 
Viktor Erofeev has even declared that “Юродивый вообще в России 
– это целый штат, целый институт людей, которые были вестниками 
народной правды” (“The holy fool in Russia is an entire state, an entire 
institution of people who have served as heralds of the people’s truth”).54 
It is also important to note that like Church Slavonic, icons, and perhaps 
also like the Orthodox element in post-Soviet Russian poetry, jurodstvo 
is a premodern phenomenon that has survived into Soviet and post-So-
viet reality, being transformed in its new context. 

54 Viktor Erofeev in an interview on Radio Svoboda: “ėnciklopedija russkoj duši: 
sumašestvie v žizni i literature”, 18.10.2008, Radio Svoboda, http://www.svobo-
danews.ru/Transcript/2008/10/18/20081018190036803.html, 30-06-2009.
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Postmodernist Saint. Ksenija’s Life

There is one fool in Christ from an earlier period who has aroused special 
interest after the demise of Soviet Union: Ksenija of Petersburg. She was 
canonized as recently as 1988 in one of the first steps the Church took as 
it was granted greater freedom by the authorities during glasnost´, thus 
giving Petersburg a second patron alongside Aleksandr Nevskij. Ksenija 
enjoys great popularity and attracts considerable attention in Russia 
today, even among the younger generation. The students of Petersburg 
University, for example, have erected a bronze plaque with her image 
on the campus.1 She is depicted in icons, hagiographies, liturgical texts 
as well as in the latest Russian poetry and in different kinds of popular 
writings. Based on these materials and focusing on hagiographic dis-
course in the broad sense, the present analysis will examine how she is 
portrayed and interpreted in the post-Soviet Russian context.

The biography presented in various hagiographic and semihagiograp-
hic depictions of Ksenija runs as follows: she lived in the eighteenth 
century and was married to Andrej Fedorovič Petrov, an army officer 
who also sang in Empress Elizabeth’s church choir.2 When her hus-
band passed away Ksenija came to the funeral dressed in his uniform, 
claiming that it was she and not he who had died. Only 26 years old at 
the time, she began a life as a holy fool, wandering around Petersburg 
in the guise of her dead husband. She insisted always and to everyone 
that Ksenija was dead and constantly asked people to dedicate memorial 
services to her. (Ill. 14)

1 “Pamjatnaja doska Ksenii Blažennoj”, Portal Fakul´teta filologii i iskusstv Sankt-
Peterburgskogo gosudarstvennogo universiteta, http://philarts.spbu.ru/photo-album/
photo-shelomova_12.jpg/view, 11-06-2009.
2 For a summary of early hagiographic material see Evgenij Rachmanin (ed.), Žitie i 
akafist blažennoj Ksenii Peterburgskoj, Voronež, 1995.
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Legend has it that when her husband’s uniform wore out she went 
clothed in thin rags summer and winter. She continued to insist that 
she was her husband, however, and responded only when addres-
sed as Andrej Fedorovič. With a level of concrete detail that is rare 
in hagiographies, some accounts relate that she wore either a green 
jacket and red dress or the reverse, a red jacket and green dress, the 
same colours as her husband’s uniform.3 These were the colours of the 
Preobraženskij-regiment in which her husband had served. Petersbur-
gers at first laughed at her, we are told, and uncomprehending laughter 
from the surrounding is an important component in the circumstances 
surrounding jurodstvo. As prophecies she made came true and especi-
ally her feats of faith-healing were recognized she eventually became 
widely popular. 

The gradual acknowledgement of her behaviour as typical of a fool 
in Christ and her prophetic powers are both topoi in the traditional 
hagiographic discourse on jurodstvo. Another characteristic feature 
she shares with fools in general is that she was not always quiet and 
meek, but sometimes displayed a provocative and unruly side when, 
for example, she was taunted by children or someone objected to her 
predictions. A further important topos in stories about such persons 
is that the true holy fool is not a “natural fool”, i.e. mentally ill, and 
Ksenija’s hagiography stresses that she was in full possession of all 
her senses. One passage relates that an examination her relatives for-
ced her to undergo after her husband’s death found her to be healthy. 
Liturgical texts as well, such as the troparion dedicated to her, insist that 
her insanity is simulated:

Безумием мнимым безумие мира обличивши.4

By your feigned madness didst thou bare the madness of this world.

3 The colours are those of the Preobraženskij regiment, in which he reportedly 
served, see “Svjataja blažennaja Ksenija Peterburgskaja”, Pravoslavie.Ru: Pravo-
slavnyj kalendar´, http://days.pravoslavie.ru/Life/life6689.htm, 29-06-2009. 
4 “Akafist svjatoj blažennoj Ksenii Peterburgskoj”, Blagovest: pravoslavnaja 
gazeta, http://www.cofe.ru/blagovest/article.asp?heading=35&article=6684, 27-06-
2008.
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Strangely, however, since analogies with other saints are usually an im-
portant ingredient in hagiographies, do any of these tales draw a parallel 
between her and her namesake and heavenly guardian the fifth-century 
St. Xenia of Rome. The omission is probably due to the fact that Xenia’s 
feats were quite different: she had no traces of jurodstvo. On the contrary 
she had an organizing capacity, founded a nunnery and dedicated herself 
to charity work.5 

When Ksenija died she was buried in the Smolensk Cemetery on Va-
siliev Island. In 1902 a small chapel was built over her grave, although 
formally it was dedicated not to her but to St. Xenia. Both Ksenija the 
holy fool and the earlier saint are celebrated on their name day, 24 Ja-
nuary (6 February New Style), appropriately enough in the middle of the 
winter, for many of the stories about her emphasize the cold and portray 
her walking through the icy streets.6 

KSENIJA’S MIRACLES

Ksenija’s popularity is understandable in light of all the stories about mi-
racles associated with her and her unusual appearance. her supernatural 
powers were manifested especially in her clairvoyance: she could predict 
the future, which almost always had to do with imminent death, and 
she knew what was happening in distant places, that is remote-viewing, 
which was regarded as one of the strongest proofs of her holiness. The 
wonders she worked, however, were often practical in nature: if she ac-
cepted a pretzel from a street vendor he would have good sales that day, 
or if a cab driver gave her a ride he would have many customers. Other 
tales underscore her generosity and helpfulness. She gave the alms she 
received to the poor and remarkably often aided women, children, and 
soldiers. She is also said to have helped to construct a church by secretly 
laying bricks for the walls at night – being a deed but not a wonder. The 
force of prayers to her is also an important part of the legend. They can 
cure toothache, ear inflammations, leg pain, consumption, and so on, 

5 Sergij V. Bulgakov, Nastol´naja kniga dlja svjaščenno-cerkovno-služitelej: 
sbornik svěděnij, kasajuščichsja preimuščestvenno praktičeskoj dejatel´nosti 
otečestvennago duchovenstva, Akademische Druck- und Verlagsanstalt, Graz, 1977 
[1900], p. 46.
6 Ibid.
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serious ailments as well as simpler afflictions. One of these innumerable 
stories about answered prayers tells about a woman named Praskov´ja 
who had long prayed to God that she and her husband be granted a child. 
Ksenija advised her to go to the Smolensk Cemetery, and as she was on 
her way there she saw a crowd gathered around a pregnant woman who 
had been run over by a wagon and killed. her newborn child lay next to 
her, and Praskov´ja took custody of it and adopted it. In another story 
an officer prayed to Ksenija and contrary to expectation, his two sons 
were admitted to military school.7

Like holy fools in general, Ksenija always spoke in riddles, and it was 
not until her predictions came true that others understood what she had 
meant. Many of her obscure pronouncements had to do with food and 
women’s work. When she prophesized Empress Elizabeth’s death she 
ran through the streets crying “Пеките блины, пеките блины: скоро вся 
Россия будет печь блины”8 (“Make pancakes, make pancakes! Soon 
all Russia will be making pancakes!”). Pancakes are traditional fare at 
events commemorating the recently deceased.

historians who have attempted to unearth reliable facts about Ksenija 
have searched in vain. Although he lived four hundred years before her, 
we know more about Russia’s national saint Sergij of Radonež. She is not 
mentioned in early written sources, she is not listed in church registries, 
nor has anyone been able to determine the years of her birth or death. 
Some of the fascination with her, which began to be manifested in a cult 
centred on her grave in the 1820s, seems to be rooted in this very dearth 
of biographical data, a lack that makes the contrast with the very concrete 
elements in the hagiography all the more striking.

ThE PETERSBURG TOPOS

As a patron saint of Petersburg Ksenija bears comparison to Aleksandr 
Nevskij. There is some imitation involved here, but there are also im-
portant differences. Aleksandr was a military commander, and Ksenija 
as well assumes a military role when she goes out into the streets dres-
sed in her husband’s uniform, yet other features are distinctly feminine, 

7 Rachmanin, op. cit., p. 24.
8 Ibid., p. 13.
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especially the imagery she uses. Both are patrons of the city (she is called 
heavenly patroness, nebesnaja pokrovitel´nica). In this role she is also 
reminiscent of the Mother of God as the protectoress of Constantinople 
in Byzantium. The Church emphasizes this aspect in one of the hymns 
devoted to her using words and epithets similar to the ones used about 
God’s mother:

Блаженная мати,/ основание положивши добродетели,/ древняго 
человека с похотьми совлекшися,/ во Христа облеклася еси 
воистину./ Темже и победила еси/ многия вражия ополчения,/ 
наставница была еси многим людем/ града святаго Петра,/ 
Ксение достохвальная.9

holy Mother/ who laid the foundation of virtue/ and stripped an-
cient man of his lust/ and clothed thyself verily in Christ./ Thereby 
didst thou conquer/ many hostile hosts,/ thou art to many/ in the 
city of St. Peter the leader,/ O Ksenija, worthy of our praise.

Other hymns also cite her role as a special patroness of the city: “ты бо 
еси граду сему похвало и утверждение”10 (”thou art this city’s glory 
and validation”); “Боготечная звезда явися святость твоя на тверди 
града Петрова”11 (“A star from God the Father revealed thy holiness in 
the firmament of Peter’s city”).

Ksenija’s miracles are throughout connected exclusively with Peters-
burg and its topography – churches, canals, and other places – although 
she is also said to have often ventured at night out into the fields beyond 
the city to pray, since she herself said that God’s presence there was 
“more palpable”.12 She is a saint per se of the Northern Capital, as Pe-
tersburg is also known, and portrayals of her constantly refer to the cold 
she endured as a homeless person. Many stories are set at night, which 

9 “’Služba svjatej blažennej Ksenii peterburžstej, Christa radi jurodivej na velicej 
večerni”’, Biblioteka Jakova Krotova: Ipodiakon, http://www.krotov.info/libr_min/
worship/minea_mes/01_24.html, 2008-06-27-06-2008.
10 Ibid. 
11 “Akafist svjatoj blažennoj Ksenii Peterburgskoj”, op. cit. 
12 “Žitie svjatoj blažennoj Ksenii Peterburgskoj:.  Den´ pamjati 24 janvarja / 6 
fevralja”, Cerkov´ sv. Apostolov Petra i Pavla, http://orthodox.spbu.ru/x-k.htm, 
29-06-2009.
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further emphasizes her vulnerability, and she as the representative of a 
unique and very Orthodox ideal of holiness is often contrasted with the 
spirit of the modern European metropolis.

Ksenija figures as well in numerous legends about the blockade of 
Leningrad during World War II. The well-known newspaper Argu-
menty i fakty, for example, recently published a composition by Saša, 
an eighth-grade pupil in a Petersburg school, who relates reminiscen-
ces she has heard from her grandmother about a mysterious woman 
who came and helped her in a bread line and gave her some icons. 
This woman also predicted that the war would end when three holy 
days fell on the same day, which in fact happened on the 9th of May 
1945, when St. George’s Day coincided with Easter, which is of course 
always on a Sunday. That was the first day of peace and is celebrated 
still in Russian as Victory Day. Once again there is a striking everyday 
quality about the miracle, as Soviet realia and details of the blockade 
are mixed with hagiographic elements in the discourse on important 
memories of the war:

“Моя бабушка рассказывала, как она стояла со своей 
бабушкой в очереди за хлебом”, – написал в сочинении Саша. 
– “Ей было чуть больше 4 лет. Очередь не расходилась даже 
во время налетов, а тут почему-то моя прапрабабушка отошла 
на пару минут, а когда вернулась, ее не пустили в очередь. 
Вдруг появилась женщина в белом платочке и сказала: ‘Я вас 
помню. Вы впереди меня стояли.’ Прапрабабушка пыталась 
возразить, что она стояла дальше, но та женщина только 
качала головой. Тогда прапрабабушка взяла мою бабушку за 
руку и пошла за той женщиной. Стояли молча, а когда взяли 
свой хлеб, он закончился. Прапрабабушка ахнула: ‘А как же та 
женщина?’ Оглянулась – а ее нет. Стала спрашивать – никто 
не видел. Кто-то в очереди сказал: ‘Это была сама Ксения 
Блаженная.’”13

13 Natal´ja Odincova, “’Ksenija Blažennaja v belom platočke”’, Argumenty i fakty: 
AiF Peterburg, no. 07 (600), 16/2 2005, http://spb.aif.ru/issues/600/20, 2008-06-27-
06-2008.
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“My grandmother told me that she was standing with her own 
grandmother in a bread line”, Saša wrote. “She was a little over 
four years old. The line didn’t disperse even during air raids. My 
grandmother left it for some reason for a couple of minutes. When 
she returned a woman in a white kerchief suddenly appeared and 
said ‘I remember you. you were ahead of me.’ My great grand-
mother tried to object that she was farther back in the line, but 
the woman merely shook her head. Then great grandmother took 
grandmother by the hand and got in line behind the woman. They 
stood there silently, and after they got their bread, there wasn’t any 
more. Great grandmother cried ‘But where is that woman?’ They 
looked around them, but she wasn’t there. She went around asking 
others – no one had seen her. Someone in the line said ‘That was 
Ksenija the Blessed herself’.”

In this story Ksenija assumes the role of a good fairy. Many traits in the 
stories about her are close to folklore. 

Ksenija also figures in the present-day creation of Petersburg myths in 
contemporary poetry, for example.14 In a work by the well known poet 
Elena Ignatova, Ksenija is a positive pole that contrasts with all the evil 
and sorrows connected with the city, and she is not only a fool in Christ 
but the poet’s muse:15

Но когда у Ксении Блаженной,
у ее часовни жду рассвета, 
Жена, о блаженнейшая женa –
сколько счастья было, сколько света!

But when I wait for dawn
by Ksenija the Blessed’s chapel –
Woman, o most blessed woman,
such happiness there was, such light!

14 On the Petersburg myth in general, see, Vladimir N. Toporov, Peterburgskij tekst 
russkoj literatury: izbrannye trudy, Iskusstvo, S.-Peterburg, 2003.
15 Cf. Anna  Achmatova’s poem “Kogda ja noč´’ju ždu ee prichoda,”, “When I wait 
for her arrival at night” which describes a similar visit of the muse.
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Ksenija’s popularity is currently so great that a parallel and entirely 
new and “rival” cult with the same function has emerged in Moscow 
around the mysterious Matrona Moskovskaja, who died as recently as 
1952. Completely blind and possessing the gift of prophecy associated 
with fools in Christ, she is known for working the same sort of practical 
miracles as Ksenija and had the same clairvoyance; she is remembered 
for her prophecies about Stalin and the war, as we noticed in the chapter 
on the canonization of Stalin. A recently published book explicitly links 
the two women and their significance for their respective cities:

Так уж традиционно сложилось, что петербурженки чаще 
молятся матушке Ксении, москвички – матушке Матроне, 
хотя просьбы у нас, живущих в разных городах, как правило, 
одинаковые. И матушку Ксению, и матушку Матрону просим 
мы наладить нашу семейную жизнь, помочь решить проблемы, 
возникающие в общении с детьми, защитить от пьянства, 
наркомании, порчи, дать сил для борьбы со злом, да и просто 
помочь найти себя, правильно определить свою – женскую 
– долю. И помощь от святой блаженной Ксении, от блаженной 
старицы Матроны приходит всегда.16

Thus it has come about that Petersburg women most often pray to 
Mother Ksenija, and those in Moscow to Mother Matrona, although 
the prayers of the inhabitants of both cities are generally the same. 
We ask both Ksenija and Matrona to help us in our family life 
and with problems connected with the children, to protect us from 
drunkenness, drugs, curses, to give us the strength to combat evil, 
and simply to help us find ourselves and correctly determine our 
womanly fate. And from both St. Ksenija the Blessed and Matrona 
the Blessed help always comes.17

16 ’A. Semenova,: “Svjatye Ksenija, i Matrona: čudesa spasenija”, Izdatel´’skaja 
kompanija “”Nevskij prospekt”, http://www.nevskiy.ru/info.php?catalogueID=074
&iName=1, 2008-06-27-06-2008. 
17 Ibid.
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If the miracles of both figures tend to be connected with everyday wo-
manly concerns, in the case of Ksenija the female perspective is mixed 
with an almost equally strong masculine viewpoint that her Moscow 
counterpart lacks. Another difference is that although both are called 
“blažennaja” (“blessed”), and although today the epithet is most often 
used in conjunction with fools in Christ,18 only Ksenija is specifically 
referred to as such (“jurodivaja”), which is a much more narrow and 
specific term. Matrona’s behaviour is sometimes quite simply odd, and 
then not often enough to qualify her as a “jurodivaja”. Thus in different 
ways the two figures represent a feminine ideal of holiness common to 
the piety of both the official church and the simple people which is at 
once rather everyday in nature and connected with Russian history and 
the metropolis.

ThE POLITICAL ASPECT

Ksenija is said to have predicted the deaths of three empresses. One of 
these predictions has been noted already. It is claimed that she foretold 
the attempted coup in 1764 that was to have put Ivan VI on the throne 
instead of Catherine the Great. Ivan was killed in the coup. Three weeks 
prior to these events Ksenija began weeping, and when she was asked 
about the reason she answered:

Там кровь, кровь, кровь! Там реки налились кровью, там 
каналы кровавые, там кровь, кровь. 19

There is blood over there, blood, blood! There the rivers have filled 
with blood, the canals are bloody, there is blood, blood!

Ksenija’s, or rather the Ksenija legend’s commentary on Russian his-
tory is typical of the view of history found in jurodstvo as a cultural-
historical phenomenon, for in this almost expressionistic image of the 
rivers and canals of the capital of the Russian Empire swollen with 

18 Viktor M. Živov, Svjatost´, Kratkij Slovar´ agiografičeskich terminov,   
(Moskva, 1994).
19 Rachmanin, op. cit., p. 12.
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blood there is an element of popular protest against power and its 
exercise of violence.

In the Soviet time Ksenija’s fate got a new political dimension. 
Ksenija’s chapel was closed by the Soviet authorities in 1960 in con-
nection with Chruščev’s antireligious campaign and was transformed 
into a shoemaker’s shop, but pious Petersburgers maintain that Ksenija 
would not allow a single shoe to be made or repaired there, so the shop 
was soon forced to look for another location. It remained closed for the 
rest of the Soviet period, and its outer walls became a kind of “wailing 
wall”, as it were, on which people would write their prayers to her in a 
kind of mixture of Soviet and Orthodox graffiti.

BOByŠEV AND ThE POSTMODERN

According to a modernist interpretation of the legend of Ksenija and 
the phenomenon of folly for Christ’s sake in general, Ksenija turns 
hierarchies upside down. Originally from an affluent family, she trans-
formed herself into a homeless beggar but went on to become one of 
the most respected persons in Petersburg. Everyone from the Empress 
to the lowliest mendicant is said to have wanted to talk to her. This 
reversal places her in a modern Russian cultural discourse that has 
been heavily influenced by Bachtin. his works may to some extent 
even have molded perceptions of Ksenija and some aspects of the 
recent evolution of her cult. In any event, as was discussed in the pre-
ceding chapter on jurodstvo in general above, her popularity among 
intellectuals has to do with a focus on jurodstvo in modern Russian 
cultural discourse. 

Some Russian poets suggest a more postmodernist interpretation of 
Ksenija. Dmitrij Bobyšev, for example, has dedicated a poem to Ksenija 
and the wall of her chapel. It was written some time ago but has only 
recently become more widely known. What attracts Bobyšev is not only 
the peculiar and at the same time moving phenomenon of the wall it-
self, but evidently also the form of the prayers, whose fragmentation is 
very much in keeping with a mode favoured by postmodern poetry. The 
quotations of prayer in the poem seem to be genuine ones copied by the 
poet from the wall. Actually, this fragmentation also reflects the sketchy 
and disconnected nature of the stories about Ksenija and tales of fools 
in Christ as a genre. The poem models a trait that is characteristic both 
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of the legend as such and of postmodernist poetry and the postmodern 
condition in general: 

И вдруг прошло два века.
Стоит на кладбище Смоленском склеп-калека.
На “ладанки на грудь” растащен, а стоит.
Не склеп – часовня, нет, и не часовня – скит!
Поскольку Божия не сякнет здесь работа.
“Святая Ксения, избави от аборта!” –
наскрябана мольба. И дата – наши дни.
“Сдать на механика позволь”. “Оборони
от зла завистников”. “Дай преуспеть в латыни”.
Здесь – гривенник в щели. А там – пятиалтынный.
И – даты стертые. “Споспешествуй”. “Прости”.
“Не дай облыжнику успеть...” “Не попусти”.
И – “Благодарствую”. И – “Слава в вышних Богу!”
Христоблаженную, хлопочущу о многу, –
О теплой мелочи и о слезе людской, –
Ее бы помянуть саму за упокой,
Горяще-таящую истово и яро.
Я помолился лишь “о нелишеньи дара”. 20

And suddenly, two centuries passed.
In the Smolensk Cemetery stands a crypt like a cripple
Pilfered for amulets, but standing still.
Not a crypt but a chapel; no, not a chapel, a hermitage!
For here God’s work has no end.
“Saint Ksenija, spare me an abortion!” –
A prayer is scrawled. And dated “our days.”
“Let me pass my mechanics exam.” “Protect me
from the malice of those who envy me.” “Let me
do well in Latin.” here a 10-kopeck coin has been  
stuck in a crack.
Over there is a 15-kopeck piece.

20 Dmitrij Bobyšev, “Ksenija Peterburgskaja”, Russkaja virtual´naja biblioteka: 
Neoficial´naja poėzija, http://www.rvb.ru/np/publication/01text/12/03bobyshev.
htm, 27-06-2008.
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And the dates have been wiped out. “help me get ahead.” 
“Forgive me.”
“Don’t let the deceiver succeed…” “Don’t allow it.”
And – “Thank you.” And “Glory to God in the highest.”
This blessed one in Christ, who provides so much –
Friendly little trifles and comfort for tears, –
We should pray that she herself be granted peace,
She who burns with the inner fire of her faith.
I myself only prayed for not losing my gift.

KSENIJA AND QUEER ThEORy

The character and phenomenon of Ksenija can also be approached pro-
ductively from the perspective of modern queer theory.21 The fact is that 
she assumes both masculine and feminine roles, and her appearance as 
well as her behaviour challenge and reverse the traditional relationship 
between the two. her madness is in fact based on this questioning of 
gender boundaries. 

her change of identity actually underwent two phases. In the first she 
dressed in men’s clothing and claimed to be her husband Andrej. The 
name itself is significant because by adopting it she established a link not 
only to her deceased spouse but also to the holy Andrew of the Church of 
Blachernes, the most famous fool for Christ’s sake in Byzantium and the 
very prototype of the holy fool in the Orthodox tradition. The Akathistos 
hymn dedicated to her mentions this association, and as in almost all 
similar legends, the change symbolizes her rejection of feminine weak-
ness and acceptance of masculine strength:

Радуйся, житием твоим Андрею, Христа ради юродивому 
равная; 
радуйся, имени своего отрекшаяся, себе же умершей 
именовавшая. 
Радуйся, в юродстве имя мужа твоего Андрея принявшая; 

21 See the already classic definition of “queer” in Judith Butler, Gender Trouble:  
Feminism and the Subversion of Identity, New york:  Routledge, New york,  
1999.



���

радуйся, именем мужеским назвавшись, немощи женской 
отрешившаяся. 22

Rejoice, for thy life makes you the equal of Andrew, Fool for 
Christ!
Rejoice, for thou renounced thy own name and pronounced 
thyself dead.
Rejoice, who in thy holy folly took the name of thy husband 
Andrej;
Rejoice, for in taking a man’s name thou hast renounced 
woman’s infirmity.

Not only moral strength but physical stamina is further emphasized in 
the stories in descriptions of her wandering barefoot with swollen legs 
in the cold and as a mason secretly helping to erect a church.

In the second phase she resumed dressing as a woman but continued 
to refer to herself by her husband’s name. Other military connections 
include the colour of her dress and the special attention she devoted 
to soldiers, and the parallels between her and Aleksandr Nevskij. This 
second change shifts the entire focus of the story to gender and the 
abolition of gender.

Women dressing as men occur now and then in medieval vitae, espe-
cially in texts from the Eastern Church. The reasons for the disguise 
vary – some wanted to become monks in a monastery in order to es-
cape an oppressor such as an abusive husband or to be able to assume 
roles not permitted for women, for a gender change offered greater 
freedom on a variety of levels.23 The revelation of the woman’s sex 
usually comes as a surprise after her death when the monks prepare 
the body for burial.

Unlike the saints in these earlier tales, Ksenija does not attempt to 
conceal her sex. On the contrary, she seems to know that she is only 
pretending to be her husband, and her audience is not meant believe 
her either. There is a certain ostentatiousness in her crossdressing. 
The point is in the contrast between what she says, how she is dres-

22 “Akafist svjatoj blažennoj Ksenii Peterburgskoj”, op. cit.
23 Stavroula Constantinou, Female Corporeal Performances : Reading the Body 
in Byzantine Passions and Lives of Holy Women, Acta Universitatis Upsaliensis,  
Uppsala, 2005, pp. 90–126.
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sed, how she behaves, and the fact that everyone knows she really is a 
woman. Although rare, there are some instances of this pattern as well 
in the history of the Church. The best known example is St. Thecla 
as described in the Acts of Paul and Thecla thought to be written in 
the second century.24 Thecla becomes a disciple of Paul, cuts her hair 
and begins to dress like a man. The story makes several attempts to 
explain her behaviour – perhaps it was to attract less attention so she 
could visit Paul in prison, or perhaps to keep men from gazing at her, 
since she was very beautiful. These explanations are weak, however, 
and there seems to be a significant pseudoerotic element in these and 
other Byzantine tales involving crossdressing that is absent from the 
stories about Ksenija. 

In hymns and other texts Ksenija is likened to Christ the wandering 
stranger or strannik with no place to lay his head:

В подвизех странствия твоего/ привлекла еси многия души ко 
спасению,/ сего ради Христос, нас ради странствовавый/ и не 
имый где главу приклонити,/ знаменьми и чудесы преславными 
истинно тя украси,/ страннице блаженная.25

In the selfless exploits of thy wanderings thou has led many a soul 
to salvation for the sake of Christ who wandered for our sake and 
had no place to lay his head. With signs and glorious wonders hath 
he adorned thee, o blessed wanderer.

her similarity to Christ becomes even stronger when her madness is 
compared to Christ’s suffering:

Радуйся, путь Христов всем сердцем возлюбившая;
радуйся, крест Христов радостно понесшая.26 

Rejoice thou who loved Christ with all thy heart!
Rejoice, thou who joyfully bore the Cross of Christ! 

24 For an analysis of Thecla, see John Anso, “The Female Transvestite in Early Mo-
nasticism:  The Origin and Development of a Motif,”, Viator, no. 5, 1974, pp. 1–11.
25 “Akafist svjatoj blažennoj Ksenii Peterburgsko”, op. cit.
26 Ibid.
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Thus Ksenija is sometimes compared to the God’s Mother or to women 
saints but mostly to a man – here to Christ himself – and such compari-
sons additionally masculinize her character. 

The post-Soviet Russian poet Elena Švarc focuses on the gender as-
pect of Ksenija’s figure in her poem “Ksenija Peterburgskaja”, which 
depicts the moment of her transformation from woman to man. The 
change is not merely a question of dressing in her husband’s clothes, 
for here amid Petersburg’s ice and damp darkness she also acquires his 
voice, his memory, his dreams and senses:

КСЕНИЯ ПЕТЕРБУРГСКАЯ

Ксения Ксению в жертву принесла,
“Умер мой любимый. Стану им сама.”
Со своего ума сошла
И, как на льдину круглую,
Прыгнула в чужой.
В чужую память,
В чужие сны,
В шелковый камзольчик,
В красные штаны.
Бежит она и басом
Кричит в сырую тьму:
Живи – я исчезаю,
Живи – кричит ему.27

Ksenija sacrificed Ksenija,
“My beloved is dead. him shall I myself become.”
She lost her mind
And, as onto a round floe of ice,
She leapt into the mind of another.
Into another’s memory,
Into another’s dream,
Into his silken jacket,
Into his red trousers.

27 Švarc, Elena, “Ksenija Peterburgskaja”, Dikopis´ poslednego vremeni, Sankt-Pe-
tersburg, 2001, http://www.vavilon.ru/texts/shvarts4.html, 27-06-2008.
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She runs along and in a bass voice
Cries into the dank darkness:
Live – I am disappearing.
Live, she cries to him.

Thus she perishes even as she exhorts him – that is, her transformed self 
– to live. Jurodstvo often involves renouncing one’s own identity and 
biography, but – as is stressed in Švarc’s poem – Ksenija’s assumption 
of someone else’s identity is something quite different – much more 
radical and personal. In his review of this poem the critic Aleksandr 
Skidan maintains that the figure of Ksenija is central to all of Švarc’s 
works, where the fool in Christ is identified with the postmodern poet 
in general and miracles and scandalous behaviour are associated with 
the poet’s role.28

Švarc’s poem goes on to present a Christian interpretation of gender 
change in which Ksenija empties herself of not only her feminine iden-
tity but her masculine identity as well, and it is Christ who ultimately 
takes her in:

В твой дом стучала и била
Подземная вода.
Она размыла ум и сон,
И в эту пустоту
Тебе вселиться нету сил –
А токмо что Христу

The underground water
Knocked at your door, rushed into your home.
It washed away mind and dream,
And in this emptiness
you haven’t the strength to settle
But only Christ.

28 Aleksandr Skidan, “Summa poėtiki. (Rec. na kn.: Elena Švarc. Sočinenija: v 
dvuch tomach. Sankt-Peterburg: Puškinskij fond, 2002)’,”, Žurnal´nyj zal: Novoe 
literaturnoe obozrenie, no. 60, 2003, http://magazines.russ.ru/nlo/2003/60/skidan.
html, 2008-06-27-06-2008. 
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INTERPRETATIONS

Like the change to men’s clothing, the story of Ksenija itself is open to 
various interpretations. Those around her of little faith thought that she 
had gone insane from grief after her husband’s death. This is one inter-
pretation of her fate. In his book on jurodstvo Sergej Ivanov calls her 
“a holy transvestite”, that means that he defines her behaviour mainly 
in sexual terms.29 If she is regarded as a fool in Christ, her shocking 
behaviour is simply intended to disturb her surrounding. From a dif-
ferent perspective, as for example among other aspects expressed in the 
Akathistos hymn, what she does is an act of love for her husband, who 
died unexpectedly before his sins could be forgiven. She does penance 
in his stead so that he may enter heaven, a very special identity change 
and masking: 

Равноангельски на земли пожила еси, блаженная мати, по 
успении мужа твоего, без приготовления христианскаго внезапу 
скончавшегося, отвергла еси жизнь мирскую, молящи Бога 
супруга твоего душу помиловати, подвиг юродства на себе 
приявши, стяжала еси совершенство духовное.30

Thou didst live as an angel on earth O Blessed Mother; after the 
demise of thy husband, who died suddenly with no Christian pre-
paration, thou didst renounce thy worldly life and prayed to God to 
have mercy on thy spouse’s soul, and by taking folly in Christ upon 
thyself hast gained spiritual perfection.

Ksenija and her behaviour are deeply rooted in the Orthodox tradition, 
and she is reflected in stories about a alleged holy man of our own day, 
Bishop Ioann of Uljanovsk, who died as recently as 1968. The pious 
tales about him tell that he dressed in women’s underclothes and shoes, 
claiming that he was following the example of Ksenija and that an abbess 
who had meant a great deal to his spiritual development:

29 Sergej A. Ivanov,  Blažennye pochaby: kul´turnaja istorija jurodstva, Jazyki 
slavjanskoj kul´tury, Moskva, 2005, p. 322.
30 “Akafist svjatoj blažennoj Ksenii Peterburgskoj”, op. cit. 
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Многие помнят, что и одевался архиепископ Иоанн очень 
необычно: носил женскую одежду. Но почти никто не знает, 
почему он это делал. На самом же деле владыка глубоко 
почитал как поистине человека святой жизни игумению 
Екатерину, сопровождавшую его в его странствиях, как 
говорят, со времен его заключения. Мария Семеновна 
Маслова, хорошо знавшая владыку, говорит, что игумения 
Екатерина редко выходила из своей кельи, была прозорлива 
и даже ей был дан дар чудотворения. Когда она умерла, 
владыка, в уподобление подвига святой блаженной Ксении 
Петербургской, стал носить одежду матушки Екатерины.31

Many people remember that Archbishop Ioann also dressed very 
unusually, wearing women’s clothing, but almost no one knows 
why he did so. Ioann in fact deeply revered as a true person of 
the holy life Mother Superior Ekaterina, who accompanied him 
on his wanderings, as is told, from the days of his imprisonment. 
Marija Semenovna Maslova, who knew the Bishop well, says 
that Mother Superior Ekaterina seldom left her cell, was clair-
voyant and even possessed miraculous powers. When she died, 
the Bishop, in emulation of the deed of St. Ksenija the Bles-
sed of Petersburg, began wearing Mother Superior Ekaterina’s 
clothes.

Thus according to the legend, the Bishop dons the deceased Abbess’s 
clothes for the same reason that Ksenija wore men’s garb – for the sake 
of the departed and for the sake of folly in Christ. Behaviour that in 
other cultures (and for that matter generally in Russian culture as well) 
is regarded as sinful transvestitism is viewed on the contrary as holy 
when it is connected with jurodstvo.

Ksenija’s choice to live in Petersburg rather than in an old Russian 
city also represents an attempt to Russify the capital and its European 
urban environment. It is interesting to note that in the hymns to her the 
city is referred to as the city of St. Peter (that is not the emperor but the 

31 Vladimir Mel´nik, “Ioann, archiepiskop Ul´janovskij (v miru Bratoljubov Sergej 
Vasil´evič)”, Pravoslavie.Ru,  http://www.pravoslavie.ru/archiv/archiereology08.
htm, 2008-06-27-06-2008. 
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Apostle), evidently in an effort to avoid as much as possible associations 
with Peter the Great, who as was mentioned in the preceding chapter, 
was critical if not hostile to jurodstvo. In his view fools in Christ were 
quite simply insane.

Finally, as we have already seen, cultural philosophers perceive an 
affinity between jurodstvo and postmodernism, and this may explain 
why Bobyšev and Švarc, two of the best known poets in Russia today 
have written poems about Ksenija. I maintain that the open endedness 
of her figure and the interpretations of her life and behaviour have much 
in common with postmodernist aesthetics and practice, where interpre-
tative pluralism is central both as the starting and end point of every 
analysis.

ThE LIMITS OF REASON

Questioning the limits of reason is a core element in the person and 
behaviour of all fools for Christ’s sake. The rationality of the world is 
challenged, much as the fool is questioned by the world. The Akathistos 
to Ksenija stresses this theme:

Радуйся, века сего суемудрия отвергатися  
научившая.32

Rejoice thou who taught us to reject the vain  
wisdom of these times.

In another stanza of this hymn Ksenija assumes Mary’s role in the ori-
ginal Akahistos hymn, and the same conflict between rationality and 
Christian folly is found. The verbose orators in the Akathistos hymn to 
Theotokos are the ancient Greek philosophers, who don’t understand the 
miracle of the virgin birth, but here in this Akathistos to Ksenija they are 
instead West European skeptics who don’t believe in the phenomenon 
of jurodstvo:

32 “Akafist svjatoj blažennoj Ksenii Peterburgskoj”, op. cit.
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Вития многовещанныя не могут разумети, како ты безумием 
своим безумие мира сего обличила еси и немощию своею 
посрамила еси крепкия и мудрыя. Не ведают бо в тя Божией 
силы и Божией премудрости.33

The verbose orators cannot comprehend how thou in thy madness 
unmasked this world and with thy weakness put to shame the strong 
and the wise. They cannot comprehend the power of God and God’s 
wisdom in thee.

A sceptical attitude towards human reason and its limits has always 
been central to Russian thought. In today’s post-Soviet Russia it has 
combined with the postmodernist critique of Enlightenment, and this 
helps explain why Ksenija is so popular in intellectual circles as well as 
among ordinary believers. She has become so culturogene because she 
unites so many different elements in traditional as well as contemporary 
Russian culture, or perhaps because so many of these elements can be 
projected upon her.

CANONIZATION AND NORMALIZATION

Ksenija’s cult arose spontaneously among the common people, and some 
of the texts that have emerged around her might best be defined as urban 
folklore. Since her canonization, however, her biography, the tales about 
her, and the cult itself have been increasingly normalized. The chapel 
has been restored, and the Church has tried to put a stop to the graffiti. 
Iconography is also being standardized. More and more often, Ksenija 
resembles all other women saints on icons, and the more sensational 
elements of her biography such as crossdressing are seldom represented. 
(Ill. 15) Some of the hymns that have been written in her honour in the 
twentieth century show the same nivelating tendency and she becomes 
one among many saints without any provocative traits:

33 Ibid.
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Блаженная Ксение богомудрая,/ чистая твоя душа,/ 
правоверным смыслом сияющи/ и облистающи добродетелей 
светлостьми,/ озаряет верных исполнение, бесовскую 
тьму отгоняющи./ Темже тя, яко причастницу/ невечерния 
благодати,/ ублажаем благочестно вси, досточудная.34

Blessed Ksenija, wise in God, thy pure soul shining with the spirit 
of the faithful and radiant with the brightness of virtue, thou dost 
illuminate the deeds of believers and drive out the demonic dark. 
For this do we all praise thee, worthy of wonder, who partakest of 
everlasting grace.

There is a never-resolved contradiction between the Orthodox Church’s 
yearning for beauty as an expression of spirituality and the holy fool’s 
denial of common aesthetic values. This conflict is fundamental to an 
understanding of Ksenija and jurodstvo in general. It is the contrast 
between the everyday element in her saintly legend and the solemnity 
and sublimity in recent icons and in the hymns cited above. There is 
a paradox in the fact that several of her icons show her as a beautiful 
young woman and that hymns telling of her rejection of beauty are 
perhaps sung by a choir of beautiful voices: “блаженная мати, по 
успении мужа твоего отвергла еси мира сего красоту”35 (“blessed 
mother, after the demise of thy husband thou didst reject the beauty of 
this world”).

Thus there is a marked ambiguity in the figure of Ksenija that is well 
suited to post-Soviet and postmodern Russian culture and may also help 
explain her popularity. Although her appearance and behaviour as a fool 
in Christ actually belong to the premodern era, her enigmatic character 
and her transformations and contradictions are very much in keeping 
with our world of today.

She is originally part of a counter-history and counter-discourse (for 
definitions and discussion see the first chapter in this book), for her 
everydayness and challenge to norms conflict with the Church’s attempt 
to incorporate her into the official church discourse. her fractured and 

34 “Služba svjatej blažennej Ksenii peterburžstej, Christa radi jurodivej na velicej 
večerni”, op. cit.
35 “Akafist svjatoj blažennoj Ksenii Peterburgskoj”, op. cit. 



���

polysemic narrative contrasts with the unambiguous metanarrative of 
Christianity in general. This conflict is especially palpable today, when 
the Church as such is part of a hegemonic system closely allied with the 
political and administrative centres of power.
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The Russian Court. Orthodox Church and Art.  
On the Exhibition “Ostorožno, religija!”

The question of the relationship between art and religion has given rise 
to fervent debates in different parts of the world in recent years that cul-
minated in the disputes, boycotts and threats sparked by the publication 
in a Danish newspaper of political cartoons seen by radical Islamists as 
offensive to Mohammed.1 Due partly but not solely to the immigration 
of large numbers of Muslims, multicultural and secular European society 
finds itself in the difficult situation of having to deal with notions such 
as sacrilege and blasphemy.2 Another factor is the ongoing seculariza-
tion in Europe, which has led to protests by more or less marginalized 
religious groups against the freer use of religious motifs. In Russia this 
issue has also been debated intensively, and a study of this debate can 
cast light on the relationships between art and the Russian Orthodox 
Church in contemporary Russian society. I will focus here on the most 
illustrative case. 

On January 14, 2003 the Sacharov Museum in Moscow opened an 
exhibition of sculptures, paintings and installations entitled “Ostorožno, 
religija!” (“Caution, Religion!”). Founded in 1996 in memory of the 
famous academician and human rights activist Andrej Sacharov, the 
museum has three main ambitions: first – to preserve Andrej Sacharov’s 
legacy; second, to bring to light the history of repression and resistance 
to the Soviet regime; and third, to organize temporary exhibitions on 
human rights and other public issues.3 Intended as a response to the 

1 See the survey: Eleanor heartney, “Art, Religion and the Culture War”, http://
www.mobia.org/doc/art_religion_and_the_culture_war.doc, 10-10-2008. 
2 Elizabeth Burns Coleman and Kevin White (eds.), Negotiating the Sacred. 
Blasphemy and Sacrilege in a Multicultural Society, ANU E Press, Canberra, 2006. 
3 Muzej i obščestvennyj centr im. Andreja Sacharova, http://www.sakharov-center.
ru/museum/, 2008-10-10.

9
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growing affiliation between state power and religion in today’s Russia, 
the exhibition focused on this third goal. 

Only a couple of days after opening, the exhibition was heavily at-
tacked by a group of extremist parishioners from a neighbouring church, 
Nikolaj v Pyžach, who fully destroyed some of the works of art and 
sprayed paint on others. The destruction was documented by the orga-
nizers, who subsequently incorporated photos of the marauding into 
the ongoing exhibition. The close relationship between the Orthodox 
Church and the state today is very clearly apparent in the fact that alt-
hough the vandals were arrested on the museum’s grounds by the police, 
criminal charges were dropped for “lack of evidence”.

The court called for a continuation of the investigation, but the char-
ges were instead directed against the museum. The organizers of the 
exhibition were accused under Article 282 of the Criminal Code of “in-
citing religious hatred” (“возбуждение религиозной вражды”) and 
under the law on the freedom of conscience and religious organizations 
3:6 of “offending the feelings of religious believers” (“умышленное 
оскорбление чувств граждан в связи с их отношением к религии”).4 
A large group of Orthodox believers stood outside the court during the 
proceedings and sang Akathistos hymns. Two of the organisers – the 
museum director Jurij Samodurov and Ljudmila Vasilovskaja, a member 
of the staff – were fined 100,000 roubles each. The exhibition and the 
attendant events were commented on in “Zapretnoe iskusstvo – 2006” 
(“Forbidden Art 2006”), a new exhibition in the same museum some 
years later, which was in turn severely criticized in Orthodox circles. 
It led to a new trial and a threat to close the museum, officially due to 
insufficient grants.5 Especially the first of these two exhibitions has 
received considerable attention in Russia over the past few years and is 
very widely known in Russian society. 

My task in this chapter will be to study the first of these two exhibi-
tions – particularly the discussions and events around it – on the pre-

4 For the basic fact about the event I am indebted to the following article: Greg 
Simons, “Russian Orthodox Church versus Art: The Sacharov Museum Trial”, 
Inblick Östeuropa, no. 1, 2004, http://www.inblick.org/?p=/2articles/13/simons.
html, 10-10-2008. 
5 Jurij Samodurov, “‘Zakrytie otsročeno, no Muzej nuždaetsja v pomošči’: 
obraščenie Direktora Muzeja i obščestvennogo centra imeni Andreja Sacharova k 
obščestvennosti”, Muzej i obščestvennyj centr im. Andreja Sacharova, http://www.
sakharov-center.ru/museum/statements/yan2008/, 10-10-2008.
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mise that they offer valuable insights into the role of religion in today’s 
Russia. The event is situated at a problematic nexus between three dif-
ferent worlds: the world of art, the Orthodox Church, and the world of 
jurisprudence (and partly the executive power of the State). Materials 
for my study of the case are drawn exclusively from texts published on 
the web, which has been the main forum for debates on the exhibition. 
Methodologically, the analysis will be based on discourse analysis. By 
discourse I mean, here as elsewhere, utterances in whatever form or 
medium containing arguments and views of different kinds about the ex-
hibition. Utterances relating to the exhibition in three separate discourses 
– artistic, Orthodox, and juridical – will be examined with respect to how 
they are formed and presented and sometimes how they overlap in the 
debate. The three discourses will be delimited based in the first place on 
a commonsense understanding of the compounds that comprise them. 
Art claims total freedom of expression, Orthodoxy respect for holiness 
and sanctity, and jurisprudence the preservation of law and order. The 
materials will therefore be searched and analyzed for words, expres-
sions, various forms, visual elements, and arguments pertaining to and 
defining these discourses. 

I agree with Michel Foucault that the connection between discourses 
and power is both intimate and intricate: 

Discourses are not once and for all subservient to power or raised 
up against it, any more than silences are. We must make allowance 
for the concept’s complex and unstable process whereby discourse 
can be both an instrument and an effect of power, but also a hin-
drance, a stumbling block, a point of resistance and a starting point 
for an opposing strategy. Discourse transmits and produces power; 
it reinforces it, but also undermines and exposes it, renders it fragile 
and makes it possible to thwart it.6

Consequently, there is no simple dyad of persecutor and persecuted. 
The aim of the present study is to examine these discourses in hopes of 
enhancing our knowledge of the political and cultural situation in Russia 
today. The debate on the exhibition will also demonstrate how clearly 

6 Michel Foucault, Power, Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other Writings 
1972–1977, 1. American ed., Pantheon, New york, 1980, p. 100 f.
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the different participants adhere and take recourse to different discourses 
to justify their power. 

PRESENTATION OF ThE EXhIBITION  
AND ThE MUSEUM

The title of the exhibition was ambiguous. On the one hand it could be 
interpreted as a summons to be careful in dealing with religion, while 
on the other, it could be taken as a warning against different sorts of ex-
tremism or against religion in general. According to the organizers, this 
ambiguity was intentional. They argued that the goal of the exhibition 
was not only artistic but also civic, although they never dwelled on the 
possible (intentional or unintentional) allusions to atheistic propaganda 
and harassment of religion in Soviet times.7 This same ambiguity was 
expressed in the placard of the exhibition – a painting representing an 
icon with a road sign indicating caution, that is, an exclamation mark 
replacing the face of the saint. 

The exhibition contained works of more than 40 artists, mostly from 
Russia but also, for example, from the United States and Armenia. The 
curator, Arutjun Zulumjan, was Armenian. The main theme was not re-
ligion in general but more precisely the Orthodox Church in its role as 
the largest denomination in Russia. Most of the art objects juxtaposed 
Orthodox and other beliefs, mainly in the form of a series of dyads. The 
descriptions of the exhibits below are all from the trial report, which in 
a way makes the court the exhibition’s guide and interpreter. The report 
constantly refers to the “meaning” of the exhibits – important informa-
tion for judges, for whom purpose and intent are significant evidence in 
determining guilt or innocence. 

A salient dyad in the exhibition was the juxtaposition exemplified by 
one triptych between Orthodox Christianity and Marxism and totalitaria-
nism in general. here and below I am quoting the text of the verdict:

7 “The Moscow Trial of yuri Samodurov, Ludmila Vasilovskaya and Anna Mikhal-
chuk”, Muzej i obščestvennyj centr im. Andreja Sacharova, http://www.sakharov-
center.ru/museum/exhibitionhall/religion_notabene/news210305.htm, 10-10-2008.
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Эта работа состояла из трех полотен. На первом полотне был 
помещен текст из Евангелия от Матфея, поверх которого 
был изображен Т-образный крест с прибитой к нему фигурой 
человека. На втором полотне был помещен текст из Мани-
феста коммунистической партии Маркса, поверх которого 
была нарисована пятиконечная звезда, к которой, также как 
и к кресту, была прибита фигура человека. На третий плакат 
с текстом из книги Гитлера “Майн Кампф”, поверх которого 
была изображена свастика с прибитой к ней фигурой человека.8

This work consisted of three canvases. The first displayed a text 
from the Gospel According to Matthew, over which was a T-shaped 
cross with a human figure nailed to it. The second canvas had a text 
from Marx’s Communist Manifesto, and above it was drawn a five-
pointed star to which, as to the cross, a human figure was nailed. 
The third poster contained a text from hitler’s Mein Kampf, above 
which was a swastika with a human figure nailed to it.

This triptych contains the same ambiguity as did the title and the expres-
sed intention behind the exhibition. It highlights a warning in two senses 
about religion, with the figures presented both as victims of and martyrs 
for their respective faiths. The exhibit is quite provocative, equating 
Christianity with two totalitarian ideologies and discourses by placing 
Marxism and Nazism side by side with the Christian motif. 

Another dyad in the exhibition was established between religion and 
commercialism, the latter being a new and important phenomenon with 
its own ideology and discourse in Russia since the demise of the Soviet 
Union. One item was already a classic of contemporary Russian art: 
Aleksandr Kosolapov’s painting of Christ’s face on a Coca-Cola adver-
tisement with the caption “This is My Blood” in English. In this case 
the juxtaposition of modern commercialism and advertisement with the 
most important words in the Christian faith suggests a similarity between 
the transubstantiation of wine into blood and the drinking of Coca-Cola, 
a symbol or emblem of modern consumerism. 

8 Sud´ja Taganskogo rajonnogo suda g. Moskvy V. P. Proščenko, “Prigovor imenem 
Rossijskoj Federacii, g. Moskva, 28 marta 2005 g.”, Grani.Ru, http://grani.ru/Socie-
ty/Law/m.87066.html, 25-06-2008. 
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A few of the exhibits implicitly construct a model of the relationship 
between Christianity and modern individualism by putting the spectator 
in the place and role of Christ in different ways. Marina Ljubaskina’s 
exhibit, for example, replaces the face of Christ in the famous da Vinci 
painting, “The Last Supper” with a mirror, so that viewers see not Christ 
but their own faces.

Вторая работа, представляет собой копию фрески картины 
Леонардо Да Винчи «Тайная вечеря». В работу ею были 
внесены некоторые изменения, и на месте сидящего за столом 
Иисуса Христа она наклеила зеркало так, чтобы каждый 
желающий мог подойдя к этой работе, и как бы поставить себя 
на место Иисуса Христа и почувствовать себя в его образе.9

The second work is a copy of Leonardo da Vinci’s The Last Sup-
per. Some changes were made in the picture, and in place of Jesus 
Christ sitting at the table a mirror had been pasted in such a way 
that anyone who wanted to could approach the work and, as it were, 
substitute themselves for Jesus Christ and feel as though they were 
in his image.

Another exhibit  was an installation featuring an icon of Christ Pantocrator 
with cut-outs into which visitors could insert their own heads and hands 
Ill. 16).

В углу выставочного зала находилась икона размером-
примерно 2 x 1,5 м, именуемая “Спас на престоле”, в которой 
на месте лика Христа, его рук и Евангелия были вырезаны 
отверстия. Напротив на треножнике стоял фотоаппарат с 
табличкой “Фото недорого”. Смысл данной работы заключался 
в том, что каждый желающий мог принять образ Спасителя и 
получить фотографию данного кощунственного действия.10

In a corner of the exhibition hall there was an approximately 2 × 1.5 
m icon titled The Saviour on the Throne, in which holes had been 
cut in place of Christ’s face, his hands, and the Gospels. Opposite it 

9 Proščenko, op. cit.
10 Ibid.
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on a tripod was a camera with a sign that read “Cheap Photos”. The 
point of the work was that anyone who wanted could assume the 
image of Christ and buy a snapshot of the sacrilegious act.

This exhibit reminiscent of an amusement park attraction is a playful 
expression of imitatio Christi, the central Christian idea of the need to 
model one’s own life on that of Christ. Like many other exhibits, inclu-
ding Kosolapov’s work focusing on the intersection between religion 
and mass culture and consumerism, it had both a serious and a playful 
side. The free choice of book in the installation may be meant to sug-
gest openness and freedom of affiliation and individual interpretation, 
or perhaps on the contrary it is a warning against faith or convictions 
ossifying into authoritarian dogma. 

Still another exhibit focuses on the relation between religion and sex 
by placing an icon between the legs of a woman. A similar exhibit shows 
a naked woman on a cross as both a martyr and a sexual object. 

One item juxtaposed the Orthodox Easter and the Soviet space pro-
gram in a series of photographs taken in the Moscow Planetarium in 
1999, when the official Day of the Cosmonauts coincided with the Ort-
hodox Easter:

На выставку она представила цветные фотографии, 
выполненные в 1999 году в день празднования Дня 
космонавтики и Воскресения Христа на территории 
Московского планетария. Тогда проходила акция под 
названием «ХВ!». Совпадение данных праздников, по её 
мнению, олицетворяет соединение символов советской эпохи 
и традиционного русского православия. Несмотря на то, что 
данные праздники находятся в разных культурных системах, 
они не противоречат друг другу.11

At the exhibition she presented colour photographs taken in 1999 
on Cosmonaut Day / Easter at the Moscow Planetarium. This was 
during the ChV! [Christos Voskrese! – “Christ is risen!” (P-A. B.)] 
project. The coincidence of the two holidays, in her opinion, embo-
dies the coincidence of Soviet era symbols and those of traditional 

11 Proščenko, op. cit.
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Russian Orthodoxy. Although the holidays are in different cultural 
systems, they do not contradict each other.

Planetariums were used in Soviet times for ideological purposes to 
promote science and to show the people that there was no God in the 
heavens. This is yet another example of the main idea of the exhibition, 
which was to juxtapose and equate different ideological systems and 
Orthodoxy. 

Most of the exhibits can thus be interpreted in two different ways: 
on the one hand they point to the risk of exchanging Christian values 
for capitalism, consumerism, eroticism, or even science, as sometimes 
happened in Soviet times, while on the other they suggest that the Ort-
hodox faith contains the same sort of authoritarian discourse as the other 
ideologies. This seems to be the constructive principle of most of the 
exhibition. “Ostorožno, religija!” also highlights the situation of the 
post-Soviet Russian Orthodox Church as it indiscriminately enlists the 
Orthodox Church in its confrontation with supercapitalism and mass-
medial reality.

The style of most exhibits is very similar to Sots Art, (short for So-
cialist art), that is, the school initiated by Komar and Melamid, whose 
works from the 1970s onward use satire, exaggerations, quotations and 
mixtures of Socialist Realism and other styles to deconstruct Socialist 
Realism. Sots Art was in turn inspired by American Pop Art. Another 
representative of this school is the above-mentioned Aleksandr Koso-
lapov. Partly because Soviet reality is receding, this trend seems about 
to become outdated. The aesthetic principles of Sots Art were perhaps 
manifested artistically for the last time in “Ostorožno, religija!” which 
redirected criticism and a play on Soviet propaganda toward the con-
temporary Russian Orthodox Church.

ThE DISCOURSE OF ThE ARTISTS AND  
ThE hUMAN RIGhTS DISCOURSE

The artists’ discourse is apparent in the pleas of the accused as well as 
in numerous demonstrations in support of them and, of course, in the art 
works themselves. Like the title of the exhibition, this discourse cons-
ciously strives for ambiguity. Key words, for example, are “pluralism”, 
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“choice”, and “adogmatism”, all of which express the tolerance and 
open interpretation that are important parts of a postmodernist agenda. 
Everything depends on personal choice. Arutjun Zulumjan, the curator, 
makes a point of not taking a stance on whether this freedom is good 
or bad:

Избирая свою мораль, свою этику, свою религию, свое 
осмысление собственных порывов, каждый индивидуум  
берет на себя ответственность за свой выбор и последствия 
такого решения. Хорошо это или плохо? Однозначно ответить 
нелегко. Выбор это всегда проблема духа, меры его духовности, 
а дух и духовность – это аспекты религии.12

When individuals choose their ethics, religion, and interpretation 
of their own impulses, they accept responsibility for their choice 
and the consequences of their decision. Is this good or bad? It is 
not easy to give a clear-cut answer. Choice is always a problem of 
the spirit, the measure of spirituality, and spirit and spirituality are 
aspects of religion.

“Художники в своих работах свободно интерпретируют 
религиозные символы. Просим тех, кто не готов к этому, 
воздержаться от посещения выставки.” Впредь Музей и центр 
имени Андрея Сахарова будет при необходимости всегда 
помещать на афишах такие надписи.13 

“The artists freely interpret religious symbols in their works. We 
request that anyone not prepared for this refrain from visiting the 
exhibition.” In the future the Museum and the Sacharov Centre 
will when necessary always include such texts on their advertising 
posters.

12 Arutjun Zulumjan, “‘Ostorožno, religija!’: Predvarjajuščie vystavku, teksty 
učastnikov proėkta”, Muzej i obščestvennyj centr im. Andreja Sacharova, http://
www.Sacharov-center.ru/museum/exhibitionhall/religion_notabene/hall_exhibi-
tions_religion3.htm, 25-06-2008.
13 Jurij Samodurov, “Poslednee slovo kanarejki”, Re@Ligion – novosti religii, 
http://www.realigion.ru/index.asp?act=review&nID=963, 02-07-2009. 
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The second of these quotations sounds an authoritarian note when it 
suggests that not everyone is ready to appreciate this form of art. This 
statement models a hierarchy of power in which the initiated, that is the 
artists, understand more and are cleverer than those on the outside.

Other key words are “igra” (“play”), and “ozorstvo” (“mischief”), 
important concepts in postmodern art that impart a sense of non-enga-
gement and ambiguity to religious phenomena.14

The ambiguity inherent in postmodernity is highlighted in the com-
ment to Kosolapov’s painting “This is My Blood” when it is suddenly 
given a Christian interpretation fully in accordance with the Orthodox 
tradition and the crucial notion that ultimately sacred space will expand 
to include the entire universe and all human actions.15 Following that 
line of thought, drinking whatever beverage prefigures the Eucharist. 
As curator O. P. Sarkisjan comments on the painting, perhaps it is in 
MacDonald’s that God is present today: 

Работа художника раскрывает проблему присутствия 
божественной сущности в серийном продукте массового 
потребления и утверждает, что в современном обществе Бог 
присутствует так же, как и в архаическом.16

The artist’s work exposes the presence of the divine essence in seri-
ally produced articles of mass consumption and maintains that God 
is as present in contemporary as in archaic society.

Thus the artists’ discourse shifts to become rather similar to the Orthodox 
one, imitating it more or less seriously in the assertion of the paramount 
presence of God in this world.

Another key word is tolerance, with words such as “dogmatism” and 
“obscurantism” at the negative pole. Strangely enough, curator and art 
scholar Andrej Erofeev quotes Putin to defend a postmodern view of art. 

14 A. Erofeev, “Zapis´ diskussii ‘Tabu v sovremennom russkom iskusstve’ 28  
marta 2007 goda”, Muzej i obščestvennyj centr im. Andreja Sacharova, http://www.
Sacharov-center.ru/museum/exhibitionhall/forbidden-art/tabu-art/texts/, 25-06-
2008.
15 See for example Pavel Florenskij, “Iz bogoslovskogo nasledija”, Bogoslovskie 
trudy, no. 17, Moskva, 1977, pp. 85–248.
16 Proščenko, op. cit.
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This is a kind of discursive mimicry in which one discourse uses another 
highly legitimized and authoritative one to defend its own position:

Вообще, недавно на праздновании юбилея Евросоюза Путин 
сказал, что русская культура и по духу – это часть европейской 
культуры. И этот адогматизм, и эта веселость, и игровое 
поведение, и эта раскрытость на все темы – это и есть то 
существо, один из элементов отделенной от государства и 
разного рода вероисповеданий свободной культуры.17

As a matter of fact, during the recent celebration of the European 
Union Putin said that Russian culture is a part of European culture 
in spirit as well. This adogmatism and this jocularity and this play-
ful behaviour and this openness to all themes is the essence, one of 
the elements, of free culture separated from the state and various 
kinds of creeds.

Only the first sentence pertains to Putin; the second belongs to the artists’ 
discourse, but the demarcation between them is blurred. 

Inside the artists’ discourse we find another, civic discourse that adopts 
the role of the 19th century intelligentsia and compares the situation in 
Russia with freedom in Europe, stressing that Russia is a secular state 
and that the Church is separated from the State:

Закон гарантирует свободу совести и идеологический 
плюрализм, а Церковь отделена от Государства, 
не соблюдаются элементарные принципы свободы 
самовыражения.18

The law guarantees freedom of conscience and ideological plu-
ralism, and although the Church is separated from the State, the 
elemental principles of freedom of self-expression are not being 
observed.

17 A. Erofeev, op. cit. 
18 “Samodurova prigovorili k štrafu”, Grani.ru, http://grani.ru/Society/Law/
p.86898.html, 02-07-2009.
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In this discourse the works of art at the exhibition are compared with 
the pictures of the famous 19th century painters Perov and Repin, who 
sometimes took a very critical view of the Orthodox tradition. Copies of 
the works of these two Russian paintings were presented as evidence for 
the defence of the accused. This use of classic works of Russian art as 
juridical evidence seems slightly comical, although it also highlights the 
precarious situation in which art finds itself. Art must be free, according 
to the artists, and artistic freedom is one of the points in the declaration 
of human rights.19

The artists argued that the exhibition attempted to emphasize and 
warn for the new role of the Church, which has completely lost its au-
tonomy from the state:

“Осторожно, религия!” – говорит современный художник, как 
бы призывая не терять критическую дистанцию по отношению 
к церкви, полностью утратившей свою автономию по 
отношению к государству и благословляющей насилие.20

“Caution: Religion!” says one contemporary artist, as though 
urging us not to lose critical distance with respect to a church that 
has completely lost its autonomy vis-à-vis the state and gives its 
blessing to violence.

The artistic discourse is thus combined with the discourse of human 
rights. It is sometimes quite different from the postmodern discourse in 
that it contains moral values and a clear demarcation of good and evil. 
More than one of the participants maintained that they had been dissi-
dents during the Soviet period, comparing this event with the persecution 
to which they were subjected then and the case of Sinjavskij and Daniėl´, 
the most famous political trial under Brežnev: 

19 “Obraščenie tvorčeskoj intelligencii po povodu presledovanija ustroitelej i 
učastnikov vystavki ‘Ostorožno, religija!’”, Grani.ru, http://www.grani.ru/Politics/
Russia/activism/m.82750.html, 02-07-2009.
20 Anna Al´čuk, “‘Ostorožno, religija!’: Predvarjajuščie vystavku, teksty učastnikov 
proekta”, Muzej i obščestvennyj centr im. Andreja Sacharova, http://www.Sacha-
rov-center.ru/museum/exhibitionhall/religion_notabene/hall_exhibitions_religion3.
htm, 25-06-2008.
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Председатель организации “За права человека” Лев 
Пономарев считает, что это “первый идеологический процесс 
в демократической России после процесса Синявского и 
Даниэля.”21

Lev Ponomarev, the chairman of For human Rights, considers that 
this is “the first ideological trial in democratic Russia since the 
Sinjavskij and Daniėl´ case.”

They also maintain that the challenges confronting an atheist today are 
the same as those Christians faced under the Soviet regime. Alluding to 
the iron curtain, they maintain that a new “fence” is being constructed 
between Russia and Western Europe:

Обвинительный приговор означает, что российское государство 
и Московская патриархия объявляют о начале строительства 
«забора» между Россией и остальной Европой в сфере свободы 
совести и права на свободное распространение, получение 
и обмен информацией и идеями, что негативно скажется на 
репутации нашей страны.22

The guilty verdict means that the Russian state and the Moscow Pa-
triarchate are announcing that construction has begun on a “fence” 
between Russia and the rest of Europe with respect to freedom of 
conscience and the right to freely disseminate, receive, and exchan-
ge information and ideas, and this will have a negative effect on the 
reputation of the country.

The postmodern artistic discourse borrows legitimacy from a dissident dis-
course from the Soviet period, when critics of the regime were persecuted 
and martyred. The artists moreover openly identify with the intelligentsia, 
assuming its role as a defender of human rights and human freedom:

21 “Karmannoe pravosudie stalo sredstvom svedenija političeskich sčetov!”, Muzej i 
obščestvennyj centr im. Andreja Sacharova, http://www.sakharov-center.ru/mu-
seum/exhibitionhall/religion_notabene/iamik090305.htm, 02-07-2009.
22 Jurij Samodurov & Ljudmila Vasilovskaja, “Pervyj ideologičeskij process v 
‘demokratičeskoj Rossii’”, RSNews.net, http://www.rsnews.net/index.phtml?show=
pages&page=samodurov&lang=RUS, 02-07-2009.
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Мы воспринимаем данный процесс как знаковый, на 
долгие годы определяющий взаимоотношения между 
государством и обществом, между государством и творческой 
интеллигенцией.23 

We perceive the process as a landmark, for many years defining the 
relationship between state and society, between the State and the 
creative intelligentsia.

To summarize, analysis of the artists’ discourse reveals that it in fact 
exploits multiple discourses: a postmodern pluralistic discourse, a civic 
one, and one that shares the central aspiration of religious discourse. 
The authoritarian discourse of the artists claims that their status as artists 
gives them special rights to act.

ThE ORThODOX DISCOURSE

The Orthodox discourse can be defined as premodern, and it is con-
structed differently from the artists’. highly authoritative, it operates 
with notions such as sacred, holy, evil, God and Satan. The Orthodox 
elements are apparent in statements relating to the expertise of the court, 
in different demonstrations outside it, and in readings of Akathistos 
hymns, which in a way sacralized the court (or rather the space outside 
it), transforming it into a place of holy worship. Still another manifesta-
tion of these elements can be seen in the vandalism of the exhibition by 
Orthodox activists, who saw themselves as participating in a struggle 
against Satan and evil. 

The Orthodox discourse divides the world into sacred and evil space, 
the latter in this case being the Sacharov-museum and the exhibition. 
There is a religious rite of sorts taking place at the exhibition as well, 
but there the object of worship is not God but Satan: 

23 “Tvorčeskaja intelligencija o sude po delu vystavki ‘Ostorožno, religija!’”, Publi-
kacii SMI, http://www.demos-center.ru/publications/416.html, 10-10-2008.
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Экспонаты, представленные на выставке вызвали у него 
глубокое душевное потрясение. В выставочном зале, а на 
стенах и стендах находились оскверненные православные 
святыни, что создало полное ощущение нахождения в 
сатанинском капище, где совершается ритуальное служение 
сатане. В центральной части зала была композиция из пустых 
водочных бутылок, увенчанных как бы церковными куполами, 
стаканы, кусочки хлеба, сушеная рыба. Бутылки явно 
кощунственно пародировали православный храм, который 
находился в окружении предметов, обычно ассоциируемых с 
пьянством, – стакан и закуска. Таким образом, автором работы 
была оскорблена православная святыня – Храм, являющийся 
домом Божьим.24

he was deeply shaken by the displays at the exhibition. The exhi-
bition hall, the walls and the stands displayed desecrated Ortho-
dox sacred objects, which made him feel very much as though he 
were in a satanic temple in which satanic rites are performed. In 
the central part of the hall was a composition consisting of empty 
water bottles crowned, as it were, with church domes, together with 
glasses, chunks of bread, and dried fish. Clearly the bottles blasphe-
mously parodied an Orthodox church surrounded by objects that are 
usually associated with drunkenness – glasses and accompanying 
snacks. Thus an Orthodox shrine – the Church, which is the house 
of God – was insulted by the author of the work.

The shape of the church and its architecture are holy. This exhibit as 
well is ambiguous: viewed from the Orthodox perspective, the church 
made of empty bottles equates the world of Orthodoxy with the world 
of drunkenness. Another possible interpretation would be to see it as a 
message to people who risk making vodka their religion, but the Ortho-
dox view does not take this possibility into account.

The American scholar S. Brent Plate defines blasphemy as the use 
of holy objects outside holy space. On the one hand, the offence is a 
question of style, since the juxtaposition of high and low is unaccepta-
ble in the Orthodox context. On the other, blasphemy is fundamentally 

24 Proščenko, op. cit. (svidetel´ A. V. Žakin).
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about transgression, about crossing the lines between the sacred and the 
profane in a seemingly improper way.25

The Russian-German critic Boris Groys finds the harshness of the 
Orthodox believers’ reactions rather unexpected in view of the fact that 
the secular use of Christian motifs and symbols dates as far back as the 
Renaissance. he explains the reaction instead as a Soviet phenomenon 
arising from a special view of culture during Soviet times.26 The low 
style was unacceptable in Socialist Realism, as it is now in Orthodoxy. 
The difference is that the secular holiness of Soviet art has been trans-
posed to sacred holiness in the Orthodox view of icons. 

The artists’ discourse sometimes employs religious arguments, as 
when it attributes the harsh treatment of the exhibition to anti-Semi-
tism. The leader of the museum, who was one of those convicted, is of 
Jewish origin. Some of the representatives of Orthodoxy accused the 
organizers of hostility to Christianity in general and alluded to the fact 
that they are Jewish. The background to these arguments includes the 
law on incitement of interreligious or interethnic hatred, to which both 
sides ultimately appealed. 

The artists and the Orthodox believers both appeal to religious art, 
but for different reasons – the latter because it is considered sacred, 
whereas the chief criterion for the former is aesthetic impact. An inte-
resting question arose during the court proceedings: what part of the 
icon is holy? The Orthodox answer was that it is holy in its entirety. 
The exhibit depicting an icon without the face of Christ or Theotokos 
is still regarded as a sacrilege. The key words used in this discourse are 
concepts dividing the world between good and evil such as sacrilege, 
blasphemy, and Satanism. 

The Orthodox side uses another sort of juridical argument when it 
maintains that icons and other objects of devotion are a vital Russian 
cultural treasure, thus shifting them from the religious sphere to that of 
the nation’s cultural heritage:

25 S. Brent Plate, Blasphemy: Art that Offends, Black Dog Publishing, London, 
2006, p. 40. 
26 Boris Groys, “The Artist in the Age of Commodity Fetishism”, SOTSART by 
Alexander Kosolapov, http://www.sotsart.com/critique/groys.html, 10-10-2008.
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Православные культовые предметы, использованные на 
выставке, являются одними из главных ценностей русской 
истории, культуры.27

The Orthodox religious objects used at the exhibition are among the 
principal treasures of Russian history and culture.

Modern secular states are often confronted by a similar merging of re-
ligious holiness and historical sanctity in issues such as desecration of 
the flag and historical monuments. It can also be seen, for example, 
in a statement by the present patriarch Metropolitan Kirill, one of the 
best known Russian Orthodox hierarchs, which employs a juridical dis-
course rather than Orthodox notions of sacrilege in his comment on 
the trial: “Я надеюсь, что Москва никогда больше не станет ареной 
межрелигиозных и межэтнических столкновений”.28 (“I hope that 
Moscow never again will be the arena of interreligious and interethnic 
conflicts.”) 

ThE JURIDICAL DISCOURSE

Central to juridical discourse is the one truth that allows assignment of 
responsibility, intention and guilt. Interpretation here and in the artists’ 
discourse operates as two quite different mechanisms. The juridical dis-
course focuses on whether the Orthodox plaintiffs have been harmed 
by the exhibition. Another question concerns the public nature of the 
museum. The fact that entry was free of charge made it a public space 
in which religious sentiments must be respected. The question would not 
arise if the exhibition would have taken place in privacy. The question of 
tolerance is raised by both the artists and the jurists, but the juridical use 
of the issue is exactly the reverse of what it is in the artists’ discourse. 
For the artists, public space offers the possibility to express whatever 
opinions you like, whereas for the jurists the publicity of the place entails 
a special responsibility not to offend anyone:

27 Proščenko, op. cit.
28 “Predstavitel´ RPC: Ateističeskaja vystavka v centre Sacharova – prestuplenie”, 
Lenta.ru, http://lenta.ru/russia/2003/01/20/kirill/, 10-10-2008.
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Экспонаты содержат глумление над православным 
вероисповеданием и Русской Православной Церковью как 
юридическим лицом. Экспонаты приписывают Церкви 
чуждые ей идеи и взгляды. Экспонаты оскорбляют чувства 
православных верующих, выражают нетерпимость авторов и 
организаторов выставки по отношению к верующим и Русской 
Православной Церкви (том 3, л.д. 180).29

The displays contain mockery of the Orthodox faith and the Rus-
sian Orthodox Church as a juridical person. The displays offend the 
feelings of Orthodox believers and express the intolerance of the 
exhibition participants and organizers toward believers and the Rus-
sian Orthodox Church.

The Church is here named a “juridical person”, and the crimes the orga-
nizers are accused of are insult and slander. Another not strictly juridical 
accusation put forward in the quotation is that the artists and organizers 
were intolerant, a serious moral crime in all secular and multicultural 
societies. Another question concerns whether there exists a copyright 
on religious words, objects and notions. The Church commented on this 
aspect of the exhibition:

Церковь настаивает на том, что любое публичное 
осквернение иконографических изображений Господа 
Иисуса Христа, Божией Матери и святых – то есть 
совмещение их с чуждыми изображениями, помещение в 
ненадлежащий контекст, употребление в книгах, фильмах 
и постановках, пропагандирующих человеческие страсти, 
использование в рекламе, в объявлениях колдунов и 
знахарей, на этикетках бытовых товаров – оскорбляет 
чувства верующих.30

29 Proščenko, op. cit.
30 Jurij Šmidt & Jurij Samodurov, “Ostorožno, ėkstremizm!: materialy k vystavke 
‘Ostorožno, religija!’”, Muzej i obščestvennyj centr im. Andreja Sacharova, http://
www.sakharov-center.ru/museum/exhibitionhall/religion_notabene/hall_exhibi-
tions_religion_ekstremizm.htm, 10-10-2008.
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The Church insists that the feelings of believers are offended by 
any public profanation of iconic portrayals of our Lord Jesus Christ, 
the Mother of God, and the saints, including combining them with 
alien images, placing them in inappropriate contexts, using them in 
books, films, and theatrical productions propagating human pas-
sions, and employing them in advertisements, in pronouncements 
by sorcerers and healers, and on the labels of consumer goods.31

The Church, in other words, claims that it has the exclusive right to icons 
and all other objects that it considers to be holy, a view which renders 
Christian themes in secular literature and art impossible. Following this 
reasoning, films such as Andrej Tarkovskij’s Andrej Rublev would be 
impermissible. The artists reply that these objects are available to eve-
ryone – there can be no copyright or exclusive rights.32

The Orthodox argument concludes with a view of icons and crosses 
as protected trademarks, an issue that is highlighted in Kosolapov’s 
painting in the juxtaposition and fusion of the Coca-Cola logo, Christ’s 
face, and the religious caption. 

The juridical discourse in the voice of the court interfoliates elements 
of a religious discourse when it uses words such as “sacrilege” and “Sata-
nism” that are clearly alien to it without qualifying them as inappropriate 
to a juridical argument:

Экспонат Кулика О. Б. “Новое слово”. Специализация 
художника Кулика, его жанр – сатанизм и половые девиации: 
гомосексуализм, зоофилия, педофилия. Использование образа 
Иисуса – костюмированный мужчина, вместо рук у которого 
коровьи копыта, и на них лежит труп поросенка, содержит 
латентное содержание: пропаганда сатанизма и зоофилии. 
Социальная функция работы: дехристианизация, пропаганда 
социальных девиаций.33

31 yuri Shmidt & yuri Samodurov, “Caution! Extremism”, GiF.Ru – Art of Russia, 
http://www.gif.ru/eng/news/caution-extremism/, 02-07-2009. 
32 Šmidt & Samodurov, op. cit.
33 Proščenko, op. cit.
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O.B. Kulik’s exhibit “The New Word”. Kulik’s specialty, his genre, 
is Satanism and sexual deviance: homosexuality, bestiality, pa-
edophilia. his use of an image of Christ – a costumed man with 
cow’s hoofs instead of hands, on which lies a dead pig – latently 
propagandizes Satanism and zoophilia. The social function of the 
work is to de-Christianize and propagandize sexual deviance.

The use of these terms means that the court and the state implicitly dif-
ferentiate between God and the Devil and the sacred and the profane 
– concepts that are not usually matters of concern to a modern secular 
state. As was noted above in reference to different themes in the exhibi-
tion, many of the descriptions in the juridical material were very biased 
in favour of the Orthodox Church; for example, the word “blasphemous” 
used by the court to describe the exhibits:

В глубине зала находился стенд с восемью подлинными 
иконами, произведенными на Софринском производственном 
комбинате. Это были иконы Иисуса Христа и Богородицы. 
На каждой из них были вырезаны слова “VODKA”, “LЕNIN”, 
“КАLASHNIKOV”, символическое изображение серпа 
и молота; автором данной богохульной работы, прямо 
оскверняющей священные изображения Божьей Матери и 
Иисуса Христа, был Тер-Оганьян.34

Deep in the hall there is a stand with eight genuine icons made at 
the Sofrino factory depicting Jesus Christ and the Mother of God. 
Etched on each of them were the words VODKA, LENIN, KA-
LAShNIKOV and the hammer and sickle symbol. The author of 
this work openly desecrating sacred depictions of the Mother of 
God and Jesus Christ, was Ter-Ogan´jan.

34 Proščenko, op. cit.
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CONCLUSION

The verdict was in fact rather mild. The prosecutor’s demand that the 
works of art be destroyed was denied. No one was sent to prison, alt-
hough two persons were given rather high fines. The result showed that 
the influence of the religious and artistic groups was unequal, but that 
the power of the Orthodox Church was not total. 

What can be said in conclusion is that the Orthodox discourse has been in-
corporated into the juridical one and that defence of the interests of the state 
is mixed with the interests of Orthodoxy to the extent that it belongs to Rus-
sian imperial nationalism and history. The Orthodox discourse is in many 
ways a clash of a premodern mentality with the postmodern worldview of 
the artists. The central question in all three discourses is the issue of interpre-
tation, or what the court calls “smysl”, or “meaning”. Two of the discourses 
strive for a single, exclusive meaning: the court needs one and only one 
interpretation to be able to issue a verdict, and the Orthodox side demands a 
single, clear differentiation between “good” and “evil”.  Although the artists 
are ostensibly open to considering and encouraging different interpretations, 
they sometimes resort to a dissident discourse by assuming the role of vic-
tims and casting the Church and court as oppressors.

Besides the question of copyright, another central issue concerns 
“space” and the different actors in that space. In what can be interpreted 
as a premodern view of sacred space, the Orthodox seem to regard all 
places – not only churches – as sacred, and sacrilege is committed even 
if no believers are present. For the artists the sacred space is limited to 
the interior of a church, whereas the museum is quite another space and 
is subject to different laws. For the juridical discourse it is important 
that an offended person be present and that the place be open and public. 
According to the artists, on the contrary, the space outside the church is 
free and heterogeneous. 

It is also of interest to note that the vandals of the exhibition came 
from what, stressing the proximity of the exhibition to the church, was 
called the neighbouring church. This fact is important, because there is 
a federal law that prohibits placing texts and images offensive to religi-
ous feelings near sites of religious worship.35 Thus physical location is 

35 “Воспрепятствование осуществлению права на свободу совести и свободу 
вероисповедания, в том числе сопряженное с насилием над личностью, с 
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presented as a kind of excuse for behaviour. They meant that they were 
right to be offended. 

The Orthodox side has no understanding for the artist’s freedom, the 
artists very seldom have any understanding for the feelings of the belie-
vers, and the court does not even touch upon the issue of human freedom. 
The explanation given by the organizers to the choice of theme for the 
exhibition was that the Orthodox Church is the religion of the majority 
and has the strongest totalitarian traits demonstrated for example its 
close alliance with the state. This exhibition thus illuminates power re-
lations in today’s Russia, where the Orthodox Church has been allowed 
to interfere in different ways in the other two discourses and also more 
or less determined the verdict.

One very special area in which both the artists and the Orthodox repre-
sentatives shared some common ground was the Soviet experience. The 
artists referred to dissidents and the harassment they suffered, and the 
believers referred to severe persecution of the Church. Both sides have 
a valid point, and both have been traumatized by this recent experience. 
This background may well be a factor accounting for the harshness of 
their reactions.

All three participants use power and violence, but in different ways. 
The Orthodox believers did so directly when they completely ignored the 
possibility of interpreting the works of art as anything but blasphemous 
and vandalized the exhibition. As S. Brent Plate notes: “No work of art is 
blasphemous in and of itself; it must be deemed so from within religious 
and/or political power structures”.36 The condemnation of the exhibition 
by the Church is in itself an exercise of power. The destruction itself was 
implicitly blasphemous in two senses. First, smearing the face of Christ 
on Kosolapov’s work with paint, for example, can in itself be seen as a 
sacrilege. The word “gady” (“bastards”, “sons of bitches”) written on 

умышленным оскорблением чувств граждан в связи с их отношением к 
религии, с пропагандой религиозного превосходства, с уничтожением или 
с повреждением имущества либо с угрозой совершения таких действий, 
запрещается и преследуется в соответствии с федеральным законом. 
Проведение публичных мероприятий, размещение текстов и изображений, 
оскорбляющих религиозные чувства граждан, вблизи объектов религиозного 
почитания запрещаются.” – “Federal´nyj zakon o svobode sovesti i o religioznych 
ob˝edinenijach”, Rossijskoe Ob˝edinenie Issledovatelej Religii, http://www.rusoir.
ru/articles/zakon/fed/84/, 10-10-2008.
36 Plate, op. cit., p. 45.
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the Christ Pantocrator installation was also an act of violence. Second, 
the destruction of a secular piece of art also smacks of sacrilege in some 
general sense of the word. 

The jurists forced two representatives to pay fines and threatened 
them with prison. The artists used violence in another way, since they 
knew for certain that the exhibits would insult Orthodox believers. The 
court made no attempt to mediate in the conflict but favoured the Ort-
hodox side’s mixture of religion and Russian statehood. 

What is also interesting is the almost total lack of what might be cal-
led a discourse of understanding. No one seems to be interested either in 
coming to terms with the other side or in using this sort of discourse as an 
argument for their own cause. Nor is there any critical distance to its own 
views and opinions within either of the groups generating the discourses. 
One exception, however, is an article in the forum “Open Space” by 
Ekaterina Degot´ commenting on “Zapretnoe iskusstvo-2006”, in which 
she points out that by demanding special rights not accorded to other 
citizens the artists are in a way claiming that they are above the law, so 
that their own discourse is sometimes merely the flipside of the official 
one. Allowing a foreigner to argue for tolerance, she quotes the German 
journalist Kerstin holm: 

Немецкая журналистка Керстин Хольм на мой вопрос, чем 
русская ситуация отличается от немецкой, сказала, что в 
Германии общество более свободное и менее инфантильное. 
Что в Германии невозможно столь средневековое, 
обскурантистское “преследование за критику” и 
непрофессиональная экспертиза, но одновременно невозможны 
и те безответственные подростковые жесты и пустые шутки 
(имелись в виду сегодняшние произведения, а не соц-арт 1970-х), 
которые есть лишь оборотная сторона официальной власти и 
которые оказывают искусству и обществу в целом медвежью 
услугу.37

37 Ekaterina Degot´, “Delo Erofeeva i Samodurova: čto delat´ i kto vinovat?”, 
OpenSpace.ru. Kul´tura. Otkrytyj dostup, 17/06/2008 http://www.openspace.ru/art/
events/details/1558/page5/, 17-06-2008. 
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Asked how the Russian situation differs from that in Germany, 
the German journalist Kerstin holm responded that in Germany 
society is freer and less infantile. That in Germany such medieval, 
obscurantist “persecution for criticism” is impossible, but that it is 
equally impossible to make irresponsible adolescent gestures and 
vapid jokes (referring to contemporary works, not the Sots-Art of 
the 1970s), which are the reverse side of official power and do art 
and society at large a disservice.

This “aesthetic alibi”, as it has been called – the conviction that art and 
the artist are above moral or juridical laws – is not regarded as a problem 
by the artists.38 They consider it a fact that has no need of discussion. 

Thus the exhibition “Ostorožno, religija!” models the very special 
interaction of premodernity and postmodernity that characterizes the 
complex relationship between Orthodoxy, art and the state in today’s 
Russia.

38 Martin Jay, “The Aesthetic Alibi”, Cultural Semantics: Keywords of Our Time, 
University of Massachusetts Press, Amherst, Mass., 1998, pp. 109–119.
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Contemporary Russian Poetry and 
the Orthodox Tradition

This chapter considers the role and transformation of the Orthodox the-
me in contemporary Russian poetry. The choice of poetry and not prose 
is quite pragmatic – the possibility of a close reading is much greater, 
and my view is that this theme is much more important in poetry today 
than in prose. 

The Orthodox tradition was of crucial importance to Russian cul-
ture from its beginning to 1917. Even though the 18th century entailed 
Europeanization and secularisation in Russia, the Orthodox tradition 
retained its influence over large sections of the Russian people and con-
tinued as an undercurrent in the new art and literature produced in the 
generations after Peter the Great. The 19th century, in its turn, brought 
about a polarisation between a secular world view and a revival of the 
Christian tradition, which made the Orthodox theme or Christianity in 
general very topical. 

After the revolution, Christian themes either receded or were exclu-
ded from or forbidden in the emerging official culture. In the unofficial 
culture, however, Christian themes continued to be one of the main 
issues, as can be seen in the works of Mandelštam, Pasternak, Achma-
tova and Solženicyn. At the same time, one aspect of the secularisation 
process taking place across Europe then was a general criticism of Chris-
tianity, which also gained influence in Russia. The choice to become an 
atheist did not necessarily imply compliance with the atheist dictates of 
the party; the growing number of non-believers could also be a result of 
general tendencies of that era.

Many people have now returned to the Church, others are comple-
tely uninterested in Orthodoxy and religion in general, and most people 
are very ignorant about this tradition as a result of their Soviet atheist 

10
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upbringing. Some people have turned to other denominations, such as 
Baptism or various newly founded religious groups. 

I intend to analyse a number of Russian poems with an Orthodox 
theme or motif that were written or distributed more widely after the 
fall of Soviet Union. The cultural situation in the country since 1991 is 
complex. As we have had the opportunity to notice more than once in 
this book, nostalgic, restorative trends coexist with a striving for a new 
Russian post-Soviet, postmodern culture. Contemporary Russian poetry 
and prose see it as one of their most important tasks to deconstruct the to-
talitarianism of earlier periods, especially under the Soviet regime. Many 
literary works play with or quote Soviet language in different ways to 
demonstrate the absurdities of Soviet propaganda. This is in some ways 
a sanitary measure to cleanse the Russian literary language of its many 
layers of authoritarianism. Literature today in many respects targets 
what is known as the grand style.1 In this context, Russian literature as 
such is also called into question – perhaps the great Russian literature is 
nothing but a mirror of the totalitarian world in which it existed. This is 
the equivalent of what French philosopher Jean-François Lyotard calls 
the “grand narrative” (or “meta narrative”) with respect to Marxism, 
Christianity or any other ideology that provides a total story of history 
and reality.2 Perhaps Russian literature and culture together comprise 
but yet another of these grand narratives. 

The Orthodox Church plays a special role in this context as a generator 
of authoritarian discourse before the Revolution. The era of Church re-
form under Peter the Great is called the Synodal Period and was charac-
terised by the complete dependence of the Church on the imperial state. 
The main function of the Church was as an apparatus for celebrating 
the liturgy rather than for preaching morality, which task was largely 
assumed instead by the great Russian prose of the 19th century. During 
the Soviet era, the Church was widely harassed, although the Church 
hierarchs often expressed their loyalty to the Soviet system. Christian 
authors. Today the Orthodox Church is an organisation that celebrates 
the liturgy, as it did in its earlier history, but in some cases the Church 

1 Marina Balina (ed.), Endquote: Sots-Art Literature and Soviet Grand Style, North-
western University Press, Evanston, Ill., 2000.
2 Jean-François Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, 
Manchester University Press, Manchester, 1986.
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hierarchy has shown authoritarian tendencies, as we have noted in the 
introduction as well as in other chapters, and the Church once again has 
a close relationship with secular power. The situation is thus ambigu-
ous: in the minds of most Russians, the Church is associated with an 
authoritarian discourse that pertains perhaps more or less to all religious 
discourses as well as to the special role played by the Russian Orthodox 
Church in the tsarist system and in Soviet times. At the same time, the 
Church and its members were ridiculed, heavily criticised and martyred 
during the Soviet era. Orthodox themes and references acquired an aura 
of the secret and exotic and were therefore also something especially 
longed for in later Soviet times. It is important to be aware of this com-
plicated and ambiguous situation to gain an understanding of new poetry 
with Orthodox themes and motifs. 

 I will examine the role of Orthodoxy in poems by contemporary 
Russian poets in light of this background. This investigation can be seen 
as a pilot study for a more comprehensive review of this issue and at 
the same time constitutes part of my examination of Orthodox discour-
ses in post-Soviet Russian literature and culture. My primary focus is 
neither the question of the relationship between faith and poetry nor the 
relationship of the poets themselves to the Orthodox faith as such, but 
rather the function of this theme in their texts, that is, how they relate to 
and address the Orthodox tradition in their poetry. A distinction will be 
made between poems with general Christian themes and poems relating 
to the Orthodox tradition – that is, Russian history, icons, the Orthodox 
Church service and Orthodox references in general – and it is the latter 
that will be analysed here. The risk of circular argumentation – that I 
will find what I am looking for based on a very biased reading – I hope 
to avoid in my actual analyses. 

Another and principal difficulty concerns how to define the corpus of 
poetry to be analysed. here I have tentatively delimited my materials to 
poetry written after the fall of the Soviet Union or in the decade before 
but broadly published just prior to or after the collapse.  I am aware that 
the choice of texts can be seen as controversial. Poets have been selected 
on the basis of ratings lists: winners of the Andrej Belyj Prize and poets 
published by the prestigious publishing house NLO, Novoe Literaturnoe 
Obozrenie. I have also used the website “Vavilon”, which includes a 
broad spectrum of modern Russian poetry. All of these writers are thus 
already acknowledged as poets by the Russian public. 
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In order to highlight the relation to Christian themes in poetry, I will 
use a distinction made by Pasternak. In an effort to pinpoint different 
functions of the Orthodox theme and more precisely Orthodox hymno-
graphy in 19th and 20th century poetry, he distinguished between poets 
interested in the contents of hymns, like Puškin or Aleksej Tolstoj, and 
poets like Esenin and Majakovskij, who were attracted to Orthodox 
hymns as a way to express the atmosphere and mood of everyday life 
in Russia:

В отличие от классиков, которым был важен смысл 
гимнов и молитв, от Пушкина, в “Отцах-пустынниках” 
пересказывавшего Ефрема Сирина, и от Алексея Толстого, 
перекладывавшего погребальные самогласны Дамаскина 
стихами, Блоку, Маяковскому и Есенину куски церковных 
распевов и чтений дороги в их буквальности, как отрывки 
живого быта, наряду с улицей, домом и любыми словами 
разговорной речи.3 

Unlike the classics, for which the meaning of hymns and prayers 
was important. and unlike both Puškin, who paraphrased Ephrem 
the Syrian in “hermit Fathers”, and Aleksej Tolstoj, who put St. 
John Damascene’s funeral idiomela into verse, Blok, Majakovskij, 
and Esenin valued the literalness of fragments of church chants and 
readings as bits of living culture parallel to the street, the home, and 
their favourite words in colloquial speech.

This distinction is also partly relevant to our study, but generally spea-
king, the use of Orthodox hymnography or Orthodox references no 
longer reflect the flavour of the everyday; on the contrary, for many 
people who are distant from the Orthodox tradition, such features carry 
an element of the unusual, even the exotic. 

3 Boris Pasternak, “Ljudi i položenija: avtobiografičeskij očerk”, Polnoe sobranie 
sočinenij s priloženijami v odinnadcati tomach, T. 3, Proza, Slovo, Moskva, 2004, 
p. 334.
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ELENA ŠVARC

Born in 1948, Elena Švarc is one of the most prominent poets in Russia 
today, and she is also well-known in the West, where her poems were 
published in translation as early as the 1990s. She has been compared to 
Joseph Brodsky both in terms of her style and poetic quality. her poetry 
has also been associated with Russian Modernism, although she works 
with traditional verse forms, with fixed meter and rhyme to achieve a 
contemporary voice. The term “esoteric” has sometimes been used to 
characterise her poetry, which addresses a wide range of cultural and 
religious themes. She is not member of any group of poets.4 

Švarc explores the Orthodox theme in connection with the realities 
of the 1990s, when the Orthodox Church could function once again and 
services were again celebrated in churches, which hade been closed for 
decades. The 1990 poem “Izmajlovskij sobor” (one of the largest chur-
ches in St. Petersburg, famous among other things for its sculpted angels) 
depicts a common situation at the time when a church, almost in ruins, 
is given back to the congregation after decades of neglect.

I will quote the last part of the poem. It begins with a dream of the 
Lord in the guise a falcon (“sokol”), instead of a dove as a token of the 
holy Spirit. This part is rather difficult to understand and highly esoteric. 
The second part contains the actual scene of the divine service in the 
church that has been returned from the state: 

Так мне снилось, так мне мнилось
В церкви, где среди развалин
Служба шла, и бритый дьякон,
Как сенатор в синей тоге,
Ангела толкнув убогого,
Отворял нам вид на грубый,
На некрашеный, без злата –
На честной и простый Крест.5

4 For her poetry see for example: Oleg Dark, “Tanec molnii”, Novyj mir, no. 10, 
2004.
5 Elena Švarc, Pesnja pticy na dne morskom: stichotvorenija, Sankt-Peterburg, 
1995, Vavilon, http://www.vavilon.ru/texts/shvarts3.html, 29-06-2009.
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Thus did I dream, thus did I imagine
A church, where amid the ruins
A service was in progress, and a clean-shaven deacon
Dressed like a senator in a blue toga,
Gave a poor angel a shove,
Opened to us a view of a crude,
Unpainted, ungilded
honest and simple Cross.

In the poet’s dream, the ritual performed before her is simple and without 
embellishment, as it was in the beginning of Christianity, and the whole 
scene is unadorned and far from the decorated church interior traditio-
nally associated with Russian Orthodoxy. The return to the distant past 
is expressed in the comparison between the vestment of the deacon and 
the toga of a Roman senator. Visually, the church is in the high Classical 
style with numerous columns. The allusion to antique Rome establishes 
a parallel between the first Christians surviving persecution by the empe-
rors and Russian Christians who survived persecution in the Soviet era. 
The allusion to Rome also emphasises Christianity’s roots in antiquity 
in the same way as Mandel´štam did in his poetry. The poem conveys a 
new beginning for the Church after so many decades of Soviet atheist 
rule. The poet also reveals her own position by including herself in the 
“we” of the poem. 

It is a new beginning, but the connection with the past is not just in the 
comparison of the deacon with a senator but also in the use of Church 
Slavonic words such as “zlato” instead of “zoloto” for gold. “Prostyj” as 
an attribute of the cross combines Russian and Slavonic. In Slavonic this 
word means “upright” and in both languages “simple”. Both meanings 
seem to be evoked in the poem.6

In another poem, Švarc considers the nostalgia for Orthodoxy and the 
fact that the bonds between generations were partly broken during the 
Soviet era. For instance, in this poem about Nicolaus Cathedral in St. 
Petersburg from 1994 the dead had to bury the dead:

6 For a discussion on the use of Church Slavonic see: Ljudmila V. Zubova, Sovre-
mennaja russkaja poėzija v kontekste istorii jazyka, Novoe literaturnoe obozrenie, 
Moskva, 2000.
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Музы перед Иконой

Вокруг Никольского собора
Во вьюжном мчатся хороводе,
Озябнув, будто виноваты,
Цепочкой тянутся при входе.

По очередности – пред Троеручицей
Творят – и в сторону – поклон короткий.
Меж рук Иконы неземной
Скользят отчетливо, как четки.

– Все наши умерли давно. –
Со свечками в руках мерцали.
И сами по себе молебен
Заупокойный заказали.7

Muses before the Icon

Around the Cathedral of St. Nicholas
They whirl in a blizzardy ring
Chilled, as though guilty
They stretch in a chain at the entrance.

In order – before the Icon of the Three hands
They create – and to the side – a brief bow.
Between the hands of the heavenly Icon
They slip distinctly, like prayer beads.

– All of our people died long ago. –
With candles in their hands they flickered.
And for themselves they 
Ordered a requiem.

7 Švarc, op. cit.
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Located near the Conservatory and the Mariinskij Opera and Ballet 
Theatre, the Cathedral of St. Nicholas is another of the largest and most 
beautiful churches in St. Petersburg. The Bogomater´ “Troeručica”, 
God’s Mother of Three hands, is the name of an icon depicting the Vir-
gin and the Infant Child with a third hand resting on the Mother of God. 
There is a legend behind the icon that refers to John of Damascus, who 
was punished by the caliph by having one of his arms cut off. When he 
prayed to Theotokos, he was healed and his hand was returned. In thanks, 
he added an arm to the icon in front of which he had prayed. Therefore the 
icon has a symbolic connection to the martyred sufferings of Christians 
under non Christian rule, which presents a parallel to the destiny of the 
Orthodox Church under Soviet rule. The poem is a requiem for all the 
dead and forgotten and perhaps especially for those martyred by secular 
powers. The neophytes stand in front of the icon in the role of muses 
feeling guilty about their neglect of earlier generations or perhaps about 
their neglect of the simple people who preserved Orthodoxy during the 
time of persecution. The relation between the muses (the “we”) and the 
dead is enigmatic and complex. They seem to be identical, and the muses 
are transformed into believers standing in front of the icon waiting to 
kiss it. Art is resurrected and the muses of antiquity are transformed into 
Orthodox believers. In their treatment of the Orthodox theme or motif 
these poems address a nostalgic, restorative discourse that focuses on 
the lost link between past and present. The perspective lies in the fall of 
the Soviet Union. The tone of the poems is serious and solemn. 

A special feature of both of these poems consists in their juxtaposition 
of different worlds – Orthodox rite with the antiquity or the muses with 
prayers in an Orthodox church. Referring to what he calls “edinomirie” 
(“one-worldness”)  in his description of her poetry, the Russian scholar 
Aleksandr Zoteev notes that what unites these different worlds is God. 
This is relevant both to her poetry in general and to the two poems discus-
sed in this chapter,8 and “edinomirie” is a feature that shows similarities 
with the poetics of Boris Pasternak. 

8 Aleksandr Zoteev, “‘Edinomirie’ kak princip sozdanija chudožestvennogo mira 
Eleny Švarc: ‘Dikopis´ poslednego vremeni’”, Polilog, no. 1, 2008, pp. 38–41. 
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IVAN ŽDANOV

Another poet who exploits the nostalgic-restorative potential of Russia’s 
Orthodox heritage is Ivan Ždanov. Born in Altai in 1948, he still lives 
there and periodically resides in Moscow. Ždanov is the author of se-
veral collections of poems and a member of a group of poets called 
metarealist,9 in contrast to conceptualists such as Prigov and Nekrasov. 
he is associated with the tradition of Russian Modernism. his poetry is 
still often traditional in form with a tendency toward longer poems that 
contain philosophical and cultural reflections. Ždanov demonstrates a 
keen interest in Russian history, topology, and the history of the Rus-
sian language and its poetic tradition. his poem “Gde sorok sorokov” 
(“Where Forty Times Forty” from his collection Mesto zemli, The place 
of the earth (1991). The title alludes to the number of churches in Mos-
cow, according to tradition: 

ГДЕ СОРОК СОРОКОВ

В гранильном воздухе стальных новостроек 
вдруг увидишь контур византийской розы – 
старинный купол, литой, один из
сорока сороков с куста лепного, 
перенесенного сюда, на север.
Он до сих пор пестуем речью.

Как под водой, пузырится воздух – 
вся улица мреет в купольной давке, 
как будто куст с сорока сороками 
ушел под воду степной Каялы,
и выдыхает гроздья маковок,
и омывается слезой чистой.

Широко разбрелись берега Каялы 
до самых крайних рубежей державы 

9 A term coined by Michail N. ėpštejn, After the Future: The Paradoxes of Post-
modernism and Contemporary Russian Culture, University of Massachusetts Press, 
Amherst, 1995, pp. 30–43, 46–49, 60–70, 76–78, 193–195, 200–203.



��0

и переполнились водами Волги, 
сплелись струи Дона с Амуром,
не преломились хребтом Урала, 
как Млечный Путь, озаряя небо.

То, что стояло на оплеухах, 
ненастной кровью кропило сердце, 
не насыщаясь сгущенным гневом, 
так и осталось стоять на отшибе – 
и не гора шатается, а это
на горном склоне ковыль плещет.

Есть домовой у любой остановки, 
есть проводник у каждого путника, 
он – как стремление куста к росту, 
себя явить и восполнить образ.
И если молния стоит как небо, 
то, значит, небо ее помнит.

Один лучше, чем тысяча тысяч,
Но ведь и он из той же, как каждый,
Тысячи тысяч, с куста того же,
Что растет и ширится из его сердца.
Не поднимай душу чужую
Выше своих глаз, не теряй из виду.10

In the lapidary air of new steel buildings
you suddenly see the contours of a Byzantine rose –
An ancient cast dome, one of
the forty times forty from a sculpted bush
transported here, to the north.
It is to this day nurtured by speech.

10 Ivan Ždanov, Mesto zemli, Moskva, 1991, Vavilon, http://www.vavilon.ru/texts/
prim/zhdanov1-3.html, 27-06-2008.
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As though under water, the air bubbles –
the whole street glimmers weakly in the crush of the dome
as though the bush from forty times forty
had descended into the waters of Kajala in the steppe,
and exhales clusters of onion domes
and is washed by a pure tear.

The banks of the Kajala have dispersed far and wide
to the farthest borders of the nation
and overflowed with the waters of the Volga,
the streams of the Don have merged with the Amur
unbroken by the Urals,
and light up the sky like the Milky Way.

That which stood on insults
the heart has sprinkled with inclement blood,
unsated with clotted anger,
it has remained standing at a distance –
and it is not a mountain that is reeling
but feather grass fluttering on the mountainside.

Every stop has a house spirit,
Every traveller has a guide,
he is like the bush’s urge to grow,
to show itself and embody the image.
And if the lightning stands like the sky,
it means that the sky remembers it.

One is better than a thousand thousands.
But after all, like every one, it as well is from the same
Thousand of thousands, from the same bush 
That grows and spreads from its heart.
Do not raise the soul of another
higher than your eyes, do not lose sight of it.
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The Russian church cupola provides a glimpse of Byzantium amid the 
modern buildings of a modern city, an example of how Ždanov explores 
the Byzantine heritage in Russian culture and the Russian language. For 
Ždanov, this heritage seems to form a whole with Russia’s past culture 
in the same way that his poetical predecessor Osip Mandel´štam viewed 
it. For Mandel´štam, the church buildings meant the inclusion of the 
Byzantine past in the Russian present; for Ždanov the Church represents 
an influence in Russia that is both historical and part of Russia’s archi-
tecture, geography and language. The connection to Mandel´štam con-
sists in the depiction of a “cultural space” that coincides with the city’s 
architecture or civilisation and an arche-texture in the mind.11 In one 
interview he emphasises the positive impact of the Orthodox heritage 
both on his own poetry and on Russian poetry in general.12 The poem 
asserts a close, organic relation both between the Church and nature and 
between the Church and man. This is brought out in organic metaphors 
that relate to a bush, a cluster of grapes, and feather-grass (“kovyl´”). 
Ždanov depicts the church and the Byzantine heritage to which it testifies 
as an integral part of Russian culture. The very sight of the church and 
the Church-Slavonic loci in language evidences a culture that could not 
be completely erased. 

The historical and geographic dimensions are enormous. The wa-
ter metaphor, with the cupolas imagined as drops, extends the view to 
the mythic river Kajala in the most famous and most disputed work of 
Old Russian literature, “Slovo o polku Igoreve” (“The Tale of Igor’s 
Campaign”) and to bygone days. The river is mentioned in “Slovo” but 
has never been found on any map. The mythical sunken city of Kitež 
is also evoked. In the end, the perspective is cosmic and even includes 
the Milky Way.  

Almost the only allusion to the actual historical background is the word 
“vdrug” (“suddenly”). The view of the church is unexpected because it 
has been hidden away for half a century. yet the perspective of eternity is 
strong, as is the sense of tradition evoked by the expression “sorok soro-
kov”. Opposite the church are new buildings erected in steel. 

11 On Ždanov and Mandel´štam see: Ol´ga Severskaja, “Idiostil´ Ivana Ždanova”, 
Polilog, no. 1, 2008, pp. 42–49, p. 42 ff.
12 Valerij Poliščuk, “Ivan Ždanov: ‘Naša poėzija neottoržima ot pravoslavnogo 
soznanija’”, Ukrajina Pravoslavna: Visnyk UPC, 01-08-2004, http://pravoslavye.
org.ua/index.php?r_type=article&action=fullinfo&id=3466, 27-06-2008. 
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The poem shows the same ambivalence as most of the poems dis-
cussed in this chapter. I think one point Ždanov highlights is that the 
suppressed belief and suppressed superstition present in language and 
geography was bound to reappear. however, he ends the poem with a 
warning against tradition becoming perhaps too strong, too authorita-
rian or too nationalistic and encompassing almost everything in organic 
metaphors.13

SERGEJ STRATANOVSKIJ

A much more critical stance to Orthodoxy is taken by Sergej Stratanov-
skij, who was born in 1944 and lives in St. Petersburg. Involved in the 
underground movement in St. Petersburg, where he published a literary 
magazine, he is the author of several collections of poems and has also 
received the prestigious Andrej Belyj Prize. he has been publishing in 
Russia since 1985, and his first collection of poems has also come out in 
Europe and the USA. he writes predominantly classical verse with a sa-
tirical or ironic touch. The following poem from his book T´ma dnevnaja 
(Daytime darknes 2000) addresses the role of the Byzantine Orthodox 
tradition in general, asking despairingly whether the misfortunes that 
have befallen Russia are connected with Byzantine Orthodox culture:

Азбуку монахов-славянолюбцев
Буквы, знакомые с детства
Буквы спрошу, хор кириллицы
Отчего так злочастны, спрошу
Люди нашей земли
Те, кому вы несли
Свет в озябших ладонях.14

(1998)

13 On another motif, that of Resurrection, see Nikolaj Aleksandrov, “Opravdanie 
ser´eznosti. Ivan Ždanov – neponjatnyj ili neponjatyj?”, Družba narodov, no. 12, 
1997. 
14 Sergej Stratanovskij, T´ma dnevnaja: stichi devjanostych godov, Novoe literatur-
noe obozrenie, Moskva, 2000, p. 71.



���

The alphabet of the Slav-loving monks
Letters familiar from childhood
I will ask the letters, the Cyrillic choir
Why, I will ask, are
The people of our earth so ill-fated,
Those to whom you brought
Light in your freezing palms.

What Cyril and Methodius bring to Russia is not enlightment, not the 
Byzantine Empire, but a feeble light in their frozen hands, an image that 
transmits weakness rather than strength and leads us to doubt the results 
of their endeavours. There is perhaps a hidden contrast in the poem 
between Cyrillic and Latin letters. Another contemporary poet Viktor 
Krivulin has commented on this poem in an afterword to Stratanovskij’s 
book, stressing the negative consequences of the Byzantine orthodox 
heritage in Russian history and today:

Оглядимся: что есть исторически результат их монашеского 
подвига? Жизнь с электричеством, но без света, с радиаторами 
центрального отопления, но без тепла, с любовной книгой, но 
без любви. На каком языке говорит такая жизнь – на русском? 
на старославянcком? или все же на древнегреческом? Как 
обнаруживает себя в языке этот стык унылого житейского 
абсурда и экстатической религиозно-философской истерики?15 

Looking back, what is the historical result of their monastic ex-
ploit? Life with electricity but without light, with centrally heated 
radiators but without warmth, with love stories, but without love. 
What language does such a life speak – Russian? Old Slavonic? Or 
is it ancient Greek? how does this union of bleak everyday absur-
dity and ecstatic religious and philosophical hysterics reveal itself 
in language?

What Stratanovskij and Krivulin emphasise is the problematic contrast 
between Orthodox tradition and Russian religious philosophy and piety, 
with all its optimism and faith in the sacred and harmonious being of 

15 Stratanovskij, op. cit., p. 179.
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reality on one hand, and the suffering and atrocities of Russian history 
and life on the other. They assign the very same negative claims to Ort-
hodoxy as did the philosopher Petr Čaadajev in the 1830s in his famous 
Philosophical Letters, where, for example, he accused the Orthodox 
Church of defending serfdom.16 here Stratanovskij and Krivulin chal-
lenge the whole of Orthodoxy and question whether it is capable of 
giving comfort and help to a suffering people. The missionaries coming 
with their faith in cold, trembling hands cannot provide any positive 
reasons for the people to be baptised, and their potential for spreading 
enlightenment also seems weak. The critical, doubtful attitude Strata-
novskij expresses extends to the Soviet experience as well as to the Bible 
and Fedorov’s utopia. The Russian critic Valerij Šubinskij summarizes 
his stance very aptly: 

Советский мир был для него по определению не уникален: он 
и в Библии видит “плановиков” и “прорабов”, и в грядущем 
– тоталитарное общество “федоровцев.”17

The Soviet world was for him inherently not unique. In the Bible as 
well he finds “planners” and “work site superintendants,” and in the 
future he can see the totalitarian society of the “Fedorovians.”

his doubt pertains mostly to the Church as an organisation and religion 
as a practice, as in this poem about the Shroud of Turin, whose authen-
ticity has been an important issue in Russia. The thought that the shroud 
may have been deliberately falsified is seen as an outrageous insult to 
the suffering of Christ. 

Туринская плащаница
Говорят, что подделка,
но тогда до какого паденья
В морок черный
дошел тот алхимик ученый

16 Petr Jakovlevič Čaadaev, Sočinenija i pis´ma P. Ja. Čaadaeva, ed. M. Gershen-
zon, Mouette Press, Oxford, 1972 [1913], p. 74–142.
17 Valerij Šubinskij, “Sergej Stratanovskij: T´ma dnevnaja”, Žurnal´nyj zal: Novaja 
russkaja kniga, no. 2, 2001, http://magazines.russ.ru/nrk/2001/2/shubin.html, 29-
06-2009. 
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И художник искусный,
оскорбивший деянием гнусным
Муку крестную Господа.18

(2004)

The Shroud of Turin
It is said to be a forgery,
But then into what black darkness
did that learned alchemist
And clever artist
fall, who by their odious act
outraged the suffering of the crucified Lord.

In Stratanovskij’s work, we encounter a generally critical attitude toward 
the Christian heritage as it appears in the Russian tradition, but he is not 
at all critical of religion or Christianity in general. his position is not very 
common in Russian poetry today but is more characteristic of the Soviet 
era or of the anticlerical tendency in 19th century radical civic poetry. As 
in the poem quoted above, the following is an attack not on Christianity 
per se but on the Church as an organization. Only the Slavonic word for 
“children”, “čada”, used by the Orthodox Church as a solemn address 
to believers, gives the Christian theme an Orthodox setting: 

 
Церковь сказала:
«Воины, чада мои,
Уничтожайте нещадно
Врагов веры нашей
Как собак одичалых, уничтожайте
А про Христа милосердного
Мы беседу начнем, как вернетесь
С поля смерти – калеками».19

18 Sergej Stratanovskij, “So spokojstviem v serdce: stichi”, Žurnal´nyj zal: Novyj 
mir, no. 11, 2004, http://magazines.russ.ru/novyi_mi/2004/11/strat2.html, 29-06-
2009. 
19 Stratanovskij, T´ma dnevnaja, op. cit., p. 61.
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The Church has said:
“Warriors, my children,
Destroy mercilessly
The enemies of our faith
Like wild dogs, destroy them
And of the merciful Christ
Shall we speak with you when you return
From the field of death as cripples”.

Relevant to the current debate in the media today, this poem seeks to 
criticise the Russian war in and the different forms of more or less open 
moral support legitimizing this war provided by the Church, which so-
metimes, as we have noted, sides with both extreme nationalists, or 
rather etatists, and the authorities. 

These three poems take a polemical civic and moral position on the 
subject, arguing that the Church is unable to change the world and de-
fended the Russian war in Čečnja. 

VSEVOLOD NEKRASOV

Vsevolod Nekrasov, 1934–2009, is an older poet who, like most of the 
poets quoted above, published much of his early poetry abroad. In the 
Soviet Union he only published poems for children, which established his 
reputation, but several volumes of his works have appeared in post-Soviet 
Russia. he was a member of the Lianosovo group of late avant-gardists 
and is sometimes characterised as a conceptualist. he has also written 
experimental visual poetry and worked as a critic and journalist. his poem 
“Est novost´” comes from his 1998 collection Izbrannye stichotvorenija:

Есть
Новость

Христос воскрес
Воистину воскрес

Слушай
А хорошая новость
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Хорошая новость
Но большой секрет

Давно уже
Хорошая новость

Давно уж
Большой большой секрет20

There is
News

Christ is risen
he is truly risen

Listen
Good news

Good news
But a big secret

For a long time now
The good news

For a long time now
has been a big, big secret

here in this minimalistic poem that is so typical of him, Nekrasov al-
most quotes verbatim the familiar Orthodox Easter greeting, changing 
only the verb form from the Church Slavonic aorist (“voskrese”) to the 
Russian preterit. The idea is that this greeting, which is quite stereoty-
pical and sometimes presumably lacked any deeper religious meaning 
in olden days, is now seen as something fresh and new in the context 

20 Vsevolod Nekrasov, <Lirika>: izbrannye stichotvorenija, ed. I. Achmet´ev, 1998, 
Vavilon, http://www.vavilon.ru/texts/prim/nekrasov1-3.html, 27-06-2008. 
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of post-Soviet Russia since 1991. The content is again important, and 
this poem can be placed in the same category as Puškin in Pasternak’s 
classification mentioned in the beginning of this chapter. At the same 
time, the poet plays with the feeling of awkwardness in expressing 
these religious words and tries to ironize in typical postmodernistic 
fashion, specifically mentioning that he is quoting. Nekrasov sets the 
words in a semi-childlike context by using the words “Bol´šoj, bol´šoj 
sekret”, which is another quotation, in this case from a very popular 
children’s book, Bol´šoj, bol´šoj sekret by Vladimir Gonik, which was 
also made into a popular animated film for children in the Brežnev 
era.21 Nekrasov also juxtaposes this with the expression “chorošaja 
novost´”, which is a Russian translation of the Church Slavonic “bla-
gaja vest´”, that is, gospel, good news. Nekrasov’s mixing of very 
different semantic layers has been called “dialogical” by the Russian 
critic Vladimir Gubajlovskij.22 Thus the poem uses a colloquial style 
that contrasts sharply with the solemn diction in the first poems quoted 
in this chapter and in the general tradition of Russian Christian poetry 
as represented, for example, by Boris Pasternak’s novel Doktor Živago. 
The poem is a declaration of faith, but, with typical postmodern ambi-
guity, the quotation marks are more or less obvious and perhaps meant 
to indicate sheer irony. 

DMITRIJ PRIGOV

Dmitrij Prigov (1940–2007) was the leader and theoretician of the Rus-
sian conceptualists. The example here is taken from the collection So-
vetskie teksty. On the border between prose and poetry, the text is called 
“Krest”, “The cross”: 

Товарищи! Крест является одним из наиболее 
распространненых предметов в социально-трудовой и бытовой 
практике человека.

Он представляет собой абсолютно перепендикулярное 

21 Vladimir Gonik, Bol´šoj, bol´šoj sekret, Izd. Globulus, Moskva, 2004.
22 Vladimir Gubajlovskij, ”Vinogradnaja kostocka”, Žurnal´nyj zal: Novyj mir,  
no. 10, 2002, http://magazines.russ.ru/novyi_mi/2002/10/gub.html, 29-06-2009. 
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пересечение двух узкиx плоскостей. Размером от 20 мм до 
беcконечности в длину.

Иногда ассоциируют крест с образом пересечения 
индивидуальной воли и воли государства, что неверно с 
марксистской точки зрения, так как механизм взаимодействия 
личности и государства принципиально иной.

Из-за сложности достижения абсолютно перепендику-
лярного пересечения двух плоскостей предмет практически 
невоспроизводим. Реальное существование его по 
вышеуказанным причинам считается маловероятным.23

Comrades! The cross is one of the most common objects in eve-
ryday human social and work experience.

It represents a perfectly perpendicular intersection of two narrow 
surfaces from 20 mm. to infinity in length.

The cross is sometimes associated with the image of an inter-
section of individual will and the will of the state, which from a 
Marxist viewpoint is incorrect, since the mechanism of interaction 
between the individual and the state is fundamentally different.

Owing to the complexity of attaining a perfectly perpendicular 
intersection of two surfaces, the object is practically irreproducible. 
Due to the reasons indicated above its existence is considered to be 
unlikely.

The cross is a very important symbol in Russian Orthodox practice and 
in all Christian cultures. Every newly baptised child or adult receives a 
cross to wear around their neck for the rest of their life. One of the most 
common ways to desacralise a church in the Soviet era was to remove the 
cross from the cupola. In the famous atheist poem by ėduard Bagrickij 
“Smert´ pionerki”, “The death of a pioneer-girl”, from 1932, the dying 
girl gets her baptism cross from her mother but throws it away at the 
moment of death and makes a pioneer’s salute.24 Prigov’s is structured 
as an atheist lecture about the cross that mixes the discourses of atheism 
and science in a typically Soviet way, that is, by using measurements 

23 Dmitrij A. Prigov, Sovetskie teksty, Izd. Ivana Limbacha, Sankt-Peterburg, 1997, 
p. 192.
24 ėduard G. Bagrickij, Stichotvorenija i poėmy, ed. Nauka i technika, Minsk 1988, 
pp. 97–100.
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and different kinds of highly abstract language. The refutation, “čto 
neverno”, “which is untrue”, also alludes to this form of Soviet discourse 
of persuasion. The poetic voice is that of a lecturer, who speaks as a 
Soviet engineer and unwittingly uses Orthodox discourse in the expres-
sion “beskonečnosti v dlinu”, “infinite in length”, an allusion to the 
cosmic symbolism common in Orthodox hymnography. The limitless 
cross in space is one of the expressions used to underline the cosmical 
implications of Christ’s sacrificial death on the cross. In the same way, 
this sort of speculation about different meanings of the cross and the 
cosmic dimension could have been taken from the theological specula-
tions of Pavel Florenskij.25 In this lecture the poet also brings up the 
issue of martyrdom, “образом пересечения индивидуальной воли и 
воли государства,”26 (“the image of an intersection of individual will 
and the will of the state”), being an allusion both to the sacrificial death 
of Christ and to the suffering of the Christians in Soviet times. The text 
raises the question of faith in Christ and in the cross in general, and surely 
unintentionally, the lecturer’s scientific arguments turn into a question 
of the existence of God. 

Many poets today want to create a new view of Russia’s Orthodox he-
ritage and the use of this heritage in poetry. Very often in Prigov’s poems 
there is a kind of distantiation, irony, quotationness and embarrassment. 
This sort of relation to tradition – using it, quoting it, but keeping a cer-
tain distance from it – is a postmodern approach. however, sometimes 
this distantiation ends in a new confirmation, but a confirmation against 
both the background of the tradition as such and the negation of that 
very tradition, For example in another text by Prigov, “Representatives 
of beauty in Russian history and culture”, “Predstaviteli krasoty v rus-
skoj istorii i kul´ture”:

25 Pavel A. Florenskij, Sobranie sočinenij: filosofija kul´ta (Opyt pravoslavnoj 
antropodicei), Mysl´, Moskva, 2004.
26 Prigov, op. cit., p. 192.
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1. Самый красивый русский царь Николай II
2. Самый красивый русский святой Димитрий
3. Самый красивый русский патриарх Филарет
4. Самый красивый русский полководец Багратион
5. Самый красивый русский политический деятель  Плеханов
6. Самая красивая русская политическая деятельница  Рейснер
7. Самый красивый русский революционер Бауман
8. Самaя красивая русская революционерка Арманд
9. Самый красивый русский философ Карсавин
10. Самый красивый русский ученый Лебедев
11. Самый красивый русский поэт Надсон
12. Самая красивая русская поэтесса Павлова
13. Самый красивый русский писатель Гаршин
14. Самый красивый русский живописец Левитан
15. Самый красивый русский скульптор Шимес
16. Самый красивый русский композитор Френкель
17. Самый красивый русский актер Кторов
18. Самая красивая русская актриса Райх
19. Самый красивый русский певец Лемешев
20. Самая красивая русская певица Образцова
21. Самая красивая русская балерина Карсавина
22. Самый красивый русский танцовщик Лиепа
23. Самый красивый русский хоккеист Якушев
24. Самый красивый русский футболист Воронин
25. Самый красивый русский шахматист Карпов
Самый красивый русский человек Христос27

27 Prigov, op. cit., pp. 45–47. 
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1. The most beautiful Russian tsar Nicholas II
2. The most beautiful Russian saint Dmitrij
3. The most beautiful Russian patriarch Filaret
4. The most beautiful Russian military leader Bagration
5. The most beautiful Russian political figure Plechanov
6. The most beautiful female Russian political figure Rejsner
7. The most beautiful Russian revolutionary Bauman
8. The most beautiful female Russian revolutionary Armand
9. The most beautiful Russian philosopher Karsavin
10. The most beautiful Russian scholar Lebedev
11. The most beautiful Russian poet Nadson
12. The most beautiful Russian poetess Pavlova
13. The most beautiful Russian writer Garšin
14. The most beautiful Russian painter Levitan
15. The most beautiful Russian sculptor Šimes
16. The most beautiful Russian composer Frenkel´
17. The most beautiful Russian actor Ktorov
18. The most beautiful Russian actress Rajch
19. The most beautiful Russian singer Lemešev
20. The most beautiful female Russian singer Obrazcova
21. The most beautiful Russian ballerina Karsavina
22. The most beautiful Russian ballet dancer Liepa
23. The most beautiful Russian hockey player Jakušev
24. The most beautiful Russian soccer player Voronin
25. The most beautiful Russian chess player Karpov
The most beautiful Russian human being Christ

This text could be an opinion survey in some popular journal or news-
paper on the most beautiful people in Russian history, and with some 
exceptions the list seems quite plausible. It imitates the sort of enu-
meration found in such polls – it is quite uncontroversial and, as such 
lists tend to be, a little too long and rather dull. Interest in beauty as a 
special category in Russian history fits well with Russian tradition. The 
unnumbered mention of Christ as the last in a list of the most beautiful 
people in Russian history also fits well with Russian messianic ideas in 
general and with Dostoevskij in particular, whose often-quoted remark 
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“beauty will save the world”28 refers to the beauty of Christ. Prigov’s 
text is parodic and plays with the trivial throughout, but the placing of 
Christ’s name at the end of the list without any marker of distance, makes 
the reader question whether it is used in the poem not to create distance 
but as a statement of faith and the importance of Christianity for the 
Russian people and for Russian history. This ambivalence is stressed by 
Dmitrij Golynko-Vol´fson, who highlights both Prigov’s scepticism and 
his deep engagement in spiritual issues:

Но религиозно-мистические воззрения Пригова обширны и 
сложны, в них игровая пародийная “теология” неожиданно 
перерастает в предельно серьезные и возвышенные 
метафизические конструкции, так что не хотелось бы их 
затрагивать по касательной, и остается надеяться, что в 
будущем они удостоятся более подробного исследования. 29

Prigov’s religiomystical views are broad and complex. Within them, 
playful parodical “theology” unexpectedly develops into extremely 
serious and elevated metaphysical constructions that one hesitates 
to address tangentially, and it can only be hoped that in the future 
they will merit more detailed investigation.

The question of the axiological status of Christianity and the Orthodox 
tradition cannot be answered; it is left open in the text in a way that 
I think is typical of much of modern Russian poetry and postmoder-
nism.

28 Dostoevskij, Fedor M., Idiot, Polnoe sobranie sočinenij v tridcati tomach, tom 8, 
Leningrad, 1973, p. 317.
29 For Prigov and Christianity see some notes in: Dmitrij Golynko-Vol´fson, “Čitaja 
Prigova: neodnoznačnoe i neočevidnoe”, Žurnal´nyj zal: Novoe literaturnoje oboz-
renie, no. 87, 2007, http://magazines.russ.ru/nlo/2007/87/go20.html, 29-06-2009.
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NINA ISKRENKO

Nina Iskrenko was born in 1951 and graduated from the Faculty of 
Physics at Moscow University. In 1991 she published three volumes of 
poetry, and she has also translated modern American poetry. Iskrenko 
died of cancer in 1995. The following poem is structured as a real prayer 
with a wish for a miracle and for consolation and includes quotations 
from Vespers without, it seems, any notable distance or irony:

Пошли мне Ангела Господи Ангела…
Я утром встану подойду к окну
Пускай он заметит меня одну
Совсем одну Без Ангела

Пошли мне творящего волю Твою
     и не просто дождь
жееертва вечeeерняяааа
Покоя Господи Но покоя частного домашнего
жиснеспособного30

Send me an Angel, Lord, an Angel
I will arise in the morning and go to the window
May he notice me alone
All alone Without an Angel

Send me him who does Thy will
     and not just rain
Eeevening sacrifiiiice
Peace Lord But peace in my own private home

This poem contains a prayer, but a prayer that is very down-to-earth. It 
contrasts with the free-standing and syntactically unconnected solemn 
words of the Vesper and with the reference to the requiem service in the 
refrain “upokoj Bože”: “Give rest, o God”.

 The repetition of the vowels in the second to last line alludes to the 

30 Nina Jur´evna Iskrenko, O Glavnom…: iz dnevnika N. I., Nezavisimaja gazeta, 
Moskva, 1995, p. 215.
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singing of the first verse in Psalm 141 (or 140 according to the Septua-
gint) in the Vespers which contains a fervent prayer: 

Да исправится молитва моя,/ яко кадило пред Тобою,/ воздеяние 
руку моею,/ жертва вечерняя./ Услыши мя, Господи.

Let my prayer be set forth before thee as incense; 
and the lifting up of my hands as the evening sacrifice. 
hear me, O Lord.

however, there are no oppositions between the layers, and unlike some 
of the other examples, the prayer is felt to be genuine and authentic 
rather than a quotation. 

SUMMING UP

We can summarise this pilot study by noting that although the use of 
Orthodox themes in these poems is abundant, at the same time it is 
very pluralistic, which is characteristic of contemporary Russian culture 
overall.

In his book Vera i obraz, Michail ėpštejn has tried to pinpoint specific 
traits of Russian postmodernism, but he does not provide any concrete 
examples. The features he lists include quotationness, the presence of 
the whole paradigm in different sorts of enumerations, the conviction of 
simulacrum and the apophatic thinking, all of which he views as inherent 
in Russian and Soviet culture as such. What is significant for post-Soviet 
culture and is sometimes defined as conceptualism, however, is that the 
author or poet distances himself and plays with these traits, which were 
taken seriously or used unconsciously in earlier cultural eras.31 In our 
examples we have been able to identify all these features, as well as a new 
axiology created after the post-Soviet, postmodern conceptualist era. 

Refutation, quotation, criticism, occasional nostalgia and restorative 
elements related to the Orthodox theme coexist in modern poetry and 
sometimes in the work of a single poet and even in the same poem. 

31 Michail N. ėpštejn, Vera i obraz: religioznoe bessoznatel´noe v russkoj kul´ture 
20-go veka, ėrmitaž, Tenafly, N.J., 1994, pp. 104–114.
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What is almost totally missing in the poetry discussed here is adherence 
to a nationalist or imperial discourse, which seems to be exiled to more 
peripheral parts of Russian literature. In prose, this discourse is situated 
closer to the centre of the literary process. It is also clear that the poetry 
expresses not only denial and irony, but also a new affirmation of Chris-
tian values based on all these denials, quotations and ironies. The use of 
the Christian Orthodox theme in Švarc’s poems quoted at the beginning 
of this chapter reflect this content and confirm Pasternak’s classifica-
tion, according to which some poems use Christianity for its content, 
some for its flavour, but rather for the exotism than for its familiarity. In 
most of the poems discussed here there seem to be invisible quotation 
marks, but in some of our final examples these quotation marks are 
again called into question or doubled again, resulting in an affirmation 
of the Christian theme in a new and perhaps more unconventional, non-
authoritarian way. 

In an article on Iskrenko Dunja Popovic attempts to distinguish bet-
ween two postmodernistic groups in contemporary Russian poetry, clas-
sifying them as belonging to the postmodernism of resistance or the 
postmodernism of reaction. Where the former protests against the status 
quo and wants to alter it, the latter contends that all ideologies are equally 
disconnected from reality and that anything goes.32 Looking at our re-
sults I would argue that no such clear difference exists in our material, 
but that in most cases negation and assertion mix freely in most cases, 
but that still the Christian contents and not the flavour of Christianity is 
the most important in all of these poems. 

32 Dunja Popovic, “Pravo na TRUP’: Power, Discourse, and the Body in the Poetry 
of Nina Iskrenko (1951–1995)”, Russian Review, 64 (October 2005), pp. 628–641.
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Conclusions

This comprehensive study of the Orthodox discourse in Post Soviet 
culture offers a heterogeneous picture. The simplest conclusion that can 
be drawn from the outset is that the theme in its different variants has 
been shown to be of crucial importance in post-Soviet Russian culture 
as a whole.

There has been a significant change of attitudes and directions since 
the time of glasnost’ and perestrojka. One common use to which the 
contemporary Orthodox discourse has been put is to preserve and return 
to a Russian tradition lost during the Soviet period. Our materials only 
sparsely indicate that Orthodoxy or Christianity in general has been used 
to create a European identity for Russia (or previously the Soviet Union), 
The exception is reformers arguing for employing Russian as a liturgical 
language, for in this context it is European to use the vernacular. Rather 
unexpectedly, in some cases the use of jurodstvo also has been shown to 
have, the same implication, since the phenomenon is in different ways 
connected with postmodern European philosophy. Jurodstvo becomes 
the same sort of paramount notion as the icon in, for example, Baudril-
lard’s och Lacan’s treatment of European cultural history. 

Scrutiny of the small group of contemporary religious philosophers 
such as Choružij and Bibichin (and to some extent Averincev) and the 
Christian discourses involved in the interpretations of Bachtin would have 
brought to light some more liberal, pro-European and ecumenical traits, 
but still I think that our findings are of great relevance for understanding 
the role and situation of the Orthodox element in contemporary Russia.1 

1 On new trends in Orthodox theology in Russia see: Kristina Stöckl, “Modernity 
and its Critique in 20th Century Russian Orthodox Thought”, Studies in East Euro-
pean Thought, vol. 58, no. 4, December 2006, pp. 243–269(27).
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One of the most important phenomena and, in a way, a point of 
departure in the present study concerns the mass-medialization of the 
discourse, which can be seen most clearly in the chapter “how to 
remember a fallen soldier”. The situation of the postmodern media is 
even better illustrated by the fact that the bulk of the materials can be 
found on the web, and that not only polemic articles but also liturgical 
texts, reproductions of icons, and hagiographical texts are distributed 
in the same way. Even Archimandrite Damaskin’s enormous anthol-
ogy of texts on the new martyrs lives a double existence as a printed 
book and on the Internet. Most material, whether from the official 
Church or from different peripheral or extremist groups, is similarly 
distributed. The risk mentioned above in the introduction of focusing 
on marginal material seems to be less problematic in a survey of this 
huge body of material thus disseminated, since both mainstream and 
marginal materials seem to be present, although their respective power 
to penetrate varies. It is somewhat banal yet still surprising to find this 
wide use of a postmodern channel to express a frequent and allegedly 
premodern message.

Another insight is into the recent abundant use of liturgical genres, 
especially the Akathistos, for new “patriotic” and imperial purposes. 
These texts are in quite a different key than was characteristic immedi-
ately after the fall of Soviet Union, when these same genres used mostly 
a martyrological discourse to settle accounts with the Soviet period. 
For the first time since the texts connected with the Nordic War in the 
early 18th century, hymnography has assumed overwhelming national 
and political implications. The canonisation of Ušakov is one example 
from the centre of discourse, while the attempts to canonize Stalin lie 
on its periphery. 

Some of these hymnographical genres and hagiographic and icons 
have been officially approved by the Church, while some by extremists 
and marginal groups have been rejected. yet the differences between 
these two bodies of texts and images are often negligible, and the dis-
courses of the powerful groups and the powerless are quite similar. 

One more specific trait in this discourse concerns the boundary be-
tween seriousness and exaggeration. In many cases it is difficult to 
discern whether the utterances in different media are meant to be taken 
as serious, as exaggeration or as mocking the tradition. Sometimes 
this effect is created by using essentially unchanged but perhaps even 
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more emphatic arguments from premodernity or the prerevolutionary 
period.

We have also found that history (or interest in the question of “how it 
really happened”) has been transmitted to a hagiographic discourse and 
the question of the deeper meaning of historical events. To this can be 
added a demonstrative lack of interest in facts and reliability, which are 
something quite different. 

The best description of the operations to which historical events are 
being subjected is that through a cultural memory-(or more precisely, 
a liturgical one), they are transferred both to an eternal level and to a 
counter-history that is at once in conflict and in line with the mainstream 
historical discourse.

In this metadiscourse we have noted that the sacred, historical, and 
political ideological spheres are often mixed together. In the case of the 
new martyrs it was used to criticize the secular regime, whereas today 
many of the texts express approval of this same regime. The extremist 
and not yet legitimized texts still express the common idea of Russia 
striving to be a great power or empire. There is often but insignificant 
difference between texts and images that have been approved or rejected 
by the Church.

As we could note in the liturgical texts and icons depicting, for 
example, the tragedy in Beslan, in the discourse of the extremists tra-
ditionalism in all aspects is characteristically juxtaposed with topical-
ity.

In the use of the Orthodox discourse defined as premodern, there is 
a strong trait of traditionality and conservatism, but the changed condi-
tions in relation to the time before 1917 gives them a partly changed 
meaning. On one level there is what the Russian scholar Andrej Rjabov 
has called the “rebirth of the ‘feudal’ archaic”, but this regeneration is 
not entirely unambiguous.2

We have also been able to observe the crucial importance of the Or-
thodox discourse in Russian poetry and other genres, where nostalgic 
elements mix with postmodernistic ones. This discourse has grown in 
importance in prose as well in recent years, but this topic lies beyond 
the scope of the present study. 

2 Andrej Rjabov, “Vozroždenie ‘feodal´noj’ archaiki v sovremennoj Rossii: praktika 
i idei”, Carnegie Moscow Center, Rabočie materialy, no. 4, 2008, pp. 4–15. 
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This mixing of Orthodox and secular spheres can be seen most clearly 
in the phenomenon of jurodstvo that is in vogue within the Church and in 
secular culture, although as was shown in the chapter on the exhibition 
“Caution! Religion”, the tensions between these two spheres can be 
considerable. Another reinterpretation of an old phenomenon in the light 
of postmodern gender theory is evident in the case of Ksenija, where the 
notion of “queer” was observed to be applicable.

In the fragments of Russian culture addressed here the Orthodox com-
ponent is important, but there is little reciprocity between this compo-
nent and processes in the Orthodox space. Two lines of development are 
more or less autonomous, but do connect at certain points.

In the beginning of this book we briefly discussed “weakening”, a 
term coined by the Italian postmodern theologian Vattimo. Our material 
suggests on the contrary a “strengthening”, for the ideology of Ortho-
doxy or political chauvinism is reinforced rather than weakened in this 
discourse. On the other hand, some arguments are so exaggerated or 
consciously or unconsciously ironic or comic that the discourse is un-
dermined. Om the counter-history of Rasputin and Ivan the Terrible, for 
example, it is sometimes so absurd that it cancels itself out. 

There are points of agreement between the discourses of the Church 
and postmodern culture. One is jurodstvo, where the antihegemonic 
discourse of postmodern culture bears comparison to the ambiguity of 
the phenomenon in the ecclesiastical sphere. Another is the contempo-
rary obsession with Russianness, which figures in the debate on Church 
Slavonic and in the areas of canonizations, jurodstvo, and poetry. The 
agenda is overwhelmingly clear in the discourse of the extremists and 
the mainstream Church and perhaps more tacit in that of contempo-
rary culture. There are some exceptions, however, as with respect to the 
language reformists, who as we have noted stress the universality of 
Christianity. The issue is more complex in the case of jurodstvo, which 
from the cultural standpoint is construed as both a general postmodern 
mode of existence and a characteristic of Russian culture.

Finally, we have noted the great variety of uses to which the Ortho-
dox discourse has been put, from Vsevolod Nekrasov’s postmodern 
poetry to imperialism and the apotheosis of Stalin or Rasputin in semi-
hagiographic and hagiographic contexts. What we have witnessed in 
the present study is how a premodern discourse has “leapt” out of 



���

pre-Soviet reality, through the Soviet period with its persecution of the 
Church, and, willingly or unwillingly, consciously or unconsciously 
reformulated, has entered into the highly idiosyncratic postmodern 
post-Soviet world. 
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