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Solveiga Kriimina-Konkova

‘SOVIET SPIRITUALITY’: THE PHENOMENON
AND ITS RESEARCH POSSIBILITIES

‘Soviet spirituality’ is one of the problematic concepts for which it is
difficult to find an unambiguous definition. Authors of the articles pub-
lished in this issue of the Religiski-filozofiski raksti (Religious-Philosophical
Articles) attempt to understand this concept with the help of a seemingly
better-explored concept — atheism. Soviet spirituality grew out of Soviet
atheism, and they crossbred each other in their mutual relations. However,
as our readers will see, just as there are different understandings of Soviet
spirituality, there are also different understandings of atheism because
both concepts have significant historical, regional, and cultural difterences.

After spending decades trying to overcome religion, Soviet atheists
found a new answer to the question of why religion is a problem for the
communist project. Discarding the political and ideological interpretation
of religion, they began to approach it primarily as a problem of spiritual
life. “The ideological establishment no longer saw religion as a problem
primarily because it was a political enemy or even alien ideology. Instead,
religion was now understood above all as a spiritual problem. The ideolo-
gical establishment began to focus on the spiritual development of Soviet
society and saw the production of the ‘socialist way of life’ (sozsialisticheskii
obraz zhizni) as the final battleground for the Soviet soul — because it
assumed that the political and ideological battles had already been won”
(Smolkina 2018, 163-164).
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We can look at the ‘Soviet spirituality’ as forming a new ‘Soviet model’
of spiritual life after 1964 when the Soviet regime began to set its values,
rules of behaviour and new rites, which had to characterise all the life
cycles of the Soviet man — from birth to death. This model, of course, was
not developed in an empty space but used all the results of previous atheist
work. The goal of the creators of Soviet spirituality was “the development
of a system of ideological socialization that inculcated Soviet values
through a system of atheist, ethical, aesthetic, international, and patriotic
upbringing. Even as this system became more expansive and complex,
however, there was little to indicate that it produced atheist or Commu-
nist conviction” (Smolkina 2018, 163).

As the memories of those who experienced this Soviet spirituality
reveal, they could formally follow Soviet ideological norms and rituals,
even accept them as ‘normal’ and expertly perform the language of Soviet
spirituality in public, but this did not mean that the Soviet standard of
living deeply affected their life experience, often determined by a com-
pletely different spirituality. In all its often brutal struggles, atheism had
failed to destroy either religion or its values and worldview. Thus, the im-
plementers of the new dogmas and rituals had to replace the previous
religious traditions. However, these traditions turned out to be stronger
than atheist efforts to free up space for the new Soviet spiritual life. Even
the memories of the lost spirituality helped to withstand the pressures of
Sovietization. Moreover, the previous religious and spiritual experience
actively transformed the new Soviet way of life. For example, the influence
of Western religious and cultural traditions of the pre-war independent
Republic of Latvia was so significant in Soviet Latvia that we can redefine
the ‘Soviet spirituality’ as ‘Sovietised Western spirituality’.

Therefore, behind the showcase of invented Soviet spirituality was
another spirituality rooted and tested in centuries-old religious traditions
and spontaneous and passionate in the new spiritual quest. The sheltered
life on the other side of the showcase allowed this quest to be surprisingly
free at times. Does this parallel life belong to Soviet spirituality? To what
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extent has it affected Soviet spirituality, and has the atheist model of
Soviet spiritual life affected it?

The authors of the articles published in this collection have sought
answers to these and other questions. They represent various branches of
humanities and social sciences and have used various research methods to
help understand both the research potential of the phenomenon of Soviet
spirituality and its versatility and multi-layered nature.

References

Smolkina, V. (2018). 4 Sacred Space Is Never Empty. A History of Soviet Atheism. Prin-
ceton (N.].): Princeton University Press.



Marianna Shakhnovich

‘SCIENTIFIC ATHEISM’ AS AN IDEOLOGICAL
CONSTRUCT AND EDUCATIONAL PROJECT
(1950s-1980s)

The main goal of this article is to identify the socio-historical context of the emergence
of the ideologically loaded concept of scientific atheism), constructed in the USSR in the
19505-1980s during the period of the announced transition from socialism to the con-
struction of communism. The article uses the method of the historical sociology of concepts,
which makes it possible to identify the connection between semantic contexts and institu-
tional practices and to show how the conceptual category around which the corresponding
discourse was formed became an instrument that produces socially significant meanings
used in the practice of ideological production. The classics of Marxism did not consider
atheism as a separate doctrine from materialism; despite this in the late 1970s, scientific
atheism in the Soviet academic space turned into a separate science with its own subject
of research. At the same time, scientific atheism was opposed to all other forms of atheism
as the most consistent and the only true one.

Keywords: history af atheism, antireligious propaganda, sciem‘iﬁc atheism, Soviet
philosophy, communist ideology

In the past three decades, a significant number of works has been
published on the history of the confessional policy of the Soviet state, as
well as the works on the history of anti-religious activities of Soviet pub-
lic organizations, primarily the Komsomol and especially the Union of
Militant Atheists (van den Bercken 1988; Luukkanen 1994; Peris 1998;
Husband 2000; Pokrovskaya 2007). These publications contain numerous
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archival materials reflecting the history of anti-church campaigns and
anti-religious agitation in the USSR; however, the issue of the theory and
practice of scientific atheism was not considered in them. In the works on
the history of Soviet atheism, attention is paid to the peculiarities of
scientific atheism. Thus, James Thrower considered the ‘scientific atheism’
as an “aspect of the Marxist-Leninist world-view which deals explicitly
with religion and atheism” (Thrower 1983, XVI). Kimmo Kiiridinen
agreed with him, and pointed out in his dissertation that scientific atheism
has become less a criticism of religion, more a Marxist study of religion
and a world-view discipline (Kéiridinen 1989). In contrast to them, Kon-
stantin Antonov viewed ‘scientific atheism’ as a specific feature of the
science of religion in the USSR, emphasizing its ideological bias and
academic limitations. In some works that treat the official Soviet attitude
towards religion and the church as a form of “radial secularization”
(Kelly 2016), scientific atheism is interpreted as “an extreme version of
secularization” (Stepanova 2014). In this vein, Elena Stepanova interprets
the transformation of Soviet atheism from militant to scientific, consider-
ing the transition from the philosophical critique of religion to practical
politics aimed at expunging not only religious institutions but also the
daily expressions of religious beliefs (Stepanova 2020). Victoria Smolkin,
following Dmitry Pospelovsky (Pospelovsky 1988), describes the history
of Soviet atheism in the context of the confessional policy of the Soviet
state. Exploring the official treatment of atheism and religion throughout
Soviet history, she views scientific atheism as a form of scientism that
replaced the militant atheism of the early Soviet period (Smolkin 2018).
Based on this, she pays special attention to the activities of the Znanie
Society, the editorial policy of the journal Nauka i Religiia and some as-
pects of the activities of the Institute of Scientific Atheism of the Aca-
demy of Social Sciences of the Central Committee of the CPSU. However,
in all these works, the question of constructing the meanings of the con-
cept of “scientific atheism” and its origin was not studied.

'The words “atheism” and “atheist” were introduced into the European
philosophical discourse in France in the middle of the 16th century. It is
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believed that for the first time Fran¢ois Rabelais, in a letter to Erasmus of
Rotterdam in 1532, brought up the Greek word @6gog and immediately
translated it into French — “athée” — to assess the behavior of one of his
critics. At the same time, the word “atheist” at that period, according to
Lucien Fevre, had a very negative connotation: it was used as the most
negative characteristic of a person, in a series of words such as “thief”,
“liar”, “poisoner”, “parricide” (Febvre 1947, 157). The word “atheist” en-
tered the English language in 1587 from French, when A. Golding and
Ph. Sydney translated from French into English and published in London
the book Treatise on the truth of the Christian religion against atheists, epi-
cureans, pagans, Jews, Mohammedans and other infidels (“Traité de la vérité
de la religion chrétienne contre les athées, épicuriens, payens, juifs, maho-
métans et autres infideles”), first published in Antwerp six years earlier
(1581). The author of the treatise was the Huguenot Philip De Mornay,
who fled to England from persecution and after the death of the Prince
of Condé became so popular among the Protestants that he was called the
“Pope of the Huguenots”.

In modern literature on the history of philosophy and free-thinking,
the concepts of “atheism”, “atheistic” are applied to a variety of views,
concepts and teachings. Thanks to this, the concept of “atheism” is de-
prived of certain content. For example, in the New Philosophical Encyclo-
pedia Victor Garadzha, defining atheism as ‘denial of God (gods)’, pointed
out that “the concept of ‘atheism’ can only be defined specifically histori-
cally”, but includes religious free-thinking and religious agnosticism in the
essence of the concept” (Garadzha 2004, 194). Some authors perceive
atheism only as “a denial of metaphysical ideas about God or spiritual
essences” (Edwards 2005, 359), and in a broad sense this concept is inter-
preted as a denial of the supernatural and recognition of the absolute
self-sufficiency of nature (James 1986, 479-480; Tazhurizina 2017, 14). In
a large work devoted to atheism as a phenomenon of history and culture
(Martin 2007), the theoretical problems of the contemporary understand-
ing of atheism in scientific, philosophical, social and political aspects are
discussed in detail, the connection to the history of atheism as related to
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the history of natural science and the history of philosophy, with the
struggle for tolerance and secular morality. The authors contrasted positive
(strong / hard) atheism with negative (weak / soft) atheism, however, the
concept of ‘scientific atheism’is not considered at all.

In the history of ideological criticism of religion in the USSR, that is,
in the history of Soviet atheism, five periods can be distinguished, which
differ in the goals and methods of conducting ideological work. The first
period from 1917 to 1921 was the period of anti-religious, most often
anti-church agitation. The second period began with the publication of
Lenin’s article On the Significance of Militant Materialism, which noted the
significance of “militant atheism” (Lenin 1964, 25) as well and pointed out
the need for tireless atheistic propaganda and fight against religion.

In the 1920s-1930s, in the propaganda practice and in the philosoph-
ical and historical literature and journalism, various expressions were used
that define the essence of atheism and the features of its forms. So, Ivan
Voronitsyn in his History of Atheism (1928) used the following definitions:
‘open atheism, ‘complete atheism’, ‘theoretical atheism’ and ‘materialistic
atheism’. He wrote about the ‘respectful atheism’ of Pierre Bayle, opposing
Diderot’s ‘dogmatic’, ‘imperative’, ‘oftensive and scandalous atheism, called
Hume’s views ‘skeptical atheism’ and, following Friedrich Mauthner, called
Shaftesbury’s deism ‘religious atheism’. Alexander Lukachevskij in his
Essays on the History of Atheism, published in the journal Antireligioznik
(1929-1930) and in the book Marxism-Leninism as Militant Atheism
(1933) used the definition of ‘militant’when applied to atheism. This defi-
nition, first used by Lenin in 1922 as a characteristic of the active propa-
ganda of a materialist worldview, corresponded to the tasks of offensive
anti-religious propaganda and was widely used in the political discourse
of the cultural revolution carried out in the country. Lukachevskij’s book
was a revised chapter from a textbook on dialectical and historical mate-
rialism prepared at the Communist Academy (Mitin and Razumovskij,
1932). Lukachevskij pointed out that “dialectical materialism is the only
scientific, consistently atheistic worldview” (Lukachevskij 1933, 15). Con-
cluding a brief summary on the history of atheistic doctrines, he

11
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underlined: “Only dialectically materialism, Marxist-Leninist philosophy,
based on all the achievements of scientific knowledge, provides a logically
complete system of atheism, leaving no loophole for clergy” (Lukachevskij
1933,20-21). However, the concept of ‘scientific atheism’in the 1930s did
not yet appear.

At the end of the 1930s, the ideological officials proclaimed the task
of increasing the education in natural science. Igor Kurlyandskij published
a memo, discovered in the Russian State Archive of Socio-Political His-
tory, addressed to the secretaries of the Central Committee Stalin,
Andreev and Yezhov, written in 1936 by Alexei Angarov, Deputy Head of
the Department for Cultural and Educational Work of the Central Com-
mittee of the Party. He criticized the activities of the leadership of the
Union of Militant Atheists, for the fact that it did not catch and failed to
use the “turn of the broad masses” to scientific knowledge and mastery of
science. Angarov wrote in his memo: “The Union was unable to move
from the old ... methods of anti-religious agitation and propaganda (Kom-
somol Easter, Komsomol Christmas, disputes, etc.) to systematic and in-
depth educational work based on the widespread popularization of
knowledge and assistance to the party in the implementation of the scien-
tific materialist worldview in the consciousness of the masses of the popu-
lation” (Kurlyandskij 2011, 492-493). Thus, even before the beginning of
Word War II, there was a transition to a new stage in anti-religious acti-
vity — natural science propaganda. From 1944 to 1954, the third period in
the history of Soviet atheism lasted, when criticism of religion turns out
to be linked, first of all, with the propaganda of a scientific worldview. It
was during this period when the concept of ‘scientific atheism’ appeared
in the official discourse.

In 1945, a book by the head of the Propaganda and Agitation Direc-
torate of the Central Committee of the All-Union Communist Party
(Bolsheviks) Georgy Alexandrov, The History of Western European Philo-
sophy, was published. It was a course of lectures given by the author at the
Higher Party School of the Central Committee. At the beginning of
1946, the same text was issued by the Publishing House of the Academy
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of Sciences in the form of a textbook for universities and humanitarian
faculties, and then, due to its demand, was republished in April of the
same year again. Six months later, in November 1946, Aleksandrov was
awarded the Stalin Prize for this textbook and was elected a full member
of the Academy of Sciences. In his textbook, Aleksandrov, criticizing the
limitations of enlightening “bourgeois” atheism, introduced the expression
“scientific atheism” to denote Marxist atheism as the highest form of
atheism. Pointing out that the founders of Marxism-Leninism highly ap-
preciated the atheism of the French materialists, their militant, talented
and vividly written atheistic literature, Aleksandrov noted that

“the atheism of the French materialists suffered from a serious de-
fect. The French materialists did not understand the social reasons
for the existence of religion. The origin of religion was explained by
them idealistically. They brought religion out of the ignorance of
the masses. One of the French enlighteners wrote that religion
arose there and then, where ‘the first cunning man met the first
fool’. Only dialectical materialism created scientific atheism” (italics
by the author — M. 8A.; Aleksandrov 1946, 345).

In December 1946, Stalin discovered “major shortcomings and mis-
takes” in the coverage of the history of philosophy in this textbook, and
at his direction in 1947 two public discussions took place, during which
the textbook and its author were exposed to severe criticism (Batygin,
Devyatko 1993). The critical speech of the Secretary of the Central Com-
mittee, Andrei Zhdanov, at the second discussion on June 24, 1947, was
reprinted many times as a separate brochure. As a result, Aleksandrov was
removed from his post as the head of the Propaganda and Agitation
Directorate of the Party Central Committee and Mikhail Suslov was
appointed in his place. Without doubt, all these circumstances could not
fail to attract close interest to the textbook, which was read with in-
creased attention, therefore, the new terminology could not fail to be
noticed.

In 1954, a new period began in the history of atheism in the USSR —
the period of scientific atheist propaganda, which lasted until 1961.

13
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During this period, the concept of ‘scientific atheism’ received a new con-
tent; it was included in social theory and ideological and political practice
and became an important factor in educational and cultural policy, an
element of the Soviet way of life, and was even used as a rhetorical argu-
ment in the ideological confrontation with the West within the frame-
work of the Cold War.

'The beginning of its widespread use was laid by the Resolution of the
Central Committee of the CPSU “On major shortcomings in scientific
atheist propaganda and measures for its improvement” of July 7, 1954.
'That Resolution was prepared by the Propaganda and Agitation Depart-
ment of the Central Committee of the Party, which was headed at that
time by a close associate of Suslov and a good friend of Aleksandrov
Vladimir Kruzhkov. He was Doctor of Philosophy and the author of the
books on the philosophical views of Belinsky, Pisarev, Chernyshevsky and
Dobrolyubov. In 1953 he became the Corresponding Member of the
Academy of Sciences in the Department of Economic, Philosophical and
Legal Sciences. In 19491950 Kruzhkov was deputy to Mikhail Suslov,
who then headed the Propaganda Department, created in 1948 from the
Central Committee’s Propaganda and Agitation Directorate. The Resolu-
tion stated that during the period of the extensive construction of com-
munism, the party took measures to strengthen the propaganda of
atheism. The Central Committee of the CPSU recalled Lenin’s words that
religion can never be a private matter in relation to the party, and the
party cannot and should not be indifferent to “unconsciousness, darkness,
obscurantism in the form of religious beliefs”, and the propaganda of
atheism should be one of the main directions of party’s work”. It was
pointed out that a mistaken opinion was established in some party mem-
bers and some ordinary people, that with the elimination of the ‘class
basis’ of the church and the ‘suppression of its counterrevolutionary acti-
vities’ in the country there was no need for active atheistic propaganda,
and that in the course of communism construction, the religious ideology
would spontaneously outlive itself. A few months after the adoption of
that Resolution, such a work in the field of atheist propaganda was
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‘deployed’ that on November 10, 1954, the Central Committee of the
CPSU was forced to publish a new resolution — On Mistakes in Conducting
Scientific Atheist Propaganda Among the Population.

An interesting document was found in the Scientific Historical Ar-
chive of the State Museum of the History of Religion — A Brief Memo on
Errors in Scientific Atheist Propaganda, compiled on October 10, 1954 for
the ‘decision makers’ by the Deputy Director of the Museum Mikhail
Shakhnovich at the request of the Director of the Museum Vladimir
Bonch-Bruyevich. It is quite possible that the arguments set out in that
memo contributed to the fact that on November 10, 1954, the July Reso-
lution was canceled. The memo was written on ten pages, we shall cite
only a small excerpt, which testifies to the quantity and quality of lectures
during new propaganda campaign:

“In August-October of this year, scientific atheist propaganda was
launched in the country. So, for example, previously in Leningrad
there were usually 30 anti-religious lectures a month, and now 500-
600... Previously one could get ten newspaper clippings of articles
on scientific atheist topics per a month, and now there are more
than a hundred. Such a scale of scientific atheist propaganda in
conditions, when there are no seriously trained personnel for its
conduct, is accompanied by mistakes inevitably” (NIA GMIR
Fund 1. Op.2.D. 93. L. 17).

'The author of the memo gave some examples, that testify to the com-
plete absence of trained professionals in the field of not only atheism, but
also in the history of religion: “New lecturers read their lectures on the
basis of several brochures, they do not know the issues of religion and
atheism, and therefore their lectures are full of absurdities. So, for example,
one lecturer claimed that the Bible was written in Sanskrit and contains
Hindu legends; another assured that the Communist Party treated reli-
gion differently from the church; the third reported that Marxism was
taught in theological seminaries, etc. One can collect a huge bouquet of
such nonsense. Verification and control of lecture texts does not save the

15
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day. The lecturer can read a lecture from the text without serious mistakes,
but can answer questions in such a way as to discredit everything. ... The
lecturers devote the main content of the lecture to the exposure of the
activities of the clergy, and not to the issues of the fundamental problems
of science and religion. ... Lectures are required to expand the knowledge
of the audience, and the lecturer says everything he knows about religion,
but he knows very little and cannot support the audience with the ade-
quate information on a particular issue. If the lecturer cannot provide
serious information due to his lack of profound knowledge in the field in
which he undertakes to lecture, then it is better not to read it. Lectures on
medicine are delivered by doctors, and lectures on the origins of Christi-
anity are often given by persons without any historical education...” (NIA
GMIR Fund 1. Op. 2. D. 93. L. 23-24).

In 1959-early 1960, several resolutions of the Central Committee of
the CPSU were adopted at once, which significantly influenced the state
of scientific research in the field of implementation of scientific atheist
propaganda. These resolutions had an ambivalent meaning: on the one
hand, they aimed the party organs at increasing pressure on religious or-
ganizations and contributed to the emergence of propaganda literature,
but at the same time they made it possible for scholars of religion to
publish their works, which was extremely difficult in previous years. The
resolutions were as follows: On the State and Measures for Improving the
Mass Political Work Among the Working People of the Stalin Region of March
11, 1959; On the Journal ‘Nauka I Religiia’ of May 5, 1959; On the Journal
Voprosy filosofii”dated July 31,1959; On Measures to Improve the Work of the
All-Union Society for the Dissemination of Political and Scientific Knowledge”
of August 27, 1959; On the Tusks of Party Propaganda in Modern Circum-
stances of January 9, 1960; On the Popular Textbook Voprosy Atheisma’ dated
February 15, 1960. Those resolutions contributed to the emergence of a
large program for the study of the history of religion and atheism, adopted
by the Presidium of the Academy of Sciences, thanks to which many
works on the history and anthropology of religion and religious art were
published. At the same time, the control of the party bodies over the
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institutions in which, one way or another, the study of religion was carried
out, increased. That affected, first of all, the museums and Institutes of the
Academy of Sciences.

During this period, the teaching of courses on Marxist atheism as a
separate discipline was gradually introduced in the country’s higher edu-
cational institutions, along with the teaching of dialectical and historical
materialism. It should be noted that in some educational institutions,
courses in one way or another related to the history of atheism were
taught earlier. So, in 1946-1948 at the Leningrad University’s Faculty of
Philosophy at the invitation of the Dean Mikhail Serebryakov Mikhail
Shakhnovich taught the course in 130 academic hours titled History of
Religion and Atheism (TsGA SPb Fund 7240. Op. 14.D.1099. L.69). That
course was renewed by him in September 1953 under the title General
History of Religion and Atheism (Shakhnovich 1957) and it remained under
the same name until the mid-1960s. In 1959, departments of the history
and theory of atheism were opened at the Faculty of Philosophy of the
Mikhail Lomonosov Moscow State University and the Faculty of History
and Philosophy of the Taras Shevchenko Kiev State University. On Feb-
ruary 10, 1960, in Moscow, at the Institute for Advanced Studies of Social
Sciences at Moscow University,a Seminar for Lecturers of the Course Fun-
damentals of Scientific Atheism was held for the first time. Ilya Pantskhava,
Head of the Department of History and Theory of Atheism of Moscow
State University delivered a defining lecture “Marxist Atheism — the
Highest Form of Atheism” (Pantskhava 1960). For ten days, the partici-
pants of the seminar listened to introductory lectures on all topics of the
course Fundamentals of Scientific Atheism, which were developed by the
Department of Moscow State University and were offered to all partici-
pants as the exemplary ones. All the materials of the seminar were pub-
lished in the form of separate brochures, and later became the basis for the
textbook (Pantskhava 1962). Beginning in 1961, textbooks for the course
Fundamentals of Scientific Atheism for higher education began to be pub-
lished in the Soviet Union (Tsameryan et al. 1961, Tancher 1961, Kar-
lyuk 1961).
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In 1961 a new period that lasted until 1988 started in educational
history in the field of religion in the USSR — a scientific atheist upbring-
ing. The third Program of the CPSU, adopted at the XXII Congress of the
CPSU on October 31, 1961, set forth a new discourse — the construction
of communism. The program directed the Party organs to conduct syste-
matic scientific atheist propaganda in order to clarify the inconsistency of
religious beliefs and establish Marxist-Leninist philosophy as the only
true worldview alien to religion. In 1964, on the basis of the decision of
the Central Committee of the CPSU, enshrined in the document Mea-
sures to Strengthen the Atheist Upbringing of the Population, the discipline
‘Scientific Atheism’was introduced as mandatory in all universities, in the
higher educational establishments of the Ministry of Culture, medical,
agricultural, pedagogical higher and secondary educational institutions as
well, and in all other higher educational establishments as an optional
course. It is important to note that a year earlier, in 1963, the discipline
‘Scientific Communism’ was introduced as mandatory according the Order
of the Minister of Higher and Secondary Specialized Education of the
USSR entitled On the Implantation of Teaching a Course on the Fundamen-
tals of Scientific Communism in the Universities of the USSR’. At the same
time, scientific communism was treated as one of the three constituent
parts of Marxism-Leninism, along with philosophy and political economy.
Scientific communism was considered a separate branch of social sciences,
that studies the specific laws of the formation of communism, explores the
social and political laws and methods of the communistic transformation
of society, develops the socio-political substantiation of the historical mis-
sion of the working class and the inevitability of the death of capitalism
in the process of an objective movement towards communism. In this
regard, some social scientists began to strive to identify in Marxism a
separate branch similar to scientific communism, but developing a Marxist
attitude to religion, that is, to create a “theory of scientific atheism” or a
special science — “scientific atheism” (Gorbachev 1966; Kryanev, 1967).
Previously, such a desire did not arise as scientific atheism was consi-
dered closely related to dialectical materialism, as its integral part (Erma-

kov 1958, Yurovskij 1958).
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In the mid-1970s, in the Soviet social sciences’ press there was a dis-
cussion about what atheism is, what it is based on and what it is connected
to (Pashkov 1974; Gendel’ 1975). The discussion was caused by the opin-
ion of some party ideologists, that the discipline of Fundamentals of Scien-
tific Atheism did not sufficiently fulfill its propaganda functions due to its
‘science of religion nature’; hence, the Ministry of Higher and Secondary
Specialized Education was given the task of revising the program of the
course and aim it at “considering the essence of atheism” (Sheptulin 1975,
17). Some social scientists close to the ideological apparatus of the Central
Committee of the Party devised the idea that atheism, as a ‘negative’ phe-
nomenon, cannot characterize the worldview of the most advanced society
in the world and that it ought to have some kind of positive component.
For example, Mikhail Novikov, Head of the Department of Scientific
Atheism at Moscow State University, wrote that, unlike “bourgeois
free-thinkers” who only destroy religion, the Soviet scholars explored the
“positive aspects of atheistic science”, and “the development of positive
aspects of atheism in direct connection with the general materialist
concept of the historical process raised atheistic science to a qualitatively
new level” (Novikov 1975, 30-31). Novikov called for the inclusion of
aspects of the moral content of atheism in teaching curricula on scientific
atheism (Novikov 1975, 25). Pavel Kurochkin, Director of the Institute of
Scientific Atheism of the Academy of Social Sciences of the Central
Committee of the CPSU in one of his publications noted that the Marx-
ist-Leninist theory of scientific atheism consists of three major sections:
religious studies, atheism studies and the theory of scientific atheist up-
bringing. He wrote: “The essence of the first section lays in the scientific
disclosure of the failure and reactionary role of religion, the second aspect
lays in the study and promotion of the positive content of scientific atheism
in the development of society, which allows to form a stable optimistic
outlook, gives the correct orientation in the world of human relations
(italics by the author — M.§4.)” (Kurochkin 1980, 19-20). It only remained
to determine the content of the “positive and constructive aspect of scien-
tific atheism”, which was supposed to demonstrate its fundamental
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difference from pre-Marxist atheism, which only “exposes religion to bare
denial” (Kurochkin 1980, 20). That opinion on the existence of positive
moral essence of scientific atheism received widespread support (Gri-
shanov 1973; Nikitin, 1977; Kurochkin and Mizov, 1978).

Some Soviet philosophers did not believe that atheism had any special
‘positive content’; they considered atheism a world-view that “completely
rejects any belief in the supernatural, in whatever form it is expressed”, and
that it “exists only as denial of theism” (Shakhnovich 1973, 86). That was
precisely the point of view the founders of Marxism adhered to. Thus,
Friedrich Engels wrote in a letter to Eduard Bernstein that “atheism as
bare denial of religion, constantly referring to religion, and by itself does not
represent anything without it” (Marx and Engels 1956, 598). Engels wrote
that people, whose world outlook is free of religion, cease to be interested
in it: “About the vast majority of German Social-Democratic workers, one
can even say that their atheism is already the stage they have passed; this
purely negative designation is no longer applicable to them, since they
oppose belief in God no longer theoretically, but practically; they simply
Jinished with God, they live and think in the real world, and therefore they
are materialists” (Marx and Engels 1956, 598). Thus, from the point of
view of classical Marxism, the development of socialism to communism
should lead to the withering away of not only religion, but also atheism,
since materialism itself is an atheistic world outlook. Therefore, supporters
of this point of view among Soviet scholars considered natural science
education and the fight against superstition to be the only task of atheis-
tic enlightening,

'The historian of Soviet atheism Boris Konovalov wrote that an impor-
tant place in the ideological and theoretical content of atheistic propa-
ganda belongs to the natural-scientific criticism of religion and the
substantiation of atheism from the standpoint of modern science, and that
it is the scientific knowledge that is the most important prerequisite for
the formation of an atheist materialist worldview, alien to religion: “Mo-
dern achievements of natural science, penetration of the human mind into
the deep processes of the micro- and macrocosm, into the secrets of the
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human psyche, the development of chemistry, cybernetics and other
sciences leave less and less “blank spots” in the knowledge of the sur-
rounding world, testify to the unlimited possibilities of the human mind,
which does not need any religious sanctions” (Konovalov 1974, 143).
These provisions corresponded not only to the spirit and the writings of
the founders of Marxism, but also to the entire philosophical enlightening
tradition, including the secular humanism that developed in Europe and
the United States in the second half of the twentieth century, associated
with the development of naturalism, positivism and pragmatism. How-
ever, in the theory and practice of scientific atheism in the late 1970s—
mid-1980s, it was impossible to mention that someone takes a position
common or even close to the ‘bourgeois free-thinkers’.

Despite the fact that the classics of Marxism lack an understanding of
atheism as an independent teaching, separate from materialism, at the end
of the 1970s, scientific atheism in the Soviet academic space turned into
a separate special social science with its own subject of research, its own
terminological apparatus, and even with its own separate number in the
nomenclature of scientific specialties. At the same time, scientific atheism
was opposed to all other forms of atheism as the most consistent and the
only true one: “The philosophical basis of Marxist atheism is dialectical
and historical materialism, therefore for the first time atheistic views ac-
quire a scientific character. The subject of scientific atheism is the elucida-
tion of the social and epistemological roots, the reasons for the emergence
and existence of religion, criticism of religious beliefs from the point of
view of the scientific picture of the world, the identification of the social
role of religion in society, the determination of ways to overcome religious
prejudices” (Frolov 1981, 54).

Published in 1988, Mikhail Gorbachev’s book Perestroika and New
Thinking for Our Country and for the World played an important role in
changing attitudes towards religion. Now these words seem banal, but
then, in 1988, relying on Gorbachev’s book, it was possible for the first
time in many decades to declare publicly:
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“The idea of the unity of the world, despite all its contradictions,
of a single civilization, requires taking into account the religious
factor in spiritual life of humanity, requires a realistic analysis of
the fact that out of five billion people, about four billion people are
religious and one billion are atheists. Never before has the issue of
the unity of all peoples outside their relationship to the problems
of religion been so acute. ... The ideological differences must recede
before the common destiny of the human race ... Marxists do not
renounce universal human ethical values, even if they originally
existed in a religious form, they do not renounce from studying in
religion not only its class content” (Shakhnovich 1988, 77).

'The country has entered a new period of relations between the State
and the Church, believers and atheists, the era of scientific atheism as a
separate science had come to an end.

In conclusion, it should be noted that the study of documents and
publications of the last two periods of ideological and political work in the
field of religion and atheism in the USSR: the period of scientific and
atheistic propaganda (since 1954) and the period of scientific and atheis-
tic education (since 1961), allowed in general, to determine how the con-
cept of ‘scientific atheism’ was constructed, how the corresponding
philosophical, scientific and educational discourses were formed around it,
how it was incorporated into social theory and ideological and political
practice and became an important factor in educational policy. However,
there are still many aspects of the phenomenon of ‘scientific atheism’ that
require investigation.
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Alexander Kopirovsky

FR PAVEL FLORENSKY’S CONCEPT
OF A ‘LIVING MUSEUM’ IN THE CONTEXT
OF ATHEIST CRITICISM

In this article, to discover what ‘Soviet spiritua/ity’ is, the author analyses the colli-
sion between two visions for the form and content of a working art-historical museum,
created after the October Revolution of 1917 at one of Russia’s best-known monasteries —
the Holy Trinity-St. Sergius Lavra. One of the visions belonged to the well-known na-
tural scientist and theologian, who from 1911 was also a priest — Fr Pavel Florensky. In
his vision, Florensky tried to develop ideas related to a new sensibility and comprehension
of works of church art. In the period of his creativity immediately prior fo this, in his book
'The Pillar and Ground of the Truth (7914), Florensky had been able to show that
ancient icons were not primitive art, and that they needed to be interpreted primarily as
a complex, metaphysical phenomenon.

In later articles (1918-1929), written in the period before his arrest and subsequent
execution by firing squad in 1937, he developed an integral concept for a ‘living museun.
777r0ug/.7 such a museum church architecture, fre&caes, iconography, applied church art (use-

Sful objects), music, etc., all exist together in an environment, which is completely natural
to them and in connection with the liturgical life of the church / service to God. For
Florensky, the brightest example of such a ‘living museum’ was the Holy Trinity-St. Ser-
gius Lavra, a monastery complex in greater Moscow (15%—19" centuries) with a rich
history, which had preserved artistic treasures of international significance.

The reception of Florensky’s concept with regard to the activity of museums alone,
would be outside the integral, and in many ways utopian, context of Florensky’s thought,
which is directed at global change in culture and at the “destruction of the watershed of
world spirituality” (Sergei Khoruzhy), i.e. toward the completion of a synthesis between
the culture of antiquity and Christian culture. Therefore, the embodiment of Florenskys
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idea only in the context of a museum would only be just another form of ‘Soviet spiritua-
lity, albeit not as radical as earlier expressions thereof.

Keywords: ‘living museum’, Holy Trinity-St. Sergius Lavra, Fr Pavel Florensky,
Mikhail Galkin, atheist critique, ‘Soviet spirituality’

The article below is dedicated to the phenomenon of spirituality in
Russia in the first years after the Bolshevik Revolution in October 1917.
Despite the fact that the repressions of the clergy (Emeljanov 2004) began
almost immediately after the Revolution, and that in 1918 the new autho-
rities passed laws with the anti-church content, which separated the
church from the state and schools from the church (Valk 1957, 371-374),
bearers of the tradition of Russian Christian spirituality were still able to
exist and openly express their views during this time. First and foremost,
the highly educated among the clergy and church intelligentsia did pre-
cisely this.

On the other hand, at the same time a class of representatives of com-
munist ideology were no less outspoken, and one of their primary prin-
ciples was the battle against religion (Lenin 1968, 418). Atko Remmel
and Mikko Sillfors noted that it was a characteristic particularity of west-
ern philosophical thought that atheism always comes together with ma-
terialism, naturalism, rationalism, and various other strands of thought
which a priori stand against religion and contradict the possibility of exis-
tence outside this world (Remmel and Sillfors 2018, 1). The same sort of
contradiction of spirituality as traditionality understood — in fact in an
even more radical form — is found in Soviet atheism from the first years
of Soviet power.

As a consequence of the ideological orientation towards atheism in
the USSR, the understanding of ‘spirituality’ itself was practically elimi-
nated from the scientific and cultural lexicon within the course of about
50 years. Only in the mid-1960s, under the observation of Viktoria
Smolkin-Rothrok, there was an attempt made to transition from the
battle with religion, with which the understanding of spirituality was
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linked to a battle for “Soviet spiritual life” (Smolkin-Rothrock 2014,
175-176). The expression ‘spirituality’ came into common use even later
in the USSR, between 1984 and 1989, during the period when M. Gor-
bachev the political leader (Kolkunova and Malevich 2014, 74).

‘Soviet spirituality’ differs categorically, in its atheist content, from the
‘secular spirituality’ which arose in the beginning of the 20" century as a
result of the juxtaposition between humanities and natural sciences
(W. Dilthey, then E. Spranger) though without a conflict with the tradi-
tion of the Christian church (this, despite the fact that in Russian the
words sovetskij=soviet and svezskij=secular differ by only a single letter!).
'The phenomenon of Soviet spirituality has been a research topic on a
regular basis since the fall of the Soviet Union, as is reflected in both
Russian and international scholarly literature. Mikhail Popov defined
‘Soviet spirituality’ as a social archetype in which “spiritual values...could
only be the subject of a collective faith (‘communist ideological morality’)
in the existence of higher values which supersede the human person but
nevertheless connect people” (Popov 2004, 21). Zaur Kachetsukov spoke
in the same way of communist spirituality: “The particularity of this type
of spirituality was the sacralization of ideals which were of a materialist
character” (Khachetsunov 2007, 11).

Viktor Slobodchikov wrote of the fact that ‘spirituality’ during the
Soviet era was limited to the realm of cultural products and various forms
of art — and, at that, within an ideological context (Slobodchikov 2013,
317). Commenting on this fact, Andrey Andreev, an author who is among
the most recent of those who have written on ‘Soviet spirituality’, supports
Slobodchikov. Moreover, he quite justifiably notes that the convergence of
spirituality and various expressions of cultural and ideology in principle
limit and distort the contents of spiritual development. The reason for this,
he says, is that the goal of such development becomes not the disclosure
of the highest spiritual qualities of the person, but the creation of a ‘col-
lective person’, as the limited element of socialist production
(Andreev 2017a, 5). A very sturdy picture of the way in which a person
perceives the world is painted for the benefit of this collective person, the
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main aim of which is to aid in providing a basis for the existence of the
political regime and the development of a society which corresponds to it
(Andreev 2017b, 26-27).

To conclude, according to the research of Irina Gosteva, there are
20 traditional marks of traditional Christian spiritual content, which is, at
base, Russian, and in the Soviet lexicon only 8 of these remain: responsi-
bility, law, love, morality, soul, patriotism, conscience and honesty. Those
words and understanding which had been practically expunged from the
lexicon and fell out of use were those words which had their provenance
in religion, including: grace, blessed, faith, spirit, spirituality, truth/authen-
ticity (istina), sobornost, salvation, chastity, and others (Gosteva 2008, 36).

To clarify the reasons for such a significant change in the conscious
working cognitive assumptions vis-a-vis spirituality in such a large mass
of people, we need to look at the very beginning of the process, i.e. the
first years after the revolution of October 1917. Here, the direct conflict
between the two types of spirituality — traditional Russian (Christian) and
new Soviet (atheist) spirituality — must be analysed. An example, in this
case, might be the texts of Fr. Pavel Florensky and his atheist opponent
Mikhail Galkin (Gorev), which were written in 1918 and 1919, in con-
nection to Florensky’s development of a concept for a Holy Trinity-St. Ser-
gius Lavra Museum.

'The opposing positions of Florensky and Galkin on the question of
turning the Holy Trinity-St. Sergius Lavra into a museum have never
been considered side by side in the scholarly literature. This is an omission,
which will be prevented, at least in part, in the article which follows.

*

Fr. Pavel Florensky (1882-1937) was a leading scholar of the natural
sciences, theology, cultural studies, poetry, etc. (see Fig. No 1) His student
and follower, Fr. Sergei Bulgakov, who then became one of the best-
known Orthodox Christian theologians of the 20* century, wrote of Flo-
rensky, “I knew him as a mathematician and physicist, theologian and
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Figure 1. Fr Pavel Florensky, 1911 .
Anonymous photographer. Available
on: https://commons.wikimedia.org/
wiki/Category:Pavel Florensky#/
media/File:Pavel Florensky.jpg

linguist, philosopher, historian of religion and poet...an expert in and
valuer of art, and a serious mystic” (Bulgakov 1987, 512).

Florensky began to study sacred art, and most specifically ancient
icons, as early as the very beginning of the 20™ century. In his widely
known book, The Pillar and Ground of the Truth, which was published in
1914, he establishes the spiritual and artistic value of an icon, convincingly
rebutting the prevailing opinion of the time, which considered icons to be
‘dark and gloomy’, and ‘primitive’. He wrote, “For those in darkness the
souls and faces of the saints grow dark, for those who are paralyzed, their
bodies become frozen in a terrible inanimacy [..] But clear eyes see the
faces of the saints as shining” (Florensky 1914, 3).

Florensky started working on the question of outfitting a museum of
church art at Sergeev Posad directly after the October Revolution in 1917,
when the new authorities tried to take measures to address the problem
of pillaging, and in some cases the outright destruction, of artifacts and
monuments of historical artistic value. One such measure was the creation,
by the People’s Commissariat for Enlightenment, of a Commission for
the Preservation of Historical Monuments and Art at the Holy Trinity-
St. Sergius Lavra. This new Commission invited Florensky to be their
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academic secretary. The Commission was almost completely made up of
believing Orthodox Christians, and began its work with the blessing of
Patriarch Tikhon. Within a short time, they were able to account for an
enormous number of items of historical-cultural artistic value at the Lavra,
as well as at the estates and manor houses in the immediate vicinity.

The plan to make the Lavra into a museum was drawn up by Flo-
rensky together with Pavel Kapterev by 9 December, 1918 (Andro-
nik 2008, 22-27). It was in this instance and for this purpose that the
term ‘living museum’ was used for the first time, to signify the preservation
of each object, in so far as was possible, in the context of its appearance/
emergence and subsequent life (Andronik 2008, 23). Florensky and
Kapterev believed that the designation ‘Lavra Museuny, in the true mean-
ing of the term, could only be used with regard to the entire Lavra, itself,
rather than exclusively in regard to a special museum building on its
grounds. Although it was assumed that such building should be built
within the grounds, they did not see this building as having any particular
significance or separate designation for itself; it was to be there only
to assist with informing people about the Lavra as a ‘living museum’
(Andronik 2008, 24).

The heart of the ‘living museum’ was to become, in accordance with
the museum’s concept, the living liturgy being served in the churches of
the Lavra understood as a ‘synthesis of the arts’, including architecture,
frescoes, icons, items for use in the church service, vestments, readings in
the churches, singing, the movements of the priests and even “the art of
smoke and flame”, i.e. the candles and incense from the servers’ sensing.
(Church in Action as a Synthesis of the Arts was the name of Florensky’s
article in which he anticipates the above-described plan for turning the
Lavra into a museum; Florensky 1996, 370-382).

'The entire concept for the ‘living museum’ was laid out by Florensky
in the article Holy Trinity-St. Sergius Lavra and Russia (December 1918),
in which he depicted the Lavra as the spiritual centre and symbol of Rus-
sia — as an ‘icon’ of Russia’s life and culture of art from the 14" through

the beginning of the 20* century (Florensky 1996, 352-369).
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Florensky underscored the necessity of perceiving the historical and
artistic items and monuments of the Lavra only as an integrated whole in
which all the individual elements are interconnected, founded upon ser-
vice to God and unceasingly being perfected in this service. Thanks to
this, the Lavra turned out to be more than the sum of its parts as a col-
lection of individual architectural elements, paintings, practical art, etc.,
and was one of the images of heaven on earth. As Sergei Khoruzhy, a
leading scholar of Florensky’s creative heritage, has written, “the mytho-
logy of Eden is laid firmly at the foundation of Florensky’s thought. The
original perfect condition of the world and the human person which was
laid to waste in the fall of Adam and is once again being returned. This
healing return to the unharmed reality of ‘Eden’...is accomplished by the
Church, and in her traditional language this reality is called ‘sanctified’.
Concrete and direct sanctification is being forged in the ecclesial cult”
(Khoruzhy 1990, 6).

Florensky saw the Lavra’s founder, St. Sergius of Radonezh, as its
centre in terms of spirit and meaning. He saw its visible centre as the
church services in the Church of the Holy Trinity, where since the
15™ century. St. Sergius’s relics had been located. The Lavra itself, in per-
spective, he called ‘Christian Athens’, where a harmonious union of the
sciences, the arts, and crafts and trades all come together in a general spirit
of creativity (Florensky 1996, 369).

'The Article entitled Holy Trinity-St. Sergius Lavra and Russia was
intended for publication at the beginning of 1919 in a collection of the
Commission’s works under the general title Holy Trinity-St. Sergius
Lavra (see Fig. No 2). However, the 2000 copies of the collection were
not ever bound; they were simply thrown into the attic of one of the
buildings in the Lavra and subsequently almost completely perished (Flo-
rensky 1996, 763).

The reason for this was a denunciatory article in the journal Revolju-
tsia i tserkovj (Revolution and the Church) in March-May, 1919. The
article published an excerpt from the 8" Department of the People’s
Commissariat for Justice of the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist
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Figure 2. Cover for the collection of articles drawn up by the Commission for the
Preservation of the cultural heritage at the Holy Trinity-St. Sergius Lavra, 1919
(with Florensky’s article The Holy Trinity-St. Sergius Lavra and Russia)
Anonymous photographer. Available on: https://www.soyuz.ru/literature/946401;
https://www.icon-art.info/phpBB2/viewtopic.php?p=6032



Figure 3. Mikhail Galkin (Gorev), the early
1920s. Anonymous photographer. Available on:
https://sozecatel-51.livejournal.com/2003289.
html, in commentaries of anastasiarahlis

Republic, about bringing in a decree on the separation of church and state.
One of the primary authors of this decree and a permanent consultant for
the Soviet authorities’ main agency of repression, the All-Russian Special
Commission for Combating Counter-revolution, Sabotage and Specula-
tion (or ‘Cheka’), was the former Orthodox priest Mikhail Galkin (see
Fig. No 3).!

In order to have a full impression of ‘Soviet spirituality’, a few words
need to be said about the remarkably colourful biography of this man —
one of the ‘Soviet spirituality’ representatives. Before the Revolution,
Galkin was active in the Church, an associate priest (2™ in command at a
parish) and then the head parish priest at the Spaso-Koltovsky parish in
St. Petersburg. He was a well-known fighter for sobriety among the

! “Revoljutsia i tserkovj”, 1919, March-May, No.3-5, p.74-76; reproduced in full in
the book: (Florensky 1996, 763-765). In one of the notes to this article Galkin direct-
ly commands that the collected works of the Commission on which Florensky served
should be banned from distribution by the Head of the Department for the Affairs of
Museums and the Preservation of Historical Monuments of the People’s Commissariat
of the Russia Soviet Federative Socialist Republic, N.N. Sedova-Trotskaja (the wife of
the second in command in Soviet Russian at the end of the 1910s and in the 1920s,
L.D. Trotsky).
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people and a fruitful author on that topic and others, including pilgrim-
age, people who were examples of spiritual bravery, etc. He wrote under
the pseudonym M. Gorev (probably not entirely a coincidence that this
sounds very like the pseudonym chosen by a well-known proletariat
writer — Maxim Gorky), and he had around 60 published works. In addi-
tion, Galkin was a volunteer participant of the First World War (as a
priest), and in 1916 was awarded the Order of St Anna (3™ degree) with
swords for his bravery.

However, in November 1917, after the Bolsheviks had come to power,
Galkin the priest went personally to Lenin with a proposal to serve the
new authorities in any capacity, declaring that he had changed his world-
view after becoming familiar with Marxist literature. At the recommen-
dation of Lenin, he wrote a letter to the Council of People’s Commissars
with a rabidly anti-church article attached, in which he laid out the basis
for the future Decree on separation of church and state. This article was
then published in Pravda ('The Truth) and a host of other newspapers,
under the initials M.G. In his letter, Galkin wrote: “I'm pulled toward
active work. I want to build, fight, suffer, celebrate...and in my cassock I'm
a living corpse! And if you would take this immeasurable weight off my
shoulders, do it but quickly! I will be immeasurably grateful to you.” He
made no reference to his active church work previous to that time.

We need to add to our characterization of Galkin that over the course
of several months at the front during the war he received a double salary
(both from the army and from his parish), to which he had no right. Then
he voluntarily left his regiment, and having returned to Petrograd, pro-
mised in writing to return the money which he had received illegally. But
he never did return the money. When he submitted his documents to the
Soviet authorities, Galkin wrote that he had completed studies both at the
Military Medical Academy and at the Faculty of Law of St. Petersburg
University; however, he only studied for several months at each of these
institutions. Moreover, in his biography he wrote that he had been

2 See Krapivin 2020, 102.
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persecuted by the Tsarist government and by the Church leaders, though
in fact this was not the case; he also concealed their adulation of his ser-
vice in the form of the stamp of the Metropolitan Anthony (Vadkovskij),
and the fact that he had received in his church both Grigory Rasputin, the
well-known — in a sad sense — favourite of the Tsar, and Rasputin’s fol-
lower, Bishop Pitirim (Oknov). In July 1918, Galkin publicly renounced
his priesthood and joined the Communist Party.?

In his article mentioned above that was published in the journal
Rewoljutsia i tserkovj under the self-explanatory title Black board (which
was apparently an allusion to the darkness of icons and in this context
would have symbolized the ‘gloom’ of church culture as a whole), Galkin
demanded the investigation of the Commission for the Preservation of
Historical Monuments and Art at the Holy Trinity-St. Sergius Lavra and
similar commissions in other cities. He accused these commissions of
striving to “preserve’all that was old and ecclesial from liquidation includ-
ing church structure, house churches (here it is unclear why, specifically,
house churches and why only these; clearly this was all written in as polemic to
create controversy — author’s note) and even whole monasteries under the
pretext of their ‘questionable’ historical, archaeological or simply practical
day-to-day (!) value”.* Insofar as the words ‘preserve’ and ‘questionable’
were set off by Galkin in quotation marks, it is clear that he contradicts
their positive content. In addition, the fact that he inserts an exclamation
point after the word that means ‘practical day-to-day’, makes it even more
clear that he is expressing his opinion that not only churches and monas-
teries, but any ecclesial activity has no place in the new atheist state.

Galkin’s critical arguments may be summarized as follows:

1. “Heaps of the finest paper” have been wasted on publication of the
Commission’s works (his words about waste of quality paper he
repeats twice, and on the second occasion calls the paper ‘the finest

3 See Krapivin 2020; Krapivin and Makarov 2014; Rogoznij 2013; Abanina and
Petrov 2018.
* See Florensky 1996, 765.
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paper’), and in addition the typographical ink “which is as valuable
as gold” has been wasted (this sort of hyperbole is characteristic of
Galkin).

2. On the publication’s title page, which he called ‘church-apologetic’
is the stamp of a state agency, the People’s Commissariat for En-
lightenment (which established the Commission), the presence of
which Galkin says is at odds with the religious content of the docu-
ment itself. The brochure itself has been paid for by the government
budget. Moreover, Galkin scolds the Commission for its intention
to create a school of art and iconography at the Lavra. Then, waxing
eloquent about the irony that the Commission is at present unable
to boast any examples of ‘high-class Russian culture’, he fails to
mention that on 7 December, 1918, the Commission completed —
upon its own initiative — the restoration of a whole host of ancient
icons, the most noteworthy of which was Andrey Rublev’s icon of

the Holy Trinity.®

3. Florensky’s designation of St. Sergiis of Radonezh as a “national
hero of Russia”’, a man in which “the people of Russia recognize
themselves, their cultural-historical home, and their task as a cul-
ture”, “a particular...guardian and helper of the Russian empire”,
etc. Galkin calls an attempt to give St. Sergius “a political role”. In
other words, the activity of St. Sergius of Radonezh is perceived by
Galkin only in the context of strengthening state royal power, with-
out any reference to the saint being an inspiring figure in terms of
his spiritual battle against the Tatar-Mongol Yoke or his role as a
peacemaker between warring princes.®

5 'The restoration of Rublev’s icon “was begun at the initiative of and carried out as
a task of the Commission for the restoration of ancient Russian painting, in which par-
ticipated the likes of I.E. Grabar, A.I. Anisimov, K.K. Romanov, and the Commission for
the Preservation of Historical Monuments and Art of the Holy Trinity-St. Sergius Lavra
(Yu.A. Olsufev, PA. Florensky, PN.Kaptirev)”; Malkov 1987, 245-247.

¢ See: Kluchevskij 1991.
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4. The need to keep the relics of St. Sergius, moreover in state and
with honour, “using all the achievements of high-class Russian art
and church display” at his sepulchre, are presented in Galkin’s ar-
ticle as the exclusive desire of the Commission to make of the
Lavra, “something akin to a Russian Vatican”.”

'This final argument is a lie, insofar as in his concept of a ‘living mu-
seum’ Florensky did not suppose any central-administrative activity within
the walls of the Lavra, and was even against the creation of a museum of
the commonly known secular or church-historical type — for the safe-
keeping and display of artifacts — on the territory of the Lavra. In his ar-
ticle, Church in Action as a Synthesis of the Arts, he wrote: “I would
understand the fanatical demand to destroy the Lavra in such a way as to
leave no stone standing in the name of the religion of socialism; but I
decisively refuse to understand the mentality of a cultural register...which
jealously seeks to preserve icons, wall frescos and the walls themselves, yet
is indifferent to the other thing which is no less precious an achievement
of ancient culture and in being indifterent fails even to take into account
the highest goal of all this art, which was their extreme synthesis, so suc-
cessfully and uniquely resolved in the church activity of the Holy Trinity-
St. Sergius Lavra (Florensky 1996, 381-382).

Galkin’s arguments, listed above, would more accurately not be called
criticism of Florensky’s concept of a ‘living museum’, but aggressive invec-
tives against both it and its author, insofar as Galkin does not use any
respectable and grounded scholarly propositions to make his case. Galkin’s
article itself is primarily about its author’s sincere desire to destroy the
Holy Trinity-St. Sergius Lavra in one way or another, given that to the
new Soviet authorities it is a hateful symbol of the old Russia. In terms of
an alternative proposal to the ‘living museum’, Galkin wrote an article in
the same issue of Revoljutsia i tserkovj, and another in the following issue,
under the common title, Holy Trinity Lavra and Sergius of Radonezh,
which were obviously positioned by him in opposition to the unpublished

7 See: Florensky 1996, 764.
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article of Florensky, and filled with abusive joking toward the monks, who
in his opinion had so poorly preserved the artistic heritage of their mon-
astery (Gorev 1919). In this article he proposed that the Lavra be turned
into an historical museum, that the icons be hung in a picture gallery, and
that the relics (‘bones’) of St. Sergius of Radonezh should be sent “to one
of the Moscow museums at the department of church history, or they
would just need to be buried” (Gorev 1919, 48). Galkin was not alone in
his endeavour to practically destroy the Lavra as a monastery. On 26 Ja-
nuary, 1920, representative Rosenthal of the ‘Cheka’ in heading a meeting
on the closing of the Lavra stated, “I assert that the Holy Trinity- St. Ser-
gius Lavra is a rot in the flesh of Soviet Russia and must be cut out in one
way or another.”

Florensky’s concept, according to which the Lavra is a ‘living museun’
and does not require transformation into a specially outfitted museum,
was received as a naive attempt to preserve the Lavra from destruction not
only at the hands of the atheists. Orthodox researcher Nikolay Gavrjushin
attests to this saying, “It became necessary for apologists for Christian
culture (he means Florensky — author’s note) to focus on saving material
valuables (Gavrjushin 2011, 481). This opinion is also shared by Margarita
Gaganova, the chief scholarly employee of the currently functioning mu-
seum in Sergeev Posad, the main portion of which is, indeed, on the ter-
ritory of the Lavra. Gaganova says, “In an era of ‘cavalier attacks’upon the
church, the Christian apology of the monastery ‘peaking through the lines’
would not have gone unnoticed...” (Gaganova 2019). Florensky’s nephew,
however, Abbot Andronik (Trubachov), thought that the concept of a
‘living museum’ was not an apology for the Lavra in the way it had been
preserved by the beginning of the Soviet era, but that Florensky was ad-
dressing the future Russia, in which the Orthodox Church would no
longer be persecuted: “There is no question that he developed his theory
in the museum case using as a reference a time still awaited, when people
will have overcome and outlived their nihilism” (Andronik 2008, 19).

8 See Andronik 2008, 53.
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A number of researchers support the idea that Florensky’s museum
concept is fruitful, some of which believe that it is possible to embody, in
the most general terms, in museums which already exist. Professor Ilona
Kishsh, for example, believes that Florensky’s text is an “absolutely serious
recommendation”, and model for “active reception of culture’s historical
heritage” (Kishsh 2015, 10). Museum employees Larisa Alekseeva and
Lyudmila Olenich suggest that modern museums of church art should
choose between “a classical museum of the pavilion type” and a dynami-
cally evolving museum, in which elements of Florensky’s ‘living museum’
would be used (Alekseeva and Olenich 2017, 119).

It must be said, however, that a rushed practical embodiment of these
ideas could end up in attempts to perceive Florensky’s concept more in
the manner of ‘Soviet spirituality’. Unlike the sincere endeavour of
representatives of Soviet power in the first years of its existence to destroy
the Lavra if not immediately, to at least limit its activity — primarily in
terms of its liturgical life and in terms of the opportunities it presented
for spiritual communion between monks and pilgrims with the Lavra’s
founder, St. Sergius of Radonezh (in particular the veneration of his rel-
ics) — in the second half of the 20™ century the museification of church
culture was allowed and even welcomed. Nevertheless, such spirituality is
still conceived of in categories which are divorced from liturgy and from
expressions of the Christian worldview and life. Florensky certainly did
not believe that his task, we repeat ourselves, was the creation of a per-
tected and updated museum of church culture in an atheistic country. This
would have been too similar to the International Museum of Christian
Archaeology, created by the AntiChrist, that Vladimir Solovyov describes
in his literary-philosophical work, 7hree Conversations (Solovyov 1990,
752-753).

With his concept, Florensky was more likely proposing a utopian,
rather than a real project for the ‘enlivening’ and transformation of the
Holy Trinity-St. Sergius Lavra, in many aspects based on idealized ideas

about its past; to embody this in the form of a typical museum, however,



Alexander Kopirovsky. Fr Pavel Florensky’s Concept of a ‘Living Museurn’

would have been something more like anti-utopia (Kopirovskij 2020).
The deep content of Florensky’s concept was an aim to resolve global,
recurring tasks which were greater than the needs of the museum project
and which presupposed many possible variations in terms of its realiza-
tion. Moreover, we need to keep in mind that the principle aim of Flo-
rensky’s thought, which he inherited from Solovyov, was to resolve the
question of pan-unity.” He saw the key to this resolution in overcoming
the juxtaposition between the culture of antiquity and Christian culture,
between which, as Khoruzhy has written, lies “the great watershed of
global spirituality”. Florensky endeavoured not only to designate where
waters part in terms of thought, but also to “destroy the greatest of the
watersheds” (Khoruzhy 1990, 12). As such, Florensky set himself a task
equivalent in meaning to that of the early medieval cultural synthesis, but
on the level of scientific knowledge which was contemporary for him.
His concept of a ‘living museum’ was called to help bring about that
synthesis.
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Ekaterina Teryukova

CENTRAL ANTI-RELIGIOUS MUSEUM IN
MOSCOW: FROM ANTI-RELIGIOUS PROPAGANDA
TO THE STUDY OF RELIGION

The paper examines the Central Anti-Religious Museum (CAM) in Moscow in
1926-1947 and its activities on the anti-religious propaganda and the study of religion.
1t was was established by a resolution of the Central Committee of the Russian Commu-
nist Party (VKPb) and became the first anti-religious museum in the USSR.

Being recognized as a Research Institution of National Importance by the Council of
Peoples Commissars in 1934 the Museum performed a variety of important functions on
aggregating data about provincial museums, developing guidelines on methodology of
anti-religious museum work, organizing field works and study of religious practices of the
USSR ethnic groups.

As a result, by the late 1930s, the Museum developed fram anti-religious propaganda
establishment into research center and was renamed the Central Museum of the History
of Religion and Atheism on 20 February 1942.

Keywords: anti-religious propaganda, study of religion, atheism, museums.

'The foundation of the Central Anti-Religious Museum, or CAM, was
laid in the spring of 1926, when the meeting under the auspices of the
Central Committee of the All-Union Communist Party made a series of
decisions on anti-religious propaganda and proclaimed the organization
of a specialized anti-religious museum institution as a necessary measure.
At the same time, the Chairman of the League of Militant Atheists, or
LMA, Emelyan Yaroslavsky received a report from Boris Kandidov



46

Religiski-filozofiski raksti XXXI

regarding a museum project developed by historians of religion and
atheism propagandists: Mikhail Sheinman, Fyodor Kovalev, and Mikhail
Pokrovsky. According to the project, its main goal was anti-religious ad-
vocacy and propaganda. However, even at this preliminary level, research
and data and artefact collecting were mentioned as no less important areas
of work. For that purpose, it was planned to create the Museum archives,
a library, and a collection of objects as well as to hire a team of highly
qualified experts. In the words of Kandidov, all this was going to make the
CAM “a large research institution working towards the spiritual liberation
of the working class, a place of living creativity” (Kandidov 2012, 273).

Later, in the 1930s, Boris Kandidov gave a full account of the Mu-
seum’s foundation in his memoir, The Way of Struggle (A Memoir of Orga-
nizing the Central Anti-Religious Museum). In his book, he wrote that
what had led him to the foundation of the Museum was the teaching
experience and anti-religious work with general public that he had gained
in the 1920s. It proved to him that visual demonstration was an effective
methodology. He wrote: “Lectures, talks, discussions, all sorts of staged
performances yielded good results, but we had to demonstrate the truth
of our point of view to the audience of workers and peasants in a persua-
sive and vivid way: through documents, paintings, and a variety of artistic
display objects” (Kandidov 2012, 273).

The doors of the former Strastnoi Monastery in Moscow opened to
welcome the visitors of the new Central Anti-Religious Museum on June
10, 1929. The event was timed to coincide with the 2nd Congress of the
League of Militant Atheists founded in 1925 and dispersed in 1947. The
Museum was run under its auspices. At the time, it was the first museum
of its kind in the USSR and the only one in the world.

We have learnt what the Museum was like during its first years and
how it could surprise its visitors from a rather unusual source. It is an
article written by two of the museum visitors, Lothar Wolf and Martha
Ruben-Wolf, and published in a popular German newspaper Berlin am
Morgen in August 1930. 'The title of the article was typical for its time —
‘Opium for the Masses’ (Archive 237). It said:
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“In Moscow, on Strastnaya Square, there stands the almost-300-
year-old Strastnoi Monastery. These are ill times for monasteries in
Russia. Believers pay little, and the state, which used to be very
generous towards monasteries in the old days, is now the Soviet
State and not only gives no more, but also demands taxes. There-
fore, the impoverished and dilapidated monastery recently ceased
to exist due to hygienic and sanitary reasons. This ghost of tsarist
spiritual slavery has been transformed into the Central Anti-Reli-
gious Museum, which, with the help of propaganda, attracts the
view even from the outside. Thus, on the First of May, the figure of
the ruling capital stood high on its facade holding Orthodox

priests, rabbis, clergymen, and mullahs on a leash.”

The entrance to the Museum is decorated with posters. For example,
a huge rich peasant holds an icon up to the sky, for the sheer foolishness
of it, and tries hard to catch the foot of a poorer small-sized peasant in a
rope loop. The poorer peasant, however, is smart and aware, so he jumps
out of the loop, points to his forehead, and shouts, ‘Enough lies!’. The
authors then noted that “the nature of propaganda changes once the spec-
tator enters the permanent exhibition located in three church rooms,
where he is offered the most sophisticate, deeply elaborated teachings” on
a variety of topics. For example, to answer the question of human origin,
“very simply, clearly, in a way accessible even to the illiterate, the pictures
present the development of plants, animals, and humans themselves” in
accordance with Darwin’s theory of the evolution of the species. The
authors then asked themselves what those scientific achievements had to
do with religion and answered, “All religions have fought against scientific
knowledge. But god has nothing to do with his horrible priests doing
evil”. Therefore, another question that the museum’s exhibition answered
for the international guests was, “What is god? How does god originate
and develop?” That was the subject of the section entitled 7he Origin and
Development of Religion, which told the story of “how Egyptians, Babylo-
nians, Assyrians, Jews, Greeks, Romans, Germans, and Slavs came to

create concepts of god”. A special subsection covered the religions of
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India, China, and Japan. A separate great hall told the story of the origins
of Christianity. The creators of the exhibition had not failed to draw their
attention to the burning issues of contemporary religious life. The section
with a self-explanatory title of Re/igion as a Capitalist Enterprise demon-
strated that religions “have long become just a weapon of the ruling ex-
ploiters, first and foremost, the capitalist class”. The authors of the article
described that, along with authentic objects, the exhibition showcased
“countless pictures, figures, tables, and geographical maps”, as well as set
scenes, such as those of a church stall selling icons, painted Easter eggs,
wax candles etc. The latter scene was supposed to demonstrate “how one
needs to be a skilful manager in order to gain income”. To demonstrate
how much “the churches had earned” from the cult of incorruptible relics,
“mummified saints” were “displayed in their glass coffins”. The review
closed with a mention of group tours for schoolchildren and factory
workers that the authors had witnessed during their Museum visit. The
Museum “was teeming with spectators [and] where there used to be an
altar, there was now a geographical map showing the locations throughout
the Soviet Union that boasted anti-religious exhibitions inspired by the
Central Anti-Religious Museum”. To conclude, the authors expressed
their hope that museums like that one “would spread across Germany
as well”.

In 1931, the Decree of the Collegium of the People’s Commissariat
for Education on Anti-Religious Museum Construction was published
(Archive 3). The Decree acknowledged “an unsatisfactory state of anti-
religious museum construction” (“an almost complete lack of anti-religious
work in museums, lack of planned construction of anti-religious museums,
insufficient guidance of anti-religious work on the part of the People’s
Commissariat for Education and LMA organizations, weak material sup-
port of the existing anti-religious museums, not enough personnel”). It
also ordered “all museums without exception, notwithstanding their type”
to engage in “anti-religious propaganda in exhibitions, labels, guided tours,
private consultations, political and educational events for the general
audience, in accordance with their set goals”. The anti-religious
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propaganda was to be rooted in promoting the dialectical materialist un-
derstanding of nature and society, uncovering the social roots of religion
and the counter-revolutionary nature of religious organisations, unmask-
ing the role religion played in the fight against the international workers’
movement and national liberation movement. The Decree also noted that
anti-religious exhibitions in museums of different types, including anti-
religious museums, were supposed to contain a large number of items
related to natural sciences, society, history, and technology. The Science
Section of the People’s Commissariat for Education and the Central
Council of the LMA were ordered to organize a network of anti-religious
museums in regional centres within the following month. The museums
were allowed not to have a special anti-religious section only if “a mu-
seum-wide anti-religious exhibition was provided”. The Decree also de-
scribed a country-wide network of anti-religious museums. The Central
Anti-Religious Museum became the head of the network and was as-
cribed all-union significance. The State Anti-Religious Museum in Lenin-
grad located in St. Isaac’s Cathedral was labelled as an anti-religious
museum of republican significance. The lower levels of the network were
occupied by anti-religious museums and anti-religious sections of local
history museums in regional centres and their counterparts in district local
history museums. In regional museums, the main accent was to be placed
on specific materials that characterized the role of religion in the area.

This decree was the bases for the CAM’s Action Plan for 1932. Its
goal was “to use the exhibition to mobilize the attention of the workers
on meeting the objectives of the fourth and final year” (Archive 14, 1) of
the first five-year plan and to prepare the objectives for the second one. In
terms of exhibitions, this meant “a final re-organization of the CAM
founded on the principles of Marxism-Leninism” and “a review of the
whole display along the lines of strict Marxist ideology based on the di-
rective orders in the letter addressed by Comrade Stalin to the editors of
the journal Proletarian Revolution” as well as replacing of all two-dimen-
sional display items by three-dimensional ones and making the display
more dynamic. The latter goal meant that items on display would be
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regularly replaced “to provide for timely and appropriate reflection of the
tumultuous speed of Socialist construction, the most important political
events in the USSR and capitalist countries by the respective Sections”
(Archive 14, 1).

At the time, the Museum display consisted of seven large sections:
“The Dialectics of Nature’, ‘Religion in Pre-Class Society’, ‘Religion in
Slave Society’, ‘Religion in Western European and Russian Feudal So-
ciety’, ‘Religion in Capitalist Society in the West and in Russia’, ‘Religion
in Transition Society’, and ‘Islam’. According to the Action Plan, all of
them had to undergo a final artistic decoration and expansion through
adding more three-dimensional objects, authentic art objects and docu-
ments: paintings, engravings, printed matter.

As for “The Dialectics of Nature’, expansion meant “to provide a
clearer, more vivid emphasis on the elements of dialectics, create the dia-
gram of the development of the animal world, to provide a display of the
laws of conservation of matter and energy, to give a more vivid demon-
stration of the reactionary, socially harmful role of religious tales and be-
liefs about the world, the earth, and the human” (Archive 14, 2).

The section ‘Religion in Pre-Class Society’ was planned to provide an
illustration of the social role of religion in this socio-economic formation,
list a great number of remnants of this formation in contemporary times,
to give a clearer diagram of group kinship, make and exhibit models of
Upper Palaeolithic dwellings, create an appropriate exhibit of a Neolithic
burial site.

In section ‘Religion in Slave Society’, it was needed to review signifi-
cantly the existing display of all topics and subtopics, “emphasize the
characteristic traits of this formation and its religion, to give a deeper and
more vivid view of class struggle in Ancient Greek and Roman society, to
extend and expand the topic of ‘Science and Philosophy’, to uncover the
social root of early Christianity” (Archive 14, 3).

'The subsection on ‘Religion in Western European Feudal Society’ set
the goal to renovate the following topics: The Crusades, Papacy, Religion
and the Masses, Inquisition, The Fight of Religion Against Science,
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Atheism. New topics were to be introduced: Woman in Feudal Society,
University and School. A torture chamber scene was to be installed, a
sculpture of the Grand Inquisitor was to be erected, and the figures of a
knight and a monk were to be made.

In the subsection on ‘Religion in Russian Feudal Society’, new topics
were to be explored: Dual Faith and Orthodoxy as an Industry Cult, The
Church at the Service of Tsarist Colonialist Missionary Work, The Dic-
tatorship of the Church, Church Publishing, Religion and Women, Class
Nature of Sects and Old Believers, The Fight of Religion Against Science,
Atheism. The topic of ‘Early Feudalism’ was to be appended with a dia-
gram or model titled ‘Monastery Jail’.

In the subsection on ‘Religion in Capitalist Society in the West’, se-
veral topics had to be reorganized (Atheists of the 18" Century, The
Second Empire, Religion and Science, The Atheist Movement), new
topics were to be introduced (Marx and Engels on Religion, Religion and
Imperialism, Religion and the Colonialist Movement, Religion and the
Workers' Movement), the topic of ‘Religion and the World War’ was to be
finalized.

New topics were to appear in the subsection on ‘Religion in Capitalist
Society in Russia: Missionary Work in the Second Half of the 19* Cen-
tury, The Fight of Religion Against Science, Atheism in Russia, Religion
and Schools, Publishing, Art, Religion and Women, Religion and Army,
Sects and Their Class Nature, The Crisis of the State Church. “To show
the activities of religious organizations in the Tsarist fight against the
revolutionary movement more” became another objective (Archive 14, 4).

For the section ‘Religion in Transition Society’, the proposal was to
review the display and expand the following topics: Religion and the Feb-
ruary Revolution, Counter-Revolutionary Activities of Religious Organi-
zations, Religion at the Service of Imperialism, The Anti-God Movement
Abroad, Anti-Religious and International Upbringing, Anti-Religious
Publishing, Socialist Construction in the Third and Fourth Years of the
Five-Year Plan, Atheists and the Fight for the So-Called Six Conditions

of Comrade Stalin (economic and political activities aimed at raising
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labour productivity). This section was also supposed to be expanded
through several new topics: Lenin on Religion, The 17 Party Conference
and Its Directives, Socialist Construction According to the Second Five-
Year Plan, Social Harm Caused by Religious Holidays and Old Life.

The goal of the ‘Islam’ section was to show ‘the role Islam played at
the service of Imperialism and national exploiters’, socialist construction
in the regions populated by Muslims, counter-revolutionary activities of
Muslim clerics during the October Revolution, the Civil War, and the
Five-Year Plan, Islam in everyday life (Archive 14, 5). It was also required
to provide the history of atheism.

The Plan for 1932 also mentioned the section ‘Shamanism’, where the
following topics were supposed to be presented in greater detail: Religion
at the Service of Tsarist Colonial Policy Among the Peoples of the North,
Mythology, Dogmas and Cult in Shamanism, Counter-Revolutionary Ac-
tivities of Shamans Between October 1917 and 1932, Socialist Construc-
tion Among the Peoples of the North, the Anti-God Movement and the
Work of the LMA Among the Shamanists. The section on ‘Buddhism-
Lamaism’was supposed to provide a broader presentation of the following
topics: Datsans as the Centres of Exploitation and Political Oppression of
the Masses by Lamas, Counter-Revolutionary Activities of Lamas, Reli-
gion and Old Life, Socialist Construction in the Areas of Lamaism. New
topics were going to be introduced as well: Buddhism and Lamaism at the
Service of Imperialism, the Plan for Socialist Construction During the
Second Five-Year Plan, Anti-Religious Movement and the Work of LMA
Among Lamaists, Anti-Religious Publishing. More new sections were
being planned: ‘Judaism’, ‘Catholicism’, ‘Protestantism’. However, as the
documentation from 1933 shows, none of those sections were to be im-
plemented.

The Museum’s work included not only improvements to its permanent
display, but also organizing a large number of exhibitions, both in the
Museum itself and outside. For example, it was supposed to hold anti-
Easter and anti-Christmas exhibitions. Several exhibition projects were
under way: “The Paris Commune and Religion’, ‘Religious Obscurantism
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on the Shores of Svetloyar Lake’, ‘Religious False Agronomy and Our
Fight for Crops’, ‘In the Struggle for the Successful Outcome of the Five-
Year Plan’. Moveable exhibitions were prepared for Moscow parks, collec-
tive farms, workers’ and Red Army clubs: ‘Religion and the Military’,
‘Religion and Womer?, ‘Religion and the Events in China’, ‘Religion and
Medicine (Against Priests and Easter)’, ‘Fake Miracles of Religion and
Miracles of Science and Technology’, ‘Religion and School” (Ar-
chive 14, 9-10).

A well-developed multidimensional exhibition work was impossible
without research and scholarly work that would support it. Indeed, the
1932 Action Plan demonstrates that the latter was planned to pursue
several areas: (1) the history of religion and atheism (including the history
of the struggle of religion against science, the study of social roots of reli-
gion, ‘anti-god movement’, counter-revolutionary activities of religious
organizations, the history of Strastnoi, Novodevichyi, and Donskoi Mo-
nasteries in Moscow), (2) museum studies (examining the experience of
the largest museums in Moscow, Leningrad and other cities as well as the
existing anti-religious exhibitions and displays, exploring the issues of
structuring museum exhibitions and labelling), (3) short- and long-term
field trips to collect data and items in Belorussia (Judaism, Catholicism,
everyday Orthodoxy, counter-revolutionary activities of the clergy),
Ukraine (October Revolution, Civil War, counter-revolutionary activities
of religious organizations, Judaism, Catholicism, and everyday Ortho-
doxy), Buryatia and Mongolia (Buddhism-Lamaism), the Volga Region
and the Caucasus (Islam, Protestantism, and sects), Siberia (Shamanism,
the Kolchak Movement), and the North (Archive 14, 7-8). It was planned
that the obtained results would be presented as research talks and papers
in the Office for the History of Religion at the Communist Academy and
other research institutions.

Yet one important area for the CAM was to expand and deepen
research and methodological work (Archive 14, 11). With that regard,
there were several objectives. The first was to prepare and re-train anti-
religious experts (museum experts and the so-called ‘anti-god core
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personnel’, i.e. volunteers from the LMA). For this purpose, in 1932, a
research and methodology office was supposed to open, anti-religious
propaganda counselling sessions were to be introduced, and anti-religious
exhibition corners and rooms were to open outside the museum. Every
year, the museum held several training programs for tour guides, which
were attended by the CAM staff, Intourist guides, members of the Mos-
cow Department for the People’s Education, and ‘the anti-god core per-
sonnel’. The latter were students of anti-religious workers’ universities run
by the LMA to prepare Communist anti-religious activists. They were
discharged from work and received a scholarship. The tour guide program
encompassed lectures, discussions and practical classes with museum staff
and covered a wide array of topics from the history of religion to anti-
religious propaganda and guiding tours.

Another important objective of the Museum’s research and metho-
dology work was to aid regional museums in their anti-religious work.
This involved building networks and sharing experience with other mu-
seums, general guidance and supervision of anti-religious work in the
country’s museums, preparation for the All-Union Conference of Anti-
Religious Museums and Departments, developing plans for provincial
anti-religious museums and departments, and opening CAM branches.
We have already mentioned that one of the research topics pursued by the
Museum staff was the history of Novodevichyi and Donskoi Monasteries
in Moscow. The choice of the topic was not accidental. The anti-religious
museums in the former Trinity Sergius Lavra, Donskoi and Novodevichyi
Monasteries were intended to become branches of the CAM (Ar-
chive 14, 11-12). According to the Action Plan, the former space was to
be devoted to the topic of ‘Monasteries at the Service of the Exploiting
Classes of the Russian Feudal and Capitalist Society. The second of the
three was to house ‘Art at the Service of Religion and Anti-God Move-
ment’, while the latter was to accommodate an exhibition on ‘Woman and
Family in Pre-Revolutionary Times and in the Soviet Times’.

Popular engagement of museum visitors included a monthly bulletin
board, short lecture and discussion sessions, a puppet show, anti-religious
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quizzes and book exhibitions. On Tverskoy Boulevard, there was ‘an
anti-religious kiosk’.

In early 1933, CAM’s exhibition underwent a careful review by the
Moscow Control Committee of the Workers” and Peasants’ Inspection, a
Communist party organization for state control. The review resulted in a
report addressed to the Chairman of the Central Council of the LMA,
E. Yaroslavsky, which demonstrates that the museum’s work was deemed
unsatisfactory in many ways (Archive 16). For example, the report men-
tioned that the CAM was “greatly behind in reflecting the current eco-
nomic and political campaigns”. Some sections “required a complete
overhaul”. Only one section was devoted to “ethnic religions” (‘Islam’). The
construction of the section on Judaism had not been finished. The sections
of Buddhism-Lamaism and Shamanism had not been created, although
“the collections for those sections had already been selected and partly
processed by researchers”. The review of the exhibitions that had begun in
1932 kept being stalled.

According to the Committee, the main reason behind this unsatisfac-
tory state of things was the lack of the required funding. The report said:

“It has to be recognized that, up until the present time, the Mu-
seum’s budget has been accidental and poorly defined. Therefore,
specific issues to be researched and processed were not pushed for-
ward...This state of things at the Museum, which claims to play a
leading and guiding role, needs to undergo a drastic change in the
future. CAM needs to become a research and methodology base
for anti-religious propaganda. CAM has taken this road both in
terms of exhibitions and work with the general audience.”

Along with the flaws, the committee pointed out the Museum’s suc-
cesses. Those were the work of the general audience section aimed at in-
creasing the number of visitors and improving visitor service. This was
mainly achieved through strengthening networks with factories, schools,
LMA organizations, tour bases. Thus, in 1932, the Museum’s permanent
display and exhibitions were seen by 115000 visitors. Approximately
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100000 were reached out to in boulevards, public squares, and kolkhoz
markets.

'This report also tells us on the museum’s main funding sources. CAM’s
budget for 1932 comprised state funding from the Central Executive
Committee of the USSR (140000 roubles), the Central Council of the
LMA as a public organization (23500 roubles), and the Museum’s own
income (27000 roubles), which totalled at 190500 roubles. The author of
report, who remains unknown, pointed out that the budget was ‘miserable’
and had “constantly narrowed the work of the Museum”. The budget for
1933 accounted for the planned overhaul of the display and provided for
increasing the costs up to 359254 roubles. The income still consisted
mainly of the planned state funding of 140000 roubles and the Museum’s
own income: 34 700 roubles earned from serving museum visitors,
54000 roubles earned from public moveable exhibitions (1200 pcs.) and
1200 roubles earned from panoramas and an astronomy station. This re-
sulted in a deficit of 129254 roubles. The report noted that “without this
missing amount, the plan for 1933 immediately becomes endangered, for
the funding base for the planned events has not been provided”. The only
potential funding source that could provide the missing funds was the
LMA, according to the report’s conclusion: “Taking the above into ac-
count, it is necessary to resolve the funding situation at the CAM so that
the planned budget is covered by the Central Council of the LMA or
other organization able to provide the missing part of the CAM’s budget.”
However, the discussion of the LIMA’s budget for 1933 failed to resolve
the issue of funding the CMA. The League’s funds mainly came from
membership fees and the sales of its publications and were also severely
lacking. E. Yaroslavsky’s resolution on the document ordered F. N. Olesh-
chuk, the Deputy Chairman of the LMA, to “process the issue to present
it to the People’s Commissariat for Education”.

Despite its financial difficulties, the Museum kept developing. In the
summer of 1933, it took part in an intermuseum project: the creation and
operation of the Natural Sciences Pavilion in the Science and Technology
Town in the Gorky Central Culture and Recreation Park. It was operated
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by four staff members who held university degrees in science and were
experienced in political education. They were helped by volunteers from
the “anti-god core personnel”, who helped register visitors, take care of the
animals and aquariums, guard the display, act as tour guides if need be,
and accompany moveable exhibitions.

Along with the CAM, the pavilion was created by the Timiryazev
Biology Museum, the MSU Anthropology Museum, the Planetarium, the
Darwin Museum, the Brain Institute Museum, the Zoo, and the Oblast
Atheist Council. All museums provided display items, counselling and
assistance to the pavilion’s staff. The goal of the pavilion was “to provide
the working visitor with clear and accessible science material that would
be most efficient in unmasking religious statements and impose Dialecti-
cal Materialist world-view [and] arm the general masses of the working
visitors with scientific knowledge needed for the fight for Socialism”
(Archive 21, 53).

The exhibition labels mostly contained selected quotes from Darwin,
Marx, Engels, Lenin, and Stalin. The structure of the pavilion encom-
passed the following sections: Astronomy, The Evolution of the Animal
World, Anthropology, Anti-Religious Section, the History of Natural
Sciences. The visitors found the following display items of great interest:
coloured slides with images of celestial bodies in the Astronomy section,
stuffed animals and live specimens demonstrating the variability of ani-
mals and plants in the Evolution section, models and tables demonstrat-
ing atavistic phenomena in the Anthropology section, the icon of
St. Christopher in the Anti-Religious Section. There was a separate table
where visitors could use a magnifying glass and a microscope. Guided
tours covered the following topics: Science and Religion on Life and
Death, The Origin of the Earth and the Universe, The Evolution of the
Animal World, The Principles of Darwinism, The History of Natural
Sciences, The Struggle Against Religion. Some outcomes of the First
Five-Year Plan found their way to the exhibition: achievements in genet-
ics and endocrinology as well as the increase in ‘anti-god work’, i.e. over-
coming religion.
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If the surviving visitor reviews are to be believed, it was probably this
experience of a very successful intermuseum project that encouraged the
CAM to start working on a new section of its permanent display, ‘Science
and Religion’. It was supposed to replace the existing section on “The Dia-
lectics of Nature’. On February 19, 1934, the research meeting of the
Museum approved the theme and display plan for the new section that
had been developed by the section head, Yu. Ya. Kogan. The new depart-
ment was aimed at “using the foundations of dialectical materialism be-
hind natural sciences and the contemporary achievements of scientific
thought on the matter” in order to demonstrate the irreconcilable relation-
ship between science and religion. To do this, it was planned to “provide
visitors with fully featured museum material, remove photos from the
exhibition, if possible, to draw the visitors’attention to specific boards and
items by introducing an array of new technological achievements of mu-
seum display, to provide a lone visitor with an opportunity to explore the
issues presented by the exhibition in a more profound and detailed fashion”
(Archive 21, 47)

The new department opened on October 15. The analytical note pre-
senting the results of this work described it as the first experience “of this
scope and dimension” for the USSR museums (Archive 21, 50).

Compared to “The Dialectics of Nature’section, ‘Science and Religion’
did not only have more items on display (287 instead of the 123 in the
older museum section), but also “acquired several additional show boards:
meteorology, agriculture, medicine, and ‘Society’ board” (Archive 21, 49).
The exhibition employed new display methods: optical models, model
switched by use of a lift, a slide rotator, a turntable, slides moved mechani-
cally, lighting effects, and a gramophone. At the entrance to the depart-
ment, there were “book showcases with science and technology news”, a
board entitled Science Calendar, and a ‘visitor’s corner’, i.e. a table with
stationery and current issues of popular science magazines (Ar-
chive 21, 49). At the end of the exhibition, there was a question and an-
swer board, where one could find a list of references. All items had
extensive labelling in Russian and in English.
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In 1934, another event took place and proved to be very significant for
the life of the CAM. The Council of People’s Commissars proclaimed it
a Research Institution of All-Union Significance. The recommendation to
take this issue to the Research Committee of the Central Executive Com-
mittee of the USSR can be found in the above-mentioned report contain-
ing audit results from the Moscow Control Committee of the Workers’
and Peasants’ Inspection. The new status led to changes in the scope of
work in research and methodology, and the CAM transitioned into a
country-wide methodological centre. Now, the Museum was working to-
wards the goal of “summarizing the material on the work of provincial
museums, developing a range of guidelines on methods, methodology, and
techniques for anti-religious museum work”, “organizing research work to
develop collections and prepare materials as well as to lay the ground for
publishing serious research works by the CAM”.

The scope of the Museum’s assistance to local museums provided in
1934 is, indeed, impressive. Mainly, the assistance covered three major
areas: (1) instruction and counselling provided to research staff visiting
the museum, (2) guidelines development, and (3) field trips to local mu-
seums, where the CAM’s staff helped develop theme and exhibition plans
for anti-religious sections and exhibitions both in anti-religious museums
and in local history museums. In 1934, three staft members went on
twenty-one field trips. They visited anti-religious museums preparing to
be opened in Ulan-Ude, Irkutsk, Cheboksary, Krasnodar and local history
museums in Kyakhta, Kiev, Novosibirsk, Petropavlovsk, Omsk, Sverd-
lovsk, Izhevsk, Kineshma, Kostroma, Rostov-Yaroslavsky, Novocher-
kassk, Rostov-on-Don, Dnepropetrovsk, Samara, Voronezh, Gorky, Kursk
(Archive 21, 6-10).

For instance, in October 1934, N. Pupyshev, a young museum re-
searcher, went to Tyumen to audit and consult the local Anti-Religious
Museum. During his visit, he found that the museum did not have pre-
mises of its own, as the church where it had been previously located was
blown up to produce rock stone. All museum items had been moved to
the Local History Museum, where one room was allocated to the
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anti-religious section. The secretary of the local League of Militant Athe-
ists branch, Shemilina, was in charge of organizing it. According to
N. A. Pupysheyv, “she was new not only to museum work, but also to an-
ti-god activism, a person absolutely unprepared for organizing not only
the section, but even an anti-religious exhibition” (Archive 197, 1). Having
examined the existing items and premises, the researcher concluded that,
at the time, it was impossible to create an anti-religious section at the
museum. The researcher suggested that the administration of the Local
History Museum “allocate a qualified comrade for museum work”, “take
care of the budget”, “in the natural sciences section, show the origins of
religion by reorganizing the existing display items and adding new ones”
(Archive 197, 2). To facilitate the task for the local staff, he drew up the
plan to restructure the section himself and provided the appropriate
methodological guidelines.

Two years later, N. Pupyshev visited the Anti-Religious Museum in
Ulan-Ude, where he drew up the project of the Buddhism-Lamaism
Museum. The project is dated to September 1936 and opens with, “Due
to extensive collection work on Lamaism, the Oblast Anti-Religious
Museum in Ulan-Ude founded in May 1934 is, at present, the only centre
in the USSR where the main monuments of one of the four world reli-
gions are concentrated” (Archive 39, 1). According to the author, this led
to “the main goal of the Anti-Religious Museum in Ulan-Ude [which
was] to avoid spreading itself thin in collection and exhibition work [and]
start creating a systematic collection on Buddhism-Lamaism and related
religions, with the main task of building a museum devoted to the history
of Buddhism-Lamaism in mind” (Archive 39, 1).

An example of work on preparing guidelines can be found in the
outline of an oral talk by another young researcher, Mark Persits, that has
been preserved in the Museum’s archives. Like many other Moscow-based
religion historians of the mid-20™ century, he began his career in this
Museum. The title of the talk was “On the Methodology of Structuring
the Display on Orthodoxy in Anti-Religious Museums and Anti-Reli-
gious Sections of Local History Museums” (Archive 10). Persits pointed
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out that “a great number of the existing anti-religious museums base their
display on Orthodox materials, which makes it especially relevant to de-
termine the right approach to the structure of the display unmasking the
class-based exploitative role of the Orthodox church”. He insisted that
“the themes of the displays on Orthodoxy should not be the same
throughout all museums”. “The scope and the nature of the topics have to
be altered depending on the specific characteristics of the museum creat-
ing the department... In all cases, the main place in anti-religious mu-
seums and respective local history museums should be allocated to local
material. Forgetting this principle leads to a display overflowing with
non-museum material such as photos etc.” In the spirit of the ideological
and political disputes raised by the concept of history suggested by
M. N. Pokrovsky in the Soviet science of the 1930s, Persits wrote:

“Museum practice has suffered greatly from the anti-historic con-
cept by Pokrovsky. In a great majority of cases, museum displays
have been reflecting not the specific history, but rather the socio-
logical scheme. This deprived museums of the opportunity to in-
volve authentic historic material and made them dry and pale. In
accordance with a general turn on the historical front, museums
must build all their displays and those devoted to Orthodoxy, in
particular, on the basis of the historical principle. This principle
does not preclude, but even pre-determines the introduction of
separated complexes of topics that allow us to use the method of
comparing specific items and help present and unmask the given
aspects of the Orthodox church activities more vividly. However,
these complexes of topics should not be chosen randomly. Such a
complex theme may only include the elements of the whole history
display that, in their nature, are common for a given stretch of time.
For instance, there is no need to show the everyday life and income
of the clergy during Capitalism over and over again. It is much
better to organize a complex display on the topic so that it would
present material characterizing the income and life of the clergy
during the whole historic period in question. Where this topic has
to be located in terms of chronology is up to each museum and its

capacity.”
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The scope of the display devoted to the history of the Orthodox
church for central museums, among which Persits listed the State Mu-
seum of the History of Religion in Leningrad, the Central Anti-Religious
Museum, the Anti-Religious Museum in Kiev, needed to be predeter-
mined by the curriculum in the history of the people’s of the USSR taught
at universities. At the same time, he emphasized that the display on
Orthodoxy would be truly anti-religious only if it was demonstrated
alongside the development of atheism. Persits claimed that “until recently,
anti-religious museums had omitted that most important topic” and, for
that reason, the experience in structuring displays like that was extremely
insufficient.

'The above-mentioned decision of the Council of People’s Commissars
from 1934 proclaimed the CAM as a research institution of all-union
significance and emphasized not only its methodological work in anti-
religious propaganda, but also its research, which was supposed to contri-
bute to the development of collections and publications. Indeed, in the
fall of the same year, the Museum launched a research group on religious
beliefs of the peoples of the USSR. It was a Moscow-based branch of the
Leningrad-based Section for the Study of Religious Beliefs of the Peoples
of the USSR headed by Nikolay Matorin. The section in Leningrad con-
ducted field work that led to the development of the so-called religious
maps of various regions and explored religious syncretism. The report on
the Museum’s work in 1934 shows that the Moscow research group held
five meetings, where the following topics were discussed: (1) the cult of
springs in the Kaluga Region, (2) the cult of St. Nicholas in relation to
hemp cultivation, (3) the cult of water and trees in the Taldom District of
the Moscow Region, (4) everyday Orthodoxy in the north of the Moscow
Region, (5) religious beliefs of the Western Circassians (Kogan 1934). The
desire to systematize the results of this field work probably led to the
development of the Approximate Program for the Study of Religious Relics
and Abandonment of Religion by the Masses in 1936 (Archive 122). Its con-
clusion noted “extreme difficulty of the process of abandonment of reli-
gion by the masses”, “the multitude of ways of abandonment”, and “diverse



Ekaterina Teryukova. Central Anti-Religious Museum in Moscow

degrees of preserved religious feeling”, which made it impossible to
use “the simplified method of dividing people into believers and non-
believers”.

By the end of the 1930s, the Museum boasted a team of researchers
that the Museum’s founder, B. Kandidov, had dreamt about. Among them,
there were both very experienced Soviet religion scholars and young
beginners: M. Sheinman, N. Pupyshev, G. Snesarev, A. Ranovich, V. Rozh-
nitsin, S. Tokarev, V. Shokhor, I. Kryvelev, A. Pint, M. Persits, B. Sharev-
skaya. The collections were actively expanded through museum exchange,
purchases from private owners, commissions to artists and sculptors, and
acquisitions from religious institutions subject to closure. Research and
collection trips to remote areas of the country such as Buryatia, the
Caucasus, and Central Asia were an important source of collection
expansion.

For example, in 1936, Nikolay Pupyshev, an expert on Buddhism, un-
dertook a collection expedition to the Agin Aimag in Buryat-Mongolia.
'The purpose of the trip was to visit the previously closed Tsugolsky Datsan
and ship Buddhist objects to the Moscow museum as the lack for this
type of collection items was acutely felt due to the unfinished objective to
create a display on Buddhism.

N. A. Pupyshev’s trip to the Agin Aimag in Buryat-Mongolia was
reflected in the CAM’s inventory documentation as well as in Pupyshev’s
articles: The Concept of the Sukhavati Heaven in Buddhism (Based on the
Materials from the Collections of the Central Anti-Religious Museum) (Ar-
chive 184) and A Review of the Display of the Buddhism-Lamaism Section
of the Central Anti-Religious Museum (Archive 273).

In his article on the Sukhavati heaven, Pupyshev summarized the
results of his trip in 1936 and noted that “the Central Anti-Religious
Museum received from the datsan not all of the religious complexes, but
a large part of them. Despite this remark, their scope is very impressive
and amounts to 3 train cars, or 5000 separate items” (Archive 184, 2). We
may suggest that what is meant here is the number of train cars and items
that the researcher had sent from Buryatia to Moscow. However,
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according to N. A. Pupyshev himself, “during transfer, part of the heaven
was lost” (Archive 184, 18). Therefore, fewer museum items were actually
delivered to Moscow. However, their number was so great that a separate
inventory book was devoted to registration of the Buryat shipment. This
was the only case when this was done at the CAM. The book includes
199 sheets and 858 titles of single and complex items. As the collector
wrote, most of them were dated to the nineteenth or early twentieth cen-
tury and had been made locally. However, the true value of the Tsugol
collection was not measured in quantity, but rather by “the fact that, in
most cases, it represented whole religious and artistic complexes” (Ar-
chive 184, 2). According to Pupyshev, “this shipment made the Lamaism
collection the top one among the items available in the CAM” (Ar-
chive 184, 1). In terms of museum display, the most interesting objects
were the enormous statue of Buddha Maitreya, more than 7 metres high,
that used to be located in Maidari-sume and was delivered in a disassem-
bled state; “the Buddhist heaven of more than 64 cubic metres”, a proces-
sional elephant with a blanket decorated with gems and a carriage for the
statue of Maidari, “the Ganjur library: one hundred and ten volumes in
silk wrappings stored in two wooden cases”, 385 statues from the
1000 Lamas’ series, a felt yurt, and many others. The expedition resulted
in the creation of a permanent exhibition entitled Buddhism-Lamaism at
the CAM.

Pupyshev’s article on the Sukhavati heaven in Buddhism was sup-
posed to appear in the first issue of The Works of the CAM. The work on the
publication began in 1940. The almanac was going to have three sections:
(1) research on the history of religion and atheism, (2) materials (collec-
tion and documents), (3) expeditions and field trips (Archive 186). The
first section was to contain the following articles: The Role of Religion in
the Emerging Class Society (Based on the Jagga Materials) by B. Sharevskaya,
On the Origins of Shamanism by S. Tokarev, On the Social Roots of Sorcery
by A. Lavrov, Roman Inquisition in the 16th Century by V. Rozhitsin, Or-
thodox Church and the Mongol Yoke by L. Lazarevich, The Atheism of Spinoza
by M. Persits, The Atheism of Holbach by V. Shokhor, Marx and Engels on



Ekaterina Teryukova. Central Anti-Religious Museum in Moscow

the Separation of the Church from the State and the Freedom of Conscience by
Kh. Momdjian. The second section was to contain the following articles:
The Commemoration Books of the Solovki Monastery by G. Georgievsky, The
Buddhist Heaven of Sukavadi by N. Pupyshev, The Church at the Service of
the Monarchy by V. Aleksandri, Amulets of the Eastern Caucasus by
E. Shilling, Bo/shevik Anti-Religious Leaflets Preserved at the CAM by
G. Zaitsev. The third section was to present the results of G. Snesarev’s
expedition to Central Asia and A. Lavrov’s and B. Vampilov’s field trip to
the Egoryev District of the Moscow Region. All articles were written by
museum staft or Moscow-based scholars of religion invited to perform
specific museum tasks. The materials were characterized by scope of topics
and locations. Unfortunately, the Great Patriotic War precluded the book
from publication, but many of the articles sent were preserved in the
archives of our museum and published in the recent years.

At the same time, the work on 4 Brief Atheist Dictionary began. The
Museum order dated to March 23,1941 described the creation of a work-
ing group comprised of the museum’s leading researchers: V. Aleksandri,
B. Vampilov, G. Zaitsev, A. Lavrov, L. Lazarevich, M. Kuznetsov,
Kh. Momdjian, M. Persits, A. Pint, N. Pupyshev, V. Rozhitsin, G. Sne-
sarev, S. Tokarev, I. Sharevskaya, V. Shokhor. The editorial commission
was also formed and headed by the Museum’s director S. A. Kuzmin (Ar-
chive 182). For general guidance, each author was assigned an editor, who
was responsible for accepting “only high-quality literary material”. The
topics of the origins of religion, religions of the Ancient World, Bud-
dhism-Lamaism and Islam were curated by S. Tokarev. V. Rozhitsin was
in charge of Catholicism, Lutheranism, Calvinism, the Church of Eng-
land. M. Persits curated the topics of Orthodoxy, sects and Judaism, and
Kh. Momjian was in charge of atheism and the French Materialism. The
draft of the word list sent to the State Publishing House for Political
Literature contained more than 1200 terms and names related to the fol-
lowing dictionary sections: names of religions, belief systems, sects, reli-
gious movements (Christianity, Islam, the Dukhobors, Baptists etc.);
concepts from the history of religion: totemism, fetishism, magic etc.;
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‘words from religious usage’: God, Spirit, God Incarnate, Judgement Day
etc; concepts related to the church structure: bishop, presbyter, priest,
abbot etc; names of religious objects: see, altar, chalice, banner; names of
the greatest church leaders, religious authors etc.: Thomas Aquinas, Luther,
Nikon, Rasputin; the main philosophical terms related to religion and
criticism thereof: matter, indeterminism, agnosticism, necessity; scientific
concepts related to the criticism of religion: life, Darwinism, evolutionary
theory; names of the greatest atheist leaders, freethinkers, enemies of re-
ligion and church: Democritus, Bruno, Spinoza, Voltaire, Feuerbach etc.,
as well as of classical authors of Marxism-Leninism (Archive 182, 5-6).
'The distribution and amount of text was to be predetermined by the sig-
nificance of the terms. Some were supposed to be accompanied by ‘prin-
cipal articles’, for example, Atheism, Religion, Freedom of Conscience,
Lenin on Religion, while others were to be followed by a brief factual note
(St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre, Inquisition, Iconoclasm, Old Believers,
etc.). Yet others deserved only an explanation or a reference to other
articles (Stole, Priest, Chandelier, the Old Testament, etc.). The dictionary
articles were to be written and submitted as soon as possible, by May 15.
However, the archives contain no results of the project run by this research
group. The work on this publication was also cut short by the beginning
of the war.

All of the above-mentioned facts demonstrate that, in the second half
of the 1930s, the CAM was gradually developing and turning from an
institution of propaganda and atheism into a research centre on religion
and atheism. These changes led to a change of the name: on February 20,
1942, the Praesidium of the League of Militant Atheists renamed the
museum into the Central Museum of the History of Religion and Athe-
ism. According to the documents of the time, ‘the new name was a result
of all the vast amount of work on collecting, research, and display, and not
just a change of the sign on the door’ (Archive 32). The Museum began
active work on reinterpreting its specialization. The surviving versions of
this document show that “a prospective objective of the CAM was to
show the history of religion and atheism throughout the history of human
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society” (Archive 24). Meeting this objective was seen as directly depen-
dent on “obtaining sufficient authentic material objects and documents
related to the history of all world religions”, “employing additional highly
qualified experts in the history of religion and atheism”, and “complete
Marxist and scientific development of all issues related to the general
history of religion and atheism”.

'The change of a name, in its turn, led to a change of the governing
authority: in 1945, V. M. Molotov signed the decision of the Council of
People’s Commissars to transfer the Museum from under the auspices of
the League of Militant Atheists to the Academy of Sciences. The whole
Museum collection was handed over to the Academy of Sciences and the
Central Museum of the History of Religion was established in Moscow
under its auspices. And on March 20, 1947, another decision was made.
This time it was issued by the Praesidium of the Academy of Sciences:
to liquidate the Museum of the History of Religion in Moscow and
transfer its collections to the State Museum of the History of Religion in
Leningrad.
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Nadezhda Beliakova,
Vera Kliueva

“l KNEW ABOUT GOD, BUT | DIDN’T KNOW THAT
I’M A BELIEVER”: NARRATIVES ABOUT COMING TO
BELIEF IN AN ATHEIST COUNTRY

The article describes the spiritual quest of evangelical Christians during the Soviet
period. The published memoirs and biographical interviews of the believers, who had an
experience of religious life during the Soviet period, are the sources for the analysis. Im-
portant factors, which enabled the spiritual quest, are emphasized: the extreme life condi-
tions, inmer crisis; fami/iarizing with believers; the problem af choice between

denominations; conflict with the external environment; the feeling of Divine influence.

Keywords: religion in the Soviet Union, religious community, Protestants, Baptists,
Pentecostals, spiritual quest

‘I sat down there at the last row and listened.

1 thought ‘Wow! What's going on! Scientists’ opinion about God.
1 know these scientists; I studied well at school...

Scientists are so clever, they penetrate the creation, investigate it
and they see the traces of the Creator, but I don’t know God!”

(Interview of Y. Chislina)

Introduction

'The reasons for the ‘vitality’ and even increase in the number of fol-
lowers of later Protestant denominations in the post-war USSR, the spe-
cific features of their psychology and worldview have often drawn
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attention of Soviet scholars of religion. They have tried to understand the
phenomenon of people who grew up in the socialist society and became
members of religious ‘sects’ (cult).

A sect is not only a religious organization, but it is a kind ofsociety.
People are accepted into it and excluded from it. The members of a sect
preach religion not like the Catholics or Orthodox do; their whole ac-
tivity is built upon studying the Bible and interpreting it according to
our conditions. Therefore a member of a cult believes and has a ‘religious
psychology’ not because of his attachment to the tradition but because his
Jaith is hammered into his brain — he believes with the brain, and this

is slightly different (Belyakova 2019, 141).

In this way, the deputy president of the Council for Religious Affairs
of the Cabinet of Ministers of the USSR Petr Makartsev explained to his
Lithuanian colleagues the peculiarity of later Protestants in February
1977.'The Soviet researchers suggested a few, sometimes contradictory,
conceptions, according to which the anti-religious work should be con-
ducted. First of all, the ordinary believers were ‘drawn into sects’as a result
of being confused and manipulated by the mercenary leaders of commu-
nities. This is why the efforts of the Soviet power in the 1960-1980s were
aimed predominantly at the fight with the ‘sectarian leaders’. Attempts to
exposing their mercenary motives to the ordinary believers were also
found in the Soviet press. Secondly, the acceptance of a religious world-
view was explained by insufficient education. Therefore, the intensification
of atheist education was needed. Thirdly, the researchers noted that reli-
gion often became consolation for the people who experienced hardship
so typical in the 20™ century (e.g. Levada 1965; Bondarenko & Kosyan-
chuk et al. 1971; Pismannik 1984; Dobson 2015). Fourthly, the signifi-
cance of the social-regulative functions performed by a religious
community was noted (e.g. Bondarenko & Kosyanchuk et al. 1988). How-
ever, due to the initial hostile-negative attitude to religious institutions in
general and later Protestant denominations in particular, the research of
Soviet scholars of religion was part of the harsh fight of the Soviet ideo-
logical system with religion and ‘re/igiozniks for the souls and minds of
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the population. The dramatic character of this fight was aggravated by the
fact that the state used the most severe forms in its fight for the young
generation, adolescents.

Materials and methods

We think that it is important to give special attention to the spiritual
quests of the Soviet citizens, future evangelical believers (representatives
of later Protestant denominations in Russia traditionally call themselves
evangelical believers, i.e. the people whose life is built upon the Gospel).
It was this quest, which led to the choice of the evangelical faith. The
result of this choice also had clear social consequences. The article is
devoted to the diversity of their spiritual quests.

We should clarify that a person could not become an evangelical
Christian without any spiritual quest, a conscious choice was necessary.
According to the doctrine, the starting point for becoming a Christian is
an individual repentance of a person for life without God and the follow-
ing baptism in the conscious age. We understand spiritual quest as a
search for one’s ‘own’ Church. It included familiarizing and communicat-
ing with believers and a conscious choice of a certain denomination.

We use biographical interviews and published memoirs of people who
became believers during the Soviet period as the source for our analysis.
'The biographical interviews were collected in the towns of Russia: Tam-
bov, Krasnodar, Maloyaroslavets and different towns of Tyumen region
(Tyumen, Zavodoukovsk, Nizhnevartovsk, Ishim); Kazakhstan (Petropav-
lovsk); and Ukraine (Chernovtsy, Kramatorsk). The subject of spiritual
quest was an important element and a starting point for the interviews.
We addressed Baptists and Pentecostals who became believers during the
Soviet period. There are children of believers as well as first-generation
believers among our informants.

The specific feature of the analyzed material can be attributed to the
voice of only those people who consciously chose the ‘gospel faith’and not
the motives of the people who rejected it. It is also important that the
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process of a personal unique way to God, when a person is often consid-
ered to be an instrument in the hands of God, is seen as a necessary ele-
ment in a person’s story about himself/herself and his/her awareness of
himself/herself in the church. The person is an active participant in the
spiritual quest and an object of the impact of the will of God at the same
time. In charismatic communities (where the practice of receiving the
gifts of the Holy Spirit is used) the intensity of direct communication
with the Divine determines the rank of the communicant to a great
extent.

Thus, the topic of the spiritual quest, or the choice of faith and reli-
gious institution, is significant for the subjects of the research, as well as
for the researchers. The narratives available for the researcher usually
originate from the people who have experience of public talk on the mat-
ters of the salvation of the soul, i.e. preachers, deacons and presbyters.

Usually they have a few hundred vivid didactic stories and images,
often taken from their personal experience. They necessarily use the nar-
rative material accumulated over the years for their autobiographical in-
terviews and for writing memoirs. Analyzing this material, we understand
that it is not a live, direct memory, but a stable auto-biographical legend
which took on a rigid finalized form in the course of years, in which the
story of the spiritual quest leading to joining an evangelical community
plays a key role (e.g. Belyakova & Kliueva 2018; Folieva 2020). However,
for the purposes of our research, this fact does not seem not to be an
obstacle, since we have an opportunity to identify a constant, ‘dogmatic’,
in other words ‘framework’, component of the narratives, into which the
believer inscribes his/her personal experience.

Results

We have identified a few factors that influence a successful ending of
the spiritual quest: (1) the extremity of the circumstances in which a
future believer finds himself/herself; (2) inner crisis; (3) familiarizing with
the community and the believers; (4) the problem of choice between
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different denominations; conflict with the external environment; (5) the
perception of the Divine influence.!
Let us consider each of these factors.

The extremity of the circumstances in which a future believer
finds himself/herself

For a long time, the most common hypothesis was that many people
are drawn to faith during extreme circumstances. These circumstances may
be external (warfare or repressions) or internal (the illnesses of the person
himself/herself or his relatives in the first place). The impact of the exter-
nal extreme circumstances and the spiritual quest, which followed, are
especially characteristic for the believers of the older generation or their
parents, in particular during World War II. One of the characteristic
motives is the following:

Because of the hardships of the wartime, people were drawn to God with
a special force... being an adolescent at that time I started to sing in the
choir and even to preach sometimes. I accepted the holy water baptism in
August 1943 literally under the cannonade rumbling when the red
army was approaching (Prokhorov 2010, 169).

We will not analyze this hypothesis in detail, because it is included in
the concept of “religious revival”, generally accepted in historiography
(e.g. Sawatsky 1981; Savinskii 1999; Huhn 2014; Beliakova 2020). We
can give an example of a story of an adolescent, who later became an
evangelical believer. During World War II, the narrator lived in the village
of Lipno, Leningrad region. He remembered:

When Germans bombed the town of Bologoe which is situated near us,
my co-villagers were seized with panic, they all were afraid for their
Sfathers, husbands and sons, mobilized in the front. In search of

! A similar typology, in a more concise form, was developed on the materials of mo-
dern Pentecostal churches (see details in Poplavsky & Klyueva 2017; Vagramenko 2018).
C. Wanner offers his own approach to understanding conversion (Wanner 2007, 148-
170).
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consolation, two neighbors once approached me with a request to read
the Bible for them. Their husbands were sent fo the front. One of them
had already been killed. The women had found the Bible somewbhere, but
they could not read, therefore they came to me. Someone told them that
it was indicated in the Bible when the war should end. I was eager to
agree to read the Bible to them, for I had heard of the existence of such
Divine book. The women came to listen to it only in the evenings. But I
spent 18 hours a day with that book... (Antonov 2010, 25-26).

The extreme character of the situation often triggered a radical change
of values and for the acquiring of faith.

Inner crisis of the narrator

'The inner crisis of the narrator is often not verbalized as a ‘crisis’, but
is expressed as ‘wandering without a goal’, ‘inner unsettledness’, ‘search for
a meaning’. In some cases, people characterized their feeling as “empti-
ness”, “existence without a goal”, “suicidal thoughts” (Poplavskiy & Kliueva
2013, 37). One of the believers described his state before the conversion
with the following words:

One Saturday... I had some kind of apathy in the evening. Friends
came: it’s Saturday, let’s go fo a restaurant. I said: “I won’t go”. I did not
want to read or do anything. I thought I would have a walk around the
town. I went out and started to walk without a goal, like this, in one
direction, then in the other, without any purpose (interview with

V. Vityuk).

The feeling of inner crisis is inherent to all people, including children
that have grown up in religious environment. For such children, the crisis
could manifest itself in ‘God-fighting’ quests or just in feelings of uncer-
tainty about the existence of God.

Once I started to think I felt that God did not exist. It immediately
seemed to me that I live in a dim world, the sky was switched off for me
immediately. But a few minutes later I thought: no, it cannot be like
this! God exists! And the world started to play with all the colors (in-
terview with V. Tsukov).



Nadezhda Beliakova, Vera Kliueva “I Knew about God”

For the children of religious families the overcoming of the inner
crisis led to the process of repentance, i.e., conscious acceptance of God.
It brought orderliness and harmony into life:

And I knew that if I did everything right, then everything was good.
And when something was wrong, it was as if a kind of darkness came.
I searched /for God/. Everything became restored (interview with
P. Mochalkin).

It is important to note that the negative characteristics of their life,
including the stories about bad habits, dissatisfaction with the current life
and a vague wish to change it before coming to believe in God is charac-
teristic for most testimonies of people who became believers in adulthood.
Such a beginning of a story largely helps the narrator to show his listeners
the opposition: ‘life before God’ and ‘life with God’. In cases of children
from religious families, the opposition between the conscious and the
latent religious faith is presented in the stories.

Familiarizing with the community and believers

For many people who converted in adulthood, interpersonal relations
in the community played a decisive role for the decision in favor of a cer-
tain faith. Soviet anti-religious propaganda and the established negative
image of a ‘sects’ member were discarded after familiarizing with the life
of believers.

One of the believers, who was born in 1924 and was a member of the
Communist Union of Youth at the beginning of the War in 1941, as well
as a member of the Union of Militant Atheists, describes the spiritual
quest of the village youth and his first impression from the encounter with
the believers in detail:

Initially we tried to follow the way of science; we read lectures for our
co~villagers in the club. We tried to teach people to respect each other, not
to do evil, not to swear, not to fight, not to drink alcohol excessively, to
live in peace, to be compassionate to each other, to help each other in
difficult situations. It was meant to achieve happiness and some goal in
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life. But unfortunately we did not see the desired fruits from our lec-
tures. And then suddenly some half-literate Pyotr managed to capture
the attention af these criminal people, whom we thought impossible to
convince to leave their former way of life. And now it became a reality
that they repented before all those present and started to live honestly,
respecting their neighbors and serving them (Gula 2005, 12).

A young Pentecostal from Petropavlovsk also mentions the visible
changes in a man after joining the religious community:

1 did not consider myself to be a believer. And then I moved here into
this town. I was very surprised when my brother converted. He stopped
shouting and swearing, i.e. he expressed obedience. I thought — how
could they influence him like this? I thought I should go and find out
(interview with A. Koch).

A religious community acted as a place where people detached from
their habitual environment could find a place of their own. Andrey Koch,
who made his choice in favor of faith in 1980, remembered that

1 thought that there were only older people, children, cowards, some kind
of underdeveloped people... Then I came to the town, started fo go fo the
divine services at the community of Pentecostals; it took some time befare
I found some good friends... 1 started to go — once, three times, then the
tenth time and then I see — people seem normal, they can be my friends.
And then I got used to it, basically (interview with A. Koch).

A religious community, even during the Soviet years, could be experi-
enced as a ‘protected’ or ‘safe’ space. A young girl, having come to Voro-
nezh in 1947 started to look for believers on the advice of her father.

When I was at the meeting for the first time, I was impressed by such
love among them, by their happy faces, how they greet each other; I was
struck by that. I looked around and did not know whom I should ad-
dress, and then one elderly sister asked: “Whom are you looking for?”
I said: “I need...” — “Go to the brothers (interview with Y. Chislina).

On the very first day the girl was invited to participate in a youth
meeting, where she was surprised and convinced by the sermon on the
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opinion of scientists about God. Afterwards she remained in the commu-
nity of Baptists for her whole life.

'The published narratives and quotations are notable in so far as they
show the pattern of institutionalization of the spiritual quest of individual
people: through entering into contact with believers in everyday life. It
was the most common form of attracting a person into a community:
having noticed an interested person, believers started to communicate
with him/her and preach to him/her (Belyakova 2012). The friendliness
of relations in an evangelical community (often opposed to the relations
in a secular society), especially for people, thrown out of a habitual pattern
of life, is often mentioned in the narratives of the believers of the post-war
generation.

Trust and attention to newcomers attracted those who could be mar-
ginal and outcasts in the external environment. A former prisoner who
was released from a concentration camp in Vorkuta spoke about the sup-
port he received from the believers:

While in the camp we had a connection with some believers in Vorkuta
through one trusted brother (he went to work outside the prison without
the convoy)... And now I am present at a Christian divine service for
the first time in my life. Everything is new, unusual and awe-inspiring
Sfor me. The Vorkuta meeting of the people of God was supplemented by
such an enthusiastic observer! A group (with about 60 members of the
church in it) of the redeemed by Christ lived as one family! And I was a
completely strange person, about whom they only had heard, - but I was
accepted as a relative! I was surprised and fouched to tears... I cried

through the whole of the first meeting... (Boyko 2007, 32).

'The surrounding people noticed the honesty and trustfulness of be-
lievers in their everyday life. The Christian behavior in everyday life influ-
enced the children who grew up in such families as well as the external
environment: thus they received the confirmation of the values preached
by the believers. A 15 years old girl who converted at the beginning of the
1980s, became friends with the children of a Baptist presbyter:
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We were like a part of their family. They cared for us and we practically
almost lived with them. It was a unifying moment for us that we grew
up there. We communicated a lot, we grew up there, we were very good
friends. This joined us together (interview with G. Gaynullina).

Perhaps it became one of the reasons why the girl remained a believer
even under external pressure.

It is notable that the importance of social protection of the members
of the community, mutual support and friendliness is mostly mentioned
by female respondents, while the men mostly speak about their spiritual
experiences. The childhood experience to a large extent influenced the
choice of faith in the conscious age. However, it seems that labeling the
children from the believers’ environment and their estrangement from the
external environment played a great role in their becoming aware of them-
selves as essentially different from the surrounding people and in them
taking their own different way.

The problem of choice between denominations

Often the spiritual quest led to the problem of choice between two
denominations, most often both Christian, between the Orthodox faith
and Baptist or Pentecostal.

One of the narrators mentioned above who came from a family of
believers, spoke about the conversion of his father:

Not far from where we lived the sectarians started to gather. He [the
Jather] considered himself to be Orthodox... It was after the war. He
wore a cross and was maltreated by teachers and schoolmates, when he
went to school. And thus he became zealous to disperse this cult, for his
relatives had joined it. He went there with such a zeal to restore the
truth of the Orthodox faith. But he did not manage to disperse it, the
second time as well; he had to start reading the Bible to answer the
questions of those people. And when he started reading the Bible, he
became an evangelical Christian himself. After it he baptized his
parents, our grandfather and grandmother. And after him my mom —
his wife — also believed and we became a Christian family. It happened
when he had already been married (interview with Y. Sipko).
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We should note that often the construction of a Protestant evangelical
identity went through the conflict with the Orthodox environment, in-
cluding the criticism of the clergy for their non-Christian actions. Many
memoirs and interviews include a narrative about a direct contact with an
Orthodox priest, which undermined the traditional religiosity of the
respondent. “In my understanding a priest was a holy man, who served
God and did good to the people. But one event changed that idea and
shook the child’s faith” (Antonov 2010, 5). A baptist Antonov speaks
about the avarice of the village parish priest. However, we may assume
that not only the criticism of the behavior of the Orthodox clergy, but also
an attempt to justify one’s departure from Orthodoxy form the basis for
such accounts.

In general, the stories about non-Christian behavior of an Orthodox
priest are characteristic for Protestant narratives. Superstition, idolatry,
refusal to read and understand the Holy Scripture, lack of love towards
their neighbors and avarice — this is the typical set of accusations coming
from the evangelical environment towards the representatives of the
Orthodox tradition. The following quotation is about the same:

An Orthodox church was on my way to the place where they collected
milk. After I handed the milk over and was passing by the church with
empty buckets (we were three children from our barrack — two boys and
me), we noticed a young Orthodox priest going in our direction. The
road was narrow and ground. The priest approached us and stopped.
He looked at us strictly and said in an angry voice: “Where are you
going?”

‘Home” — we answered, not understanding what is he talking about.
“Where is home? Couldn’t you have chosen another road?” — he said.

“We always go this way, it is closer!” — Tolya Rubtsov said.

T will show you such a thing that you will forget where your home is.
Why are you going with empty buckets towards me! Let it be empty for
you, not for me! — the young priest was really angry? (Bychkova
2014, 34).

2 'This superstition apparently comes from a peasant environment.
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An unpleasant experience of relations with Orthodoxy is quite com-
mon in the descriptions of the choice of evangelical faith. Disillusionment
with traditional spirituality or an encounter with unethical behavior from
a representative of the clergy is an impetus for the search of another, right
faith.

Conflicts within the Protestant community seem more surprising at
first sight. The most common ground for the conflicts was the choice of
someone from an Evangelical-Baptist background moving towards the
Pentecostal one. The main difference of the Pentecostals from the Baptists
was the necessity to receive baptism by the Holy Spirit and some specific
religious practices, which induced a strong emotional reaction in the
people present. Pentecostals’ preaching was very successful in the Baptist
environment. Being prepared by the knowledge of the Scripture people
often sought something more, a ‘visible reception of the Holy Spirit’.
Preaching among the Baptists was common for the Pentecostals before as
well as after the War (see more Belyakova & Dobson 2015, 118-164).
According to a sincere narration of a Pentecostal of a younger generation,
in 1938 brother Sidor appeared in the Zhitomir region, having come from
the Khmelnitsky region:

He was from a church having the gifts of the Holy Spirit. He was bap-
tized by the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit told him to go to our region,
Jor God saw there many people for Himself (we had only Baptists)... He
was tried and sentenced to three years of forced labor and sent to our
region. Many people trusted in the Word of life and God started to
baptize them with the Holy Spirit. This wave rolled over all the dis-
trict, so many people left the Baptists and started to gather separately
(Gula 2005, 23).

Pentecostal preachers often visited the prayer meetings. They often
became the reasons for the split within the community (see more Belia-
kova & Kljueva 2017; Beliakova & Kliueva 2019).

The choice of a more complete faith, becoming ‘spiritual Christians’,

as the Pentecostals called themselves, led to the change of denomination



Nadezhda Beliakova, Vera Kliueva “I Knew about God”

and to the increase of conflicts in the evangelical environment. The choice
in favor of the Pentecostals was a permanent threat for the leadership of

the Evangelical-Baptist brotherhood.

Conflict with external environment

We might suggest that spiritual quest was mostly common among
adults. However, children and adolescents also found themselves in the
situation of quest and choice. And as for the children from non-religious
families their choice concerned the worldview, it was the choice between
faith and atheism, the children of believers had to choose a way of life.

In both cases the spiritual quest gave rise to conflict with the exter-
nal environment and forced people to make a choice. For young people
with ‘atheist background’ almost all their environment, including their
family came to be on the opposite side of the conflict. A young Baptist
remembers how her relatives responded to her joining the religious com-
munity:

I wvisited it [the church] irregularly, for I was afraid of my father. My
faz‘/yer was a tough man... I knew his attitude, it was not quite tolerant
to such things. So I was afraid that his reaction would be wrong. Later
it happened... When my father found out [about conversion], it was a
violent reaction. He even said: ‘T will kill myself and you, but you will
not go there.” (interview with G. Gaynullina).

It was seemingly easier for the hereditary believers, for they could
receive the support inside their family, which the other children lacked, as
we can see from the previous quotation. But to choose between the family
(private space) and the ideological system (public space) was no less diffi-
cult. The description of traumas, inflicted at the educational establish-
ments in one’s childhood, is very eloquent and contains a lot of small
details, imprinted by the child’s consciousness (e.g. Vins 2000; Franchuk
2003). The narrators belonged to different generations and lived in differ-
ent regions of the Soviet Union, but their descriptions of the inevitability
of the ‘choice’ that stood before them were equally vivid.
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A believer from Siberia talks about the lack of alternatives in that

‘choice’ and about a severe temptation which was inflicted on him at
school at the end of the 1960s:

1t was something like a celebration of the 7" of November. The
Sfirst-graders were given a party. Small stars were pinned on their
clothes and tea with cakes was served. Money was collected to prepare
it. I did not give money and said: ‘I will not join [the oktyabryata — the
children’s communist organization], guys.” But when that moment
came, the teacher attempted to pin a star on me. I said: ‘I did not give
money, I will not.” OK, she left me alone, and then I said: “I will leave.”
— “No! All the class must be present.” For the teachers were also punished
Jfor that. It was a cruel system. So everyone was made to sit around the
table. There were cakes and tea. She made me tot as well. I said: “I did
not give money, I can’t.” — “Sit down, it’s OK...” I could not resist and
drank that tea and ate that piece of cake. Today we can say: “Please,
I don’t want to get fat...” or something like this, but at that time a cake
was served rarely. And I ate... And when it was all finished, they pinned
the star on me. I said: “But... I did not give the money, I will not...” —
“Really? You ate the cake and will not put on the star?” Here I lost all
my arguments and went [home] with the star (interview with

Y. Sipko).

The narrator did not have to join the pioneers for the teachers at
school understood, as he says, the hopelessness of pressure. But a believer
of the same age from Chernovtsy understood to the necessity to make
choice before joining the pioneers.

1t’s not like [the pare