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Gregory L. Freeze

The 1990s marked the beginning of a new period in the study of religion and the
Orthodox Church in Russia.> After decades of physical destruction? and denigration, the
Orthodox Church has begun to rebuild its churches and scholars have begun to reassess its
history® in the modern era. Significantly, that new scholarship has included particular
attention to the wooden churches that were the glory of medieval Rus’ and that continued to
prevail in the countryside until the very end of the empire in 1917. In contrast to the Soviet
era, where the regime’s antireligious imperative fostered a negative assessment of the
wooden churches, especially in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the new
scholarship has offered a more “objective”—i.e., unbiased and positive—assessment of the
wooden church architecture.* The doctoral dissertation by E.V. Khodakovskii represents a
major contribution to this new scholarship, a pioneering and synthesizing study that offers an
original reassessment based on intensive archival and field research.

The dissertation is clearly framed, geographically and chronologically. It focuses on
the “Russian North,” defined as the area encompassing three provinces (Arkhangel’sk,
Vologda, and Olonets) in the imperial period. To be sure, these provinces varied significantly
in their social, economic, and ethnographic profiles; in terms of population density, for
example, the population in Arkhangel’sk diocese was exceptionally sparse, producing
parishes that were small in membership but immense in territorial dispersion.®
Chronologically, the dissertation examines the period from 1800 (beginning with Paul’s ban
on wooden church construction, 25 December 1800) to the revolution of 1917, but includes
some attention to the late eighteenth century and to the early 1920s (when, despite the
Bolshevik’s antireligious campaign, wooden church construction initially continued).

1 In the West too scholarship suddenly showed an entirely different view of religion and its role in modern
society. Current research rejects the “secularization” thesis that had long prevailed, with its assumptions about
inexorable and ubiquitous dechristianization. The “desecularization” of scholarship emphasized the
transformation of lived religion, where processes of privatization and laicization prevailed—encapsulated in
Grace Davie’s famous formula, “believing without belonging.” See: Grace Davie, Religion in Britain since 1945
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994); idem, Oxford Handbook of Religion and Europe (Oxford: Oxford
University Handbook, 2022).

2 For a graphic description, see: JI.O. IlIuakoBckuii, Pycckas yepKoéHas apXxumeKmypa HaKaHyHe pesomoyull
(Mocksa: Apxurektypa-C, 2018), c. 5.

3 The scholarly neglect of religious life in Russia was characteristic of both Western and Soviet scholarship, as
the data on dissertations demonstrates. Prior to 1991, for example, a bibliographical search shows 18 American
dissertations and just 6 Soviet dissertations on the Russian Orthodox Church. Since 1991 then an analogous
search yields 117 American dissertations and 779 Russian dissertations. Those data are derived from an online
search of Proquest (for U.S. dissertations) and the Russian State Library (for Soviet and Russian dissertations).
The numbers here are only approximate (specific tallies vary somewhat depending on the indicators and criteria
used), but reflect the phenomenal upsurge after 1991.

% For a detailed review of the more “objective” scholarship in recent scholarship, see: E.B. Xonakoscknuii,
«I[epeBHHHOC HEPKOBHOC 30A4E€CTBO PyCCKOFO CeBepa B OTCUCCTBCHHOM HMCKYCCTBO3HAHWU Hadajia XXI Beka»
Becmuux Canxm-Ilemep6ypackozo ynueepcumema, Hckyccmsosedenue, 2021, Ned, c. 696-714; E.B.
XonakoBckui, [epesannasn yeprosnas apxumexmypa pycckozo cegepa XIX-nauana XX 6. Jlemonuco
xpamocmpoumenvcmea (Cankt-IletepOypr: Usnarensckuit nom «Koso», 2020), 15-26.

5 In 1869, for example, the territory of the average parish varied considerably in the three northern provinces
examined here: 2,684.2 sq. versts in Arkhangel’sk diocese, compared to 496.3 square versts in Vologda diocese
and 523.8 sq. versts in Olonets diocese. That same year the average number of parishioners also varied, but less
dramatically: 1,102.1 in Arkhangel’sk diocese, 1,380.8 in Vologda diocese, and 1,160.2 in Olonets diocese.
Poccwuiickuii rocyapcTBEHHBIN HcTOprueckuil apxuB [nanee: PTUA], ¢. 804, on. 1, p. 1, x. 18, . 17.
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Substantively, the dissertation emphasizes the architectural style and structure of the
churches, but also pays attention to its interior and décor, thereby producing a multi-
dimensional perspective on the churches that continued to be built from the mid-1830s
onward.

The research is truly impressive. It includes substantial use of unpublished materials
from the main Church and state fondy at the Russian State Historical Archive (St.
Petersburg), the Russian State Archive of Ancient Documents (Moscow), five oblast archives
(in Arkhangel’sk, Vologda, Murmansk, Novgorod, and Petrozavodsk), and several
manuscript collections (Russian Academy of Sciences and Russian Institute of Ethnography
in St. Petersburg; State Historical Museum and the Shchesev State Museum of Architecture
in Moscow). Given the fact that so many wooden churches are no longer extant (not only
because of Soviet antireligious policy, but also because of natural weathering, fire,
renovation, and rural depopulation), archival records provide a crucial source for
reconstructing how wooden churches once appeared.® In addition, the research included the
standard legal collections: ITonnoe cobpanue 3akoHoB Poccuiickoii Mmnepun (coopanus 1-3)
and Csop 3akoHoB Poccniickoit Mmmepuu (multiple editions).” Some use is also made of the
voluminous diocesan gazettes (enapxuanvusie sedomocmu), which began to appear from the
1860s and which often included historical materials in the supplement (/Ipu6asnenus) that
accompanied each issue. Particularly impressive is the extensive field work, which enabled
first-hand visits to 104 churches (p. 7); the in situ visits enabled not only first-hand inspection
but also resulted in a huge collection of illustrations (119 of which appear as an appendix to
the text). In short, the dissertation is a rich mine of information that can lay the groundwork
for future research.

The dissertation offers several important theses (summarized on pp. 23-24). First,
north Russian wooden churches 1800-1917 represent an important, positive stage in the
development and diversification of church construction. That flourishing followed the hiatus
of 1800-1835 (from Paul’s 1800 ban on the construction of wooden churches to its annulment
in 1835), but also occurred in spite of state regulation (with exemplary models—o6pas3itoBsie
yeprexxu—and bureaucratic reviews of construction plans). As this dissertation demonstrates,
one should not exaggerate the impact of administrative control, as the mind-boggling
diversity of the new churches attests. Significantly, as shown here, the construction of 1835-
1917 continued the earlier traditions of wooden church architecture, but also admitted the

6 The high rate of loss for wooden churches is not unique to Russia: even in Norway only 3% of the wooden
churches have survived from medieval times to the present. E.\VV. Khodakovsky, “Introduction” in: Historic
Wooden Architecture in Europe and Russia: Evidence, Study and Restoration, eds. E. Khodakovsky and S.
Lexhau (Basel: Birkhduser, 2016), 12.

7 The dissertation does cite the single Synodal volume of published resolutions from the 19" century—the
collection of resolutions for 1825-1835: I1oinoe cobpanue nocmanosnenuti u pacnopsaxiceHuii no 6e00Mcmey
npasociasrozo ucnogeoanus Poccuiickou umnepuu. [lapcmeosanue I'ocyoaps Umnepamopa Huxonas 1, 1 Tom
(Ietporpan: Tunorpadus 1-it [lerp. Tpymosoit Aprenu, 1915). For policy antedating Paul’s decree in 1800,
historians can make a systematic study of Synodal decisions for the entire eighteenth century, which were
published in a total of 18 volumes: IToanoe cobpanue nocmanosnenuil u pachopsxicenuii RO 6e00MCmey
npagociasno2o ucnoseoanus Poccuiickoti umnepuu, 10 tt. (Cankr-IlerepOypr: CuHomambHas THIOTpadwus,
1869-1915); Ioanoe cobpatue nOCMAaHOBIEHUL U PACIOPAICEHUTL O 8e0OMCMEY NPABOCIABHO20 UCNOBEOAHUS
Poccuiickoii umnepuu. Llapcmeoganue I'ocydapwinu umnepampuywt Enucasemut [lemposnsi, 41T, (CI1b:
CunopnaneHas Tunorpadus, 1899-1912); Iloanoe cobpanue nocmanoeieHull u pacnopsiiceHuli no 6e00MCmsy
npagociagHo2o ucnogedanus Poccuiickou umnepuu. Llapcmeoganue cocydapeinu umnepampuyvl Examepunol
smopoti, 3 1. (CIIb: Cunopanenas tunorpadust; Tunorpadus Lltada Ota. Kopmyca IMorp. Crpaxu, 1910-
1915); Ilonnoe cobpanue nocmanogieHull u pacnopsdiCeHuil O 6e00MCMEY NPABOCIAGHO20 UCROBEOAHUsL
Poccuiickoii umnepuu. Llapcmeosanue 2ocyoaps Iasna Ilepsozo (Iletporpan: Tunorpadus M.I1. @pososoi,
1915). Valuable too is the very detailed summary descriptions of the Synodal archive, but unfortunately most of
the volumes cover only the first half of the eighteenth century: Onucanue doxymenmos u den, xpansawuxcs 6
apxuse Cs. IIpae. Cunooa, 31 tt. (CIIB: Cunopanbhas tunorpadus, 1869-1916).
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changes that give a unique “identity” (uoenmuunocms) to the new era of wood churches. The
dissertation highlights the originality and contributions by peasant master craftsmen and
emphasizes their productive collaboration with professional and amateur architects. In short,
contrary to previous scholarship, which tended to denigrate the significance of wooden
church architecture in late imperial Russia, this dissertation presents a systematic evidence of
its high quality and ties to a rich tradition.

It is important to consider the broader implications of these findings. Above all, it
demonstrates the strength of the parish, especially the laity, in late Imperial Russia: despite
exemplary models and bureaucratic oversight, parish preference determined the architecture
and interior form of new and reconstructed churches. That power was partly rooted in the
traditional economy: the local community, not the institutional Church or the state, bore the
burden of construction costs—which inevitably validated parishioner prerogative. Parish
power was not new; it had prevailed before the gradual bureaucratization of the Church in the
Synodal period. However, the principle of parish power gained new impetus from the mid-
nineteenth century, when central Church authorities—Ilike their peers in the Western
churches—embraced the strategy of lay empowerment as a tool to mobilize believers and
combat disbelief and indifference. In the Russian case, that strategy was central to the
ecclesiastical reforms of the 1860s, especially the parish statute of 1864 establishing the
noneuyntenbcTBo (originally called “mpuxonckoii coser”)® to institutionalize and mobilize
parish power, with the specific responsibility for the local church building (along with the
tasks of supporting parish schools and local clergy). Parish assertiveness steadily gained
momentum in the following decades, as the laity sought to reclaim its earlier control over the
appointment of clergy and over the use of parish finances.® Significantly, those latter
demands—control over parish finances and appointment of clergy—dominated the “parish
question” from the 1860s to 1917. It is indeed worth noting that the parish’s authority over
the church itself was uncontested: this issue does not even appear in the discourse about the
“parish question” or at the Church Sobor of 1917-1918.1° It is therefore not surprising that,
regardless of exemplary models, civilian architects, and state regulations, it was parish
preference—“ancestral memory” (p. 148)—that prevailed in the construction and renovation
of their local church. Accordingly, individual parishes made changes as they saw fit,
especially with respect to space and the need to accommodate larger memberships resulting
from natural demographic growth. By extension all this suggests why the Bolshevik
campaign to confiscate church valuables and parish buildings provoked such fierce
resistance: the Bolshevik antireligious campaign directly violated the parish’s proprietary
claim. In the most literal sense, the parish church belonged not to the Church or clergy, but to
the parishioners themselves.

The dissertation confirms, moreover, that wooden churches were clearly the preferred
option for parishioners in the village. Despite the durability of stone buildings, these entailed
not only higher construction costs, but also other problems, especially the procurement of
materials and availability of qualified masons. While stone had understandably become
mandatory in cities (given the threat of contagious fire and large-scale destruction), that was
beyond the means of many rural parishes, especially those in remote areas with small flocks.

8 Freeze, Parish Clergy, 252-254.

% G.L. Freeze, “All Power to the Parish? The Problem and Politics of Church Reform in Late Imperial Russia,”
in: Social Identities in Revolutionary Russia, ed. Madhavan K. Palat (London: Macmillan, 2001), 174-208; A.J1.
Bernos, «IIpaBocnaBuslii npuxoz Poccuiickoit umnepun Ha pyoeske XIX-XX BB.: cocTosiHHE, TUCKyCHH,
pedopmMbDy, nokTOpcK. aucce. (Mocksa, 2019).

10 The question of parish church architecture does not emerge, significantly, in the section devoted to the “parish
question” at the Sobor in 1917-1918. See: bernos, A.JL., pen. Jokymenmol césujenro2o cobopa npasociasHoll
poccutickoti yepxeu 1917-1918 20008. T. 14: Ilpomoxoawt 3acedanuti u mamepuanvt Omoena o brazoycmpoeruu
npuxoda (Mocksa: U3a-so HoBocnacckoro monacThips, 2016).
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Interestingly, at the empire-wide level, the proportion of new churches that were wooden
rather than stone significantly increased: from 44.9% in 1844 (96 of 214 new churches) to
66.6% in 1914 (269 of 404 new churches).* As the annual reports from the chief procurator!?
for sample years (1850, 1860, 1870, 1888, 1888, 1900, and 1914) in these northern dioceses
show, most new churches were wooden: 85.1% in Arkhangel’sk diocese (23 of 27 churches)
and 80.4% in Olonetsk diocese (37 of 46), with a much lower proportion of 23.1% (6 of 26)
being reported only in Vologda diocese.*® The construction of less expensive wooden
churches helped the Church to cope, at least partly, with the enormous demographic growth
of imperial Russia, where the official number of believers jumped from 44.7 million (1843)
to 98.4 million (1914).1* Although the Church actively increased the number of religious
buildings (including parish churches), the population growth outstripped the construction,
with the result that the average number of parishioners per parish church in the empire
steadily rose: from 1,565.9 (1843) to 2,414.1 (1914). As the following table shows, the
average number of parishioners in the three dioceses examined here increased as well, but
remained at a much slower level, especially in the case of Arkhangel’sk diocese.’®

Average Number of Parishioners per Parish

Year Diocese Empire
Arkhangel’sk Vologda Olonetsk

1843 1,078.3 1,207.4 1,088.3 1,565.9

1914 1,100.3 2,196.9 1,500.3 2,414.1

«HW3Bneyenue u3 otuera... 3a 1844 ron.» (CI1b: Cunonanbuas tunorpadus, 1845), npunoxenue, c. 10-13, 27-
29; «Bcenmonmanueimuit otyet... 3a 1914 rogy (Ilerporpan: CunoxanbHas Tunorpadus, 1916), npuinoxenue,
c. 6-9, 26-27.

The intensive construction of wooden churches (cheaper, easier access to materials
and craftsmen) was therefore of major importance. First, it served to mitigate the impact of
the explosive demographic growth in Imperial Russia in the 19" and early 20™" centuries:

11 During those same years the proportion of newly constructed church in the three northern dioceses
(Arkhangel’sk, Vologda, and Olonetsk) increased from 25% (2 of 8) to 83% (10 of 12) during those same years.
W3Bneuenne u3 otuera obep-npokypopa Cesreiimero Cunona 3a 1844 rog (Canxt-IlerepOypr: CunonansHas
tunorpadus, 1845), npunoxenue, c. 22-24; Beenoamanneiumii otuet ooep-npokypopa Cesreiimero Cunona
0 BEJIOMCTBY IpaBociaBHOro ucroenanus 3a 1914 rog» (CITb: Cunonanbuas tunorpadus, 1916),
mpuioxenue, c. 8-10.

12 «M3Bneuenue U3 OTUETA 110 BEIOMCTBY JyXOBHBIX JIEJ IPABOCIABHOTO MCTIOBEIaHus 34 ... roa» (CIIB:
CunonaneHas tunorpadus, 1837-1863); «3BnedeHne U3 BeenonanHenmero oTyera ooep-npokypopa Cs.
CHHO/Ia IO BEIOMCTBY NPABOCIABHOTO UCToBeaHus 3a ... roa» (CIIb: CunonaneHas Tunorpadus, 1866-
1884); «Bcenomnanneiimmii otaet 06ep-npokypopa Cesreiitmero CHHOIA IO BEJOMCTBY [TPABOCIABHOTO
ucrosenanust 3a ... rog» (CIIb: Cunonanbhast Tumorpadus, 1886-1915).

13 JlanHble B MPUIIOKEHUAX K OTYETAM 00ep-TIpoKypopa: M3BieueHue us otuera obep-npokypopa Cesreiiliero
Cunona 3a 1844 rox (Cankr-IletepOypr: CunonanbHas tunorpadust, 1845), npunoxenue, c. 22-24
«W3Biieuenne U3 BeenoAnanneiinero orueray 3a 1860 rox, 3a 1870 rox; Beenogmanneiimmii oruer. .. 3a 1881
rox, 3a 1888 rox, 3a 1900 rox, u 3a 1914 rox.

14 N3pneuenue u3 Beenopnanneiimero otdera 3a 1844 rox (CIIb: CunonansHas tunorpadus, 1845), c. 9-19,
28-29; «Bcemopnanneiimuii otaer» 3a 1914 rox (Ilerporpan: Cunonanshas tunorpadus, 1916 r.), c. 38. For
other years see: U. [IpeobpaxeHckui, «OTe4eCTBEHHAs LIEPKOBB IO CTATUCTUYECKUM AaHHBIM ¢1840-41 mo
1890-1891 rr.» (CIIb: Tunorpadus 2. Apuroisaa, 1897), c. 38.

15 To be sure, one must beware of the “temporal unilinear fallacy”: trends were not inexorable and did not form
a straight line, but proved susceptible to considerable oscillation (like that, for example, caused by the 1869-
1884 attempt to merge small parishes into larger units). For an overview of the policy and the problems that it
caused and that led to its repeal in 1884, see: G.L. Freeze, Parish Clergy in Nineteenth-Century Russia: Crisis,
Reform, Counter-Reform (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1983), 315-319, 363-383, 417-33 . For a
statistical summary, see IpeoGpaskenckuii, Omeuecmeennas, 17-19.
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despite that increase, the Orthodox Church was able to provide religious services to an ever
growing population. In a word, Russia was not being “de-churched”, and this helps to explain
why religious observance (measured, for example, by confession and communion rates)
remained much higher in Russia than in Western Europe, where “de-churching”—measured
by plummeting rates of observance—proceeded at a dramatic pace. Moreover, wooden
church construction also helps to explain the Church’s capacity to conduct missions against
confessional challenges (especially from the Old Belief and sectarianism) and to promote
conversion among indigenous, non-Russian populations (such as the Lapps in the Russian
North).

As important as numbers are, so too are the narratives: one can learn much from a
systematic analysis of the discourse about the traditional wooden church and why it appealed
to the laity. This doctoral dissertation offers valuable material from parish documentation,
and that is bolstered by the author’s scholarly articles providing microhistories for the
construction history of individual churches.*® One would doubtless profit not only from
further microhistorical inquiry into such texts but also from a close analysis of discourse in
the press. That is an enormous project in its own right, and this pioneering dissertation lays
the foundations for such research.

Without qualification and reservation, | recommend that this superb dissertation (E.V.
Khodakovskii, “Wooden Church Architecture of the Russian North, XIX-Early XX
Centuries”) be accepted for the doctoral degree in art history: scientific specialty: 5.10.3
Types of Art (Fine Art, Decorative and Applied Arts and Architecture).

16 E.B. Xonakosckuii 1 E.A. Memtox, «IIpeobpaskeHckas 11epkoBb B HuMeHbIe 1 1epeBIHHOE LEPKOBHOE
30q4ectBO benomopes XIX Beka,» Apxumexmyproe nacredcmeo, Boi. 59 (2013): 157-167; A.b. boap, T.B.
XKuranbuosa, E.B. XonakoBckuii, «HUMEHBICKHii TPUXO/ OHEKCKOTO ye3/1a apXaHTIeIbCKOH I'yOepHHH:
CTPOUTEJBbHCAsI UCTOPHS», YueHble 3anucKku nempo3ae00cKo2o 20Cy0apcmeenHo2o ynugepcumema, 1. 42, Ne 6,
c. 40-49; O.A. 3umuHa u E.B. XonakoBckwuii, «Ka3aHckast IepkoBb B iepeBHe bonpmas déxrenpma B
IMooHexbe: MaTepHaibl K TBOpuecko buorpaduu apxurextopa A.A. KapetHukosa», Academia. Apxumexkmypa
u cmpoumenvcmeo, 2020, Ne 2, c. 31-39; E.B. XonskoBckuii, «/IepeBsHHOE IIEPKOBHOE 304eCTBO Pycckoro
CeBepa B oTeuecTBeHHOM HcKyccTBo3HaHUU Hadana XXI B.», Becmuux Canxkm-Ilemepbypeckoeo
YHUGepcumema, cepys: uckyccrsoBeaenue, 2021, 1. 11, Boim. 4, ¢. 696-714; O.A. 3umuna, A.I'. Hockosa, E.B.
XonakoBckuil, «JlepeBsHHOE XpamMoBoe 304ecTBO Kapromoibs Bropoit Tpetr X1 X Beka: O nurutpueBckast
nepkoBb B Maroii [llanre n I'eoprueBckas epkoBb B 3aMOIIbe», Apxumexmyproe Haciedcmao, Boi. 70
(2019), c. 116-133.
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