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PROLOGUE


Christ the Saviour


The immersion ritual would fill me with dread. From the changing room, you had to edge carefully down a flight of slippery steps. Then you ducked under heavy plastic curtains, swam a few feet underwater and found yourself under the open sky. However cold it was outside, the water was the temperature of a warm bath. Such were the thick clouds of steam rising from the surface, you struggled to avoid bumping into other swimmers.


On my first visit, aged fifteen, I panicked when I lost my chaperone. Vitaly was a bespectacled professor of electrical engineering who had visited my father’s laboratory in London and was keen to repay the favour by showing me around Moscow. ‘I’ll see you inside,’ he told me at the turnstile. ‘I’ll be in a black swimming cap.’


I swam around the vast pool in the chlorinated fog for what seemed like hours; several men were wearing black rubber on their heads and there was no sign of Vitaly. Eventually, I heaved myself out and stood shivering on the side, trying to spot him. ’Get back in right now!’ shouted a lifeguard in a fur hat. ‘Are you crazy? It’s minus-fifteen degrees!’


The circular outdoor pool could accommodate 20,000 swimmers per day and at one point was four metres deep. To the left, you could see the crenelated red walls and towers of the Kremlin. If the wind was blowing in the right way, sweet smells wafted across the river from the Red October chocolate factory on the opposite bank.


I had gone to Moscow on a school trip in the late 1970s, during the ‘stagnation era’ of Leonid Brezhnev. My visit was unexpectedly extended when Viktor and Larisa, some other engineering friends of my father’s, invited me to stay in their cramped flat on the outskirts of the capital for an extra ten days. It was a formative experience. After university, in the early 1980s, I was determined to get back to Moscow and discovered that you could get a visa working as a nanny for foreign diplomats. It was the twilight of the zastoi – stagnation – period, presided over by two grey-faced, ailing leaders, Yuri Andropov and Konstantin Chernenko. Whenever I had time off, I went back to the open-air pool and practised my Russian, chatting to women in the showers. A decade later, back in Moscow in 1990 as a radio producer for the BBC, I grew addicted to pre-breakfast swims. In the dead of winter, I loved the surreal feeling of doing breaststroke in the clouds.


Not all Muscovites shared my affection for the Bassein Moskva with its rusty pipes and cracked floor tiles. They told me the place was unhygienic and contaminated with algae. No repairs were done, they said, because the Moscow authorities had other uses for such a potentially lucrative city centre site. Other friends warned me the pool attracted perverts who tried to grab your private parts underwater, their faces hidden in the steam. Some grandmothers gave it a wide berth for different reasons. They saw it as the scene of a monstrous crime and an ever-present reminder of the darkest hours in Russia’s spiritual past. The pool, with its plumes of steam dominating the nearby skyline, did indeed have an extraordinarily turbulent history. I had been splashing around under the phantom Byzantine dome of the largest church ever built in Russia. This site embodied the struggle for the nation’s soul after seven decades of state-imposed atheism.


On a crisp December morning in 1931, the Cathedral of Christ the Saviour was destroyed in a series of explosions. It took just an hour to bring down the mighty structure which had taken more than 40 years to build and was commissioned by Tsar Alexander I to immortalise Russia’s 1812 victory over Napoleon. Some believed the cathedral was cursed from the outset. It involved the demolition of the ancient Alekseevsky Convent, built in honour of Metropolitan Alexius, a prominent fourteenth-century bishop. The nuns protested for five years but were eventually forced out. Legend has it that their abbess cursed the ground on which the cathedral was built. ‘The feeling of mortal failure or perhaps even tragedy hung over the Cathedral of Christ like the sword of Damocles,’ wrote one architectural historian.1


It took half a century to build and decorate the cathedral at a cost of 15 million roubles. In comparison, Russia sold Alaska to the US in 1867 for 7 million roubles, less than half that price. Christ the Saviour was eventually consecrated as part of Alexander III’s coronation ceremony in May 1883. After the liturgy, in a tent outside the cathedral, Pyotr Tchaikovsky’s 1812 overture, specially written for the occasion, was played for the first time. Alexander, a man whose party trick was bending iron pokers, adored the bellowing brass, church bells and multiple cannon shots. To him, Tchaikovsky’s long descending scale symbolising the retreat of the invading French army followed by the hymn ‘God Save the Tsar’ was stirring and patriotic. The composer hated the piece. He confessed in a letter to his patroness that it was ‘very loud and noisy, but [without] artistic merit, because I wrote it without warmth and without love’.2


Many artists were similarly scathing about the cathedral. It was ‘ugly, bulky, and cumbersome’, sniffed one art historian.3 Alexander Herzen, the revolutionary writer, said all the churches built by the architect Konstantin Ton were ‘full of hypocrisy, anachronism, and looked like five-headed cruet stands with onion domes instead of stoppers’. Ordinary people loved it. The Ukrainian art historian Konstantin Akinsha calls it probably the most successful mass-culture project of pre-revolutionary Russia. Its colourful murals provided an encyclopaedia of the Russian Orthodox world accessible to every illiterate peasant.4


Christ the Saviour carried on as a place of worship for several years after the October Revolution, although it was barely heated in winter and some of the murals began to go mouldy with the damp. Vasily Bellavin, a bishop, was elected Patriarch of the Russian Orthodox Church in 1917. As is the custom, he changed his name, taking the moniker Tikhon. He founded the Brotherhood of the Cathedral of Christ the Saviour in order to prevent it from being closed. He wanted to ‘unite believers around this great historical monument and assist the clergy in providing for the continued spiritual evolution of Orthodox Russia’. However, its days were numbered. The Communists disliked the way the cathedral dominated the Moscow skyline – to them it was out of place in the modern age of atheism. Waves of propaganda preceded its destruction. This was ‘a poisonous mushroom on the face of Moscow’, a place where landlords and merchants, gendarmes and prostitutes gathered in ‘the old vile world of tsarist times’.


Thousands of churches were badly damaged or destroyed in the 1920s and 1930s, at the height of Stalin’s purges; but the size and prominence of Christ the Saviour gave its martyrdom a special resonance. When the decision to demolish it became public, one parishioner was moved to write a long lament which began: ‘Farewell, curator of Russian glory Magnificent Cathedral of Christ, Our gold-domed Titan. Your grandeur was plain; over Moscow your gigantic crown Burned like a sun.’ The poem circulated in handwritten form among Muscovites who still held it up as a shrine.5


The destruction began in the autumn of 1931. Specialists removed the artwork, gold, bronze, copper, mosaics of porphyry, labradorite and other precious stones. They yanked off the gold crosses from the domes with steel cables hooked to tractors. Army battalions and brigades from the Komsomol, the Communist Party youth movement, followed. A cameraman hired to film the demolition recalled paramilitary units swarming over the ‘pitiful Cathedral’ like a ‘swarm of ants’.6 An impatient Stalin ordered the engineers to use dynamite. It mattered little to him that the cathedral was situated in a densely populated area in the heart of Moscow.


Alexander Pasternak, brother of novelist Boris Pasternak, who lived across the road in Volkhonka Street, had a rude awakening on the morning of 5 December 1931. ‘Everything suddenly trembled and shook,’ he wrote in his diary, ‘as if the bed wanted to jump out from under me – it felt like an earthquake.’ Looking out of his window he saw ‘a great red-black cloud of dust, gas, and fine rubble, which covered everything like an enormous umbrella’.7


The man in charge of the demolition was Lazar Kaganovich, a close associate of Stalin who built the Moscow metro. He later used some of the cathedral’s Italian marble to decorate three of the city’s underground stations. As the smoke cleared, Kaganovich climbed on the rubble and declared: ‘Mother Russia is cast down. We have ripped away her skirts.’ Kaganovich later tried to shift the blame for the decision to Vyacheslav Molotov and others, but it is clear from his account that the decision, which was backed by Stalin, was not open to debate. The cathedral was doomed.8 It was demolished to make way for a new home for the Supreme Soviet of the USSR, supposedly a parliament but nothing more than a rubber-stamping body. With a statue of Lenin on top, the Palace of Soviets was designed to dwarf the Eiffel Tower and the Empire State Building.9 Lenin’s head was to be bigger than a five-storey house. His index finger, pointing towards a shining future, would have been six metres long.


The temple to the new secular faith was never completed. Construction came to a halt in 1941 with the German invasion of the Soviet Union. Steel used for the structure was stripped away to build tank traps and other defences.10 Even before Hitler’s troops arrived, the Palace seemed fated to be a lost cause – thanks to the soft subsoil, thousands of tons of concrete had begun slithering downhill towards the Moscow River. Engineers were brought in to help secure the foundations, but to no avail. To the faithful, the landslide seemed a form of divine retribution. Some compared the levelling of the cathedral to the crucifixion of Christ or the Bolsheviks’ murder of the Russian imperial family in 1917.11


For more than two decades, the site was reduced to a swampy hole. It became a wasteland, frequented by drunks and prostitutes. Stalin’s successor, Nikita Khrushchev, a fervent atheist, eventually covered up the unsightly spot with a massive 13,000-square-metre swimming pool. At the time of its completion in 1960, it was the largest circular pool in the world and it went into the Guinness Book of Records. Some elderly parishioners shed a tear as they walked past. Some performed a little shuffle with their feet, or spat over their shoulders, to stamp out the devil. One woman I met in the changing room in the early 1990s told me that if you half-closed your eyes, you could just make out the shimmering silhouette of the demolished cathedral hovering above the water. That reminded me of the legend of Kitezh, a medieval city in central Russia which suddenly disappeared. Just as the invading Mongols were on the cusp of seizing it, the city was submerged beneath the waters of Lake Svetloyar, where it remains to this day. According to the Kitezh Chronicle, an anonymous book written in the late-eighteenth century, only the spiritually pure can glimpse it or hear the peal of its bells.


In the late 1980s, as the system began to loosen under Mikhail Gorbachev, a network of Orthodox believers began lobbying to rebuild Christ the Saviour. They met in the workshop of a sculptor, Vladimir Mokrousov, who produced an architectural replica of the cathedral from an old engraving. His model was briefly on display as part of an architectural competition in the Manezh exhibition hall near the Kremlin, although the jury denounced it as ‘demagogic’ and had it removed. Undeterred, the enthusiasts set up a community. They called it an Obshchina, a religious association of twenty or more people – under a Stalin-era law, that was the minimum number needed to lease a church building. It was headed by Vladimir Soloukhin, who wrote a book about travelling around Russia in the 1960s and discovering valuable icons in the unlikeliest of places. One elderly woman was using a magnificent work depicting Palm Sunday as a cover for her barrel of salted cucumbers.12 A priest, Georgy Dokukin, taught members of the Obshchina how to pray and suggested they registered a bank account for donations. Others on the board included ultranationalists, like the dissident mathematician Igor Shafarevich, who claimed that the Bolshevik revolution had been the work of an international cabal of Jews, and the composer Georgy Sviridov, who wrote the theme tune for the nightly news programme on Soviet TV.


At a meeting in a Moscow cinema, Sviridov said restoring the cathedral would reinstate ‘the human dignity of every Russian person’. The dramatic blowing up of Christ the Saviour was the theme of a film called Khram (Cathedral), shown to a select audience on the eve of the millennium celebrations in 1988 marking a thousand years since the Eastern Slavs converted to Christianity. He said he had watched with ‘terrible sorrow’ the newsreel of workmen hacking the building to pieces; it was ‘as if they were hammering nails into Christ himself’.13 On 9 November 1991, Pravda (The Truth), the official newspaper of the Communist Party, reported that ‘a well-organised column made up of an impressive number of people’ set off from Lubyanka, headquarters of the KGB secret police, making its way to the spot where Christ the Saviour Cathedral once stood. ‘Lenin, the national shame of Russia,’ read one banner. ‘We will repent,’ said another. A third declared: ‘Forgive us Russia for this disgrace that we suffered from 1917 until 19 August 1991.’


That year, 1991, was when everything changed. The August coup by a hardline faction failed to restore Communism. Gorbachev returned to the Kremlin, in office but out of power. The man of the moment was the leader of the Russian Federation, Boris Yeltsin. On 25 December the red flag bearing the hammer and sickle was lowered. The USSR was no more. A new future beckoned, but such was the speed of change, nobody knew what that would be. Yeltsin vowed to rebuild Christ the Saviour, to atone for the sins of the Soviet past. Russians would find ‘the path to social harmony, the creation of goodness, and a life in which there will be less room for sin’.14




INTRODUCTION




Under the crack of the whip, the chanting of priests, the Russian flock lived as slaves. The unity of Church and State they called it.


VLADIMIR MAYAKOVSKY, 1923





Father Ioann Shevchenko hitches up his cassock and puffs and wheezes as we climb the narrow winding steps. He stops on a balcony halfway up to catch his breath. ‘The soldiers dragged their mattresses up here where our choir sings,’ he tells me. ‘They slept, ate and did everything else here too, judging from the mess they left behind.’ At the top of the bell tower, he shows me where Russian snipers took aim at their victims.


Russia’s invasion of Ukraine reached Shevchenko’s village of Bobryk, east of the capital, Kyiv, on the morning of 5 March 2022. Minutes after the congregation filed out of the Matins service, two Grad rockets smashed into the Church of the Ascension, destroying the roof and blowing out the windows. Three days later, Russian troops arrived and ordered Shevchenko at gunpoint to hand over the keys to his church. After they pulled out, the bodies of six local men were found in a basement in a neighbouring village, their hands tied behind their backs. For three weeks the people of Bobryk were terrorised by shelling. Some of the younger villagers immediately enlisted in the Ukrainian army, ready to fight for their freedom.


This war, the biggest conflict in Europe since 1945, is about territory and geostrategy. Vladimir Putin’s rule has been based in grievance and a yearning to restore what he believes to be Russia’s great power status. Time and again, he complained of NATO encroachment and Western political and cultural interference in his backyard. Barack Obama’s dismissal of Russia as ‘a regional power’ enraged him. He sees himself as a twenty-first-century Peter the Great, ruling over Slav peoples united by a common language and a common faith. ‘Russia is not fighting for land,’ says Mykhailo Podolyak, adviser to Ukraine’s president Volodymyr Zelensky. ‘It is fighting for its right to live in the past.’ Crucially, this war is also about religion. Putin was determined to punish Ukraine for carving its own path.


In his mission, the President has an important partner – one who shares his first name. Vladimir Gundyaev, better known as Patriarch Kirill, is head of the Russian Orthodox Church. He is a wily and ruthless politician in his own right. This book is about two men and their mutual dependency. Theirs is a marriage of convenience; one theologian describes it as ‘the alliance between the missile and the incense burner’.1 Putin found in the Church a spiritual outlet for long-held resentments and an intellectual underpinning for his expansionist foreign policy. Kirill, like his forebears, sought political patronage and access to wealth. An abusive co-dependency between church and state has perpetuated itself over the centuries. It is a toxin inside Russian society. I am devoting much of this book to history to show how this poison has worked in the past and how it has re-emerged in the present.


Few heads of state spend their summer holidays poring over history books, as Putin did in July 2021. Yet he took the time to write a 5,000-word essay entitled ‘On the Historical Unity of Russians and Ukrainians’. Published eight months before the full-scale invasion, it harks back to a tenth-century homeland in which Kyiv was ‘the mother of Russian cities’, the place where pagan Eastern Slavs embraced Orthodox Christianity. Ukraine, he believes, is an artificial creation of the Bolsheviks, a patchwork of territories which belonged either to the mediaeval Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth or to Russia. When the Soviet Union fell apart and Ukraine gained independence, Russia was ‘robbed’ of people, land and co-religionists. In recent years, he contends, ‘Ukraine was drawn into a dangerous geopolitical game. It would not be an exaggeration to say that the path of forced assimilation, the formation of an ethnically pure Ukrainian state, aggressive towards Russia, is comparable in its consequences to the use of weapons of mass destruction against us.’


In talks with President George W. Bush at a 2008 NATO summit, Putin scoffed that Ukraine was ‘not even a country’. After annexing Crimea in March 2014, he described the peninsula as the ‘spiritual source’ of the Russian state which had ‘invaluable civilisational and even sacred importance for Russia’. On 21 February 2022, three days after sending in the tanks, Putin called Ukraine ‘an inalienable part of our own history, culture and spiritual space’.


Bobryk, like 12,000 other parishes in Ukraine, belonged to the Ukrainian Orthodox Church, a branch of its Russian counterpart since the seventeenth century. After the Kremlin launched its so-called ‘Special Military Operation’, neither Shevchenko nor his parishioners wanted anything to do with a church which answers to Moscow. They joined a rival ecclesiastical body, the Orthodox Church of Ukraine. The two churches have confusingly similar names and follow the same rituals, but they are poles apart. One is now associated with Kremlin propaganda, the other with a sovereign country seeking closer ties with Europe and the West.


The Moscow-linked church was previously the only official branch of Orthodox Christianity in Ukraine. Around 12 per cent of the world’s Christians are Orthodox. There are two major branches – the Eastern Orthodox, who are largely centred in the Balkans and Eastern Europe, and a smaller branch of Oriental Orthodox based in Ethiopia and Eritrea. Many national churches are autocephalous, in other words, governed by a patriarch and his bishops. After seven decades of relentless persecution, the Eastern Orthodox Church was resurgent following the collapse of the Soviet Union. Once they had gained their independence in 1991, many Ukrainians demanded spiritual autonomy from Moscow. Infighting between rival independent churches delayed the process, but finally, in 2018, two churches in Kyiv merged to form the Orthodox Church of Ukraine. The Patriarch of Constantinople, Bartholomew I, gave it official status the following year. Although the Orthodox have no Pope, the Constantinople Patriarch, based in today’s Istanbul, is the closest equivalent. Much to Moscow’s chagrin, the Patriarch of Constantinople, also known as the Ecumenical Patriarch, is traditionally primus inter pares – first among equals and senior among all Orthodox bishops. At a ceremony in Istanbul on 5 January 2019, Bartholomew signed what is known as a tomos, a decree of independence, opening up the biggest rift in Christianity for centuries. Ukraine’s former president, Petro Poroshenko, who had flown to Turkey for the occasion, was glowing throughout the liturgy. He had long been advocating for a self-governing Church as part of his push back against Russia. He thanked Bartholomew ‘for the courage to make this historic decision’.


Humiliatingly for both Putin and Kirill, the baptismal font of their revered ancient Rus – the first East Slavic state – was located in a country which wanted no more to do with them. Ukraine’s newly independent church was a slap in the face to both president and patriarch and became a casus belli. Kirill’s Church, the biggest and the richest in the Orthodox world, stood to lose at least a fifth of its 150 million members, thousands of parishes and several hundred churches and monasteries.


At the start of the 2022 war, instead of calling for peace, Kirill branded Russia’s opponents in Ukraine ‘evil forces’. He suggested the invasion was part of a ‘metaphysical’ struggle against immoral Western values. Since then, his rhetoric has grown ever more bellicose. Many Christians, Orthodox and of other denominations, found his stance hard to fathom. Yet that was to misread him. The war gave the Patriarch a chance to reassert his authority in a post-Soviet world as he championed the twin causes of Orthodox unity and Russian imperialism.


As more and more young Russian men were sent to the front as cannon fodder, Kirill told them not to fear death on the battlefield because ‘sacrifice in the course of carrying out your military duty washes away all sins’. One sermon he delivered in September 2022 echoed the Middle Ages when Europeans, waging a holy war, captured Jerusalem from the Fatimid Caliphate and slaughtered thousands of Muslims and Jews. At the start of the First Crusade in 1095, Pope Urban II had stated that those taking the cross and joining the expedition to the Holy City would receive absolution from their sins.


Ten months into the current Russo–Ukraine war, the rector of the Moscow university that trains diplomats, Father Igor Fomin, stated: ‘Rulers have the right to punish, to cut off short earthly destinies and to let a person realise their mistakes even through such a terrible event as taking a life.’ He was speaking on a TV channel owned by the Moscow Patriarchate – the office and headquarters of the Russian Orthodox Church. Standing in a bombed-out city in eastern Ukraine, he invoked the Old Testament Book of Deuteronomy in which God instructs the Israelites to destroy the nations living in the land of Canaan. The message was clear: Ukrainians must be sent ‘into oblivion’.2 The university priest distributed military prayer books to the soldiers. They were decorated with crosses and Kalashnikovs and inscribed with the words: ‘Grant the Supreme Commander-in-Chief Vladimir, the courageous Archistratigus and God-loving Ruler of Russia, Victory.’ Archistratigus is an ecclesiastical name for the Archangel Michael, the head of an army of angels: not the way most would describe Putin.


Russia is notionally a secular state. However, at the request of Kirill, the constitution was amended early in 2020 to include the word God. Christianity, Islam, Judaism and Buddhism are listed as the four ‘traditional’ religions, though it stresses the ‘special role’ of Orthodox Christianity in Russia’s history and in the ‘formation and development of its spirituality and culture’. Yet, just as the Church amasses ever-more powers, there are fewer churchgoers. According to Interior Ministry figures, fewer than one in twenty people regularly attend a service.
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To understand Putin and his patriarch, you have to understand the past – the repression, the bombast, the myths. Many contemporary themes can be traced back to different eras of Russia’s history. This book is broadly chronological, moving from the pagan to the mediaeval, and to the imperial and communist eras. I have alighted upon characters who have presided over bloodshed and upheaval, and the (all too few) eras of peace and enlightenment. Russian history has both enthralled and appalled me ever since I first set foot in the country during Soviet times. My job making radio and TV documentaries for the BBC has taken me on adventures from the frozen wastes of the Yamal Peninsula to the beaches of Crimea, and from the Bering Sea to the Baltic coast. I have come to know many countries which once made up the Soviet empire, from Turkmenistan, with its North Korean-style dictatorship, to Estonia, now famous for its digital democracy. I have been intrigued by the nature of power as exercised from the Kremlin, and its relationship with ideology and faith. I have also been fascinated by Orthodoxy itself. Although I do not subscribe to any religion, I have delighted in the singing of the liturgy as voices of the choir float in the air above the congregation. I love the otherworldly beauty of Russia’s churches and monasteries. Across the vast, sometimes monotonous landscape, spires and cupolas often provide the only relief for the eye. Alexander Solzhenitsyn wrote about them in his Journeys Along the Oka:




They rise over ridge and hillside, descending towards wide rivers like red and white princesses, towering above the thatch and wooden huts of everyday life with their slender, ornate steeples. From far away they greet each other; from distant, unseen villages they rise towards the same sky. Wherever you may wander, over field or pasture, many miles from any homestead, you are never alone: above the wall of trees, above the hayricks, even above the very curve of the earth itself, the dome of a belfry is always beckoning to you.3





Beyond the granite-faced clerics preaching obedience, chastity and self-denial, Russian Orthodox traditions are rich, complex and diverse. They draw on pagan rituals connected to the landscape and changing seasons. It is a truly broad church with space for Old Believers and Holy Fools, intellectuals and charlatans, sadists and saints, totalitarian leaders and opportunistic statesmen. I differentiate between a self-serving hierarchy and the priests, monks and nuns who genuinely care for their flock. Many have often shown me kindness and inspired me. The leaders of the Church have not always lacked moral fibre or independence of mind. Metropolitan Philip denounced Ivan the Terrible’s crimes and was strangled for it. Three and a half centuries later, Patriarch Tikhon excommunicated the Bolsheviks for attacking believers and was thrown into prison. Soviet-era priests and lay believers have refused to be intimidated, often paying with their lives. More recently, Alexei Navalny, Putin’s most dangerous opponent, spoke in the tradition of Russia’s great Christian dissidents, quoting the gospels to resist autocracy. ‘Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be satisfied,’ he said during one of his courtroom trials before his murder in an Arctic prison in February 2024.


The kernel of an idea for this book began many years ago, when I met Father Christopher Hill, a down-to-earth Mancunian with a penchant for beer and black humour. He converted to Orthodoxy as a student when his university sent him to the city of Voronezh in Russia’s central belt, and he began attending church services which initially struck him as ‘a form of mystical theatre’. Serving at the altar and watching experienced priests, he began to feel the intricacies and the rituals, the rubrics or liturgical directions of the Church, which go back to the early Byzantine era. ‘It’s more complex than the Roman Catholic Church,’ he told me, ‘but it’s like driving a car. Changing gears seems mind-bendingly difficult until you get used to it.’


I first visited Hill, his Russian wife Yelena and their three children in their flat in the south of Moscow for a 2001 radio series on Brits doing different jobs in Russia. His youngest son, Grisha, did his best to wreck the recording by crawling around the floor, singing the theme tune from Bob the Builder at the top of his voice. Hill serves in the busy Moscow parish of St Catherine’s and has been chaplain at the City Hospice No 1 for almost three decades. His church friends include priests involved in outreach work like Father Alexei Uminsky, who established the first children’s hospice and whose parish ran a charity for the homeless.


The compassion of individuals, however, is overwhelmed by the intolerance of those exercising power. Pussy Riot’s protest in the Cathedral of Christ the Saviour was the most visible manifestation of that. There are countless smaller examples. Alexei Bushmakov, a lawyer from the Urals defending a young man facing a prison sentence for playing Pokémon Go in a Yekaterinburg church, predicted that by 2030 ‘Russia will be like mediaeval Spain, where the Inquisition persecuted heretics. It’s terrifying to think what will happen if people are deprived of the right to choose what to believe and what not to believe in.’ Colourful language, perhaps, but the concerns are real. While making a documentary on domestic abuse, I saw how the Church was not interested in protecting vulnerable people. In opposing a bill which sought to bring in restraining orders against violent partners, Kirill argued that ‘any intrusion into family matters from outside carries significant negative consequences’. On interviewing a woman whose husband cut off her hands with an axe and the mother of a woman stabbed 57 times by her policeman husband, I was struck by the curious form of moral guidance in the Patriarch’s assertion that ‘we must protect the family first’.


I have called this book The Baton and The Cross to underline the role of the Church in enforcing obedience and tightening repression. Could it have been different? In the early nineties, despite the turbulence, I, like many, was driven by optimism for Russia’s future. I often wonder if I was naïve or whether history could have taken a different turn had the Church leadership encouraged change and shown heartfelt repentance. By the middle of that decade, with the war in Chechnya and the rigged election for Yeltsin’s second term, much of the hope had evaporated. Then, on New Year’s Eve on millennium night, came Putin. A decade later, as Russia grew steadily darker, Kirill bound himself to Putin’s mission and his fate. For its preservation and for the benefit of its leaders, the Church put itself at the right hand of power, as it has done for much of Russia’s past millennium.




PART ONE


PAST




1. OLGA AND VLADIMIR – A CONVERT AND HER GRANDSON




In the typical Russian, two elements are always in opposition – the primitive natural paganism of boundless Russia, and an Orthodox asceticism received from Byzantium, a reaching out towards the other world.


NIKOLAI BERDYAEV, THE ORIGINS OF RUSSIAN COMMUNISM





Passengers who arrive by plane in the western Russian city of Pskov may not be aware that in June 2019 the airport was renamed in honour of a bloodthirsty Viking princess. The rebranding of the two-storey concrete building, a former military base, was described as ‘a great historical awakening’ by officials and the local bishop. Olga, also called Olha or Helga in the Scandinavian tongue of her ancestors, born in a nearby village around AD 890, is now feted as the true precursor of the Christian faith among the Eastern Slavs.


Olga was the wife of Prince Igor, a Norseman and one of the first great leaders of the medieval state called Kievan Rus. Rus derives from the old Norse word roa, which means to row. Over time, these formidable oarsmen, the Rus, assimilated with the indigenous population. They set off from eastern Sweden, travelling up the Neva River, where they acquired furs and slaves from the Slavs, Finnic and other tribes of the north before transporting their cargo along waterways to the south and then across the Black Sea to markets in Byzantium and the Arab caliphates.


Kievan Rus came into existence in the ninth century and was based around present-day Kyiv. Long before the rise of Moscow in the 1100s, it was the heart of Slav religion and culture. According to early chronicles, Finnic and East Slavic tribes were constantly fighting each other and incapable of self-rule. So, in 862 they invited Rurik and his fellow Scandinavian warriors to come to the city of Novgorod and impose order on the political chaos. His successor, Oleg, moved the seat of power to Kyiv in 882 and extended his domain south towards the Byzantine Empire. At its greatest extent, Kievan Rus ruled an area stretching from the White Sea in the north to the Black Sea in the south, and from the headwaters of the Vistula in the west to the Taman Peninsula in the east. The modern nations of Belarus, Russia and Ukraine all have Kievan Rus as their cultural ancestors.


Despite frequent trade with different Christian nations, Rus was officially pagan. Then one woman changed the status quo; a woman who is now venerated in churches, town squares and monasteries across the Orthodox world, even if she remains a figure of relative obscurity in Western churches.


Grand Princess Olga’s path to sainthood was strewn with corpses. After her husband Igor was murdered by a rebellious forest tribe called the Drevlians, she took her revenge. Before Igor’s body was cold, the head of the tribe, Prince Mal, put himself forward as Olga’s new husband. Unimpressed, she buried and burned some of his emissaries alive. Then she hosted a funeral banquet for her husband and invited the Drevlian soldiers to join her at the table. Once the guests were drunk on mead, she ordered her troops to slit their throats – all 5,000 of them.


The scene is described in The Tale of Bygone Years. Also known as The Primary Chronicle, it is a detailed account of the early history of the Eastern Slavs and was compiled by three generations of Kyivan monks, using Byzantine texts, Slavonic literary sources and oral sagas. The Chronicle makes for a racy read, even if many details are hard to corroborate and often seem exaggerated for the sake of storytelling. Olga’s final act of retribution was to burn down all of the thatched houses of the Drevlian capital, using her airborne troops – thousands of pigeons and sparrows who had rags soaked with sulphur attached to their legs.


Her tactics have won subsequent admirers. In his book on the art of public relations, Vladimir Medinsky, a culture minister under Putin, said her ‘cleverness and cunning’ should make her a top influencer and ‘a Russian feminist icon’.1


Olga is better known, however, for another trip she made, thirteen years later, in 957, to Constantinople. It was here, accompanied by a large diplomatic delegation, that she embraced Christianity.


The religion had already been introduced into Kievan Rus by two monks from the Byzantine Empire in the ninth century. Saint Cyril and Saint Methodius’ translation of parts of the Bible into the Old Church Slavonic language paved the way for the Christianisation of the Slavs. It is also the basis of the Russian language: Cyrillic, denoting the alphabet, is derived from Cyril, the name of one of the missionary monks.


Olga sought a grand baptism in the Patriarchal See. Emperor Constantine VII received her in one of his palaces embellished with gilded domes. She presented the emperor with gifts of sable, ermine and Drevlian slaves. Entranced, he invited her to become his second wife, but she was an expert in dodging unwanted suitors. She found a diplomatic way to refuse him by tricking him into becoming her godfather. Once she was christened, she took the name of his first wife Helena (Elena) and reminded him that according to Christian teaching a godfather cannot marry a godchild. The lovestruck old emperor had been outfoxed. Upon her return to Kyiv, Olga prayed fastidiously. The Tale of Bygone Years says she ‘shone like the moon by night and was radiant among the infidels like a pearl in the mire, since the people were soiled, and not yet purified of their sin by holy baptism’. But she failed to impose her newfound religion on her subjects. She could not even persuade her son, Svyatoslav, to become a Christian. He feared his fellow soldiers would mock him. The task of converting the whole nation fell to her grandson.


In 988, thirty years after Olga’s own conversion, Vladimir (Volodymyr to Ukrainians), now Grand Prince of Kyiv, introduced Christianity across his realm. Before that he kept 800 concubines and worshipped the god of thunder, Perun, also venerated by the Scandinavians. Why did he abandon his pagan beliefs, follow his grandmother’s lead and choose the Eastern Orthodox Church? According to The Primary Chronicle, he was visited by the followers of four religions: Islam, Judaism, Catholicism and Greek Christianity. Then he sent out envoys on fact-finding missions. He was tempted by the Muslim Bulgars’ promise of beautiful maidens in paradise but disgusted by the ban on alcohol. ‘Drinking is the joy of all Rus – we cannot exist without it,’ he said. Judaism was also rejected because he suspected that if the Jews had lost their homeland in Jerusalem, they might be forsaken by God. Latin Christianity failed to inspire him; in the gloomy churches of the Germans his emissaries saw no beauty. He was more impressed by his envoys’ description of the candlelit Orthodox liturgy they had attended in the great Cathedral of Hagia Sophia in Constantinople. ‘We knew not whether we were in heaven or on earth,’ they told him, ‘for surely there is no such splendour or beauty anywhere on earth. We only know that God dwells there among men.’


Vladimir needed a way of uniting his people – the Slavonic, Finnic and Lithuanian tribes living in territories his family had conquered – under one rule and one monotheistic faith. He ordered that a wooden statue of his former idol, Perun, be bound to a horse’s tail, dragged along a stream and cast into the Dnipro River. Twelve men beat it with sticks as it slithered downhill. Everyone in the city was ordered to come for baptism in the Dnipro the following morning. Anyone who did not comply would be counted as the ruler’s personal enemy.


A nineteenth-century painting by Klavdiy Lebedev depicts the mass baptism in lurid colours: Vladimir and his bride on the sandy bank as their subjects stand beneath them in the turquoise waters, some up to their armpits, others to their necks, women clutching small children in their arms. Looking towards the east, they were told to immerse themselves three times, once in the name of the Father, once in the name of the Son and finally in the name of the Holy Spirit. Vladimir is said to have lifted his eyes to heaven and extended his arms over the people, praying, ‘O God, who has created heaven, earth, sea and all that is in them! Look down upon these thy new men and cause them to know Thee who are the true God, even as other Christian nations do.’


To this day, all Orthodox and Greek Catholic churches of the region regard the Kyiv baptismal font as their birthplace. Vladimir, or Volodymyr, is hailed as the founder of the Christian faith in Kievan Rus. In Putin’s Russia, he has become an object of veneration – the binder of church and state. But the Ukrainian historian Yaroslav Hrytsak points out that ‘calling Rus a nation state is like calling a wooden abacus the first computer’. He adds that fighting over claims to the legacy of Rus makes no more sense than debates over ‘whether the Carolingian Empire was French or German’.2


Vladimir also had economic motives for his adoption of the faith. He needed to cement ties with his most valuable trading partner, the Byzantine Empire. Merchants loaded their boats with furs, wax, timber and slaves obtained in the north and on the Eurasian steppe. Then they sailed in convoys along rivers and across the Black Sea to Constantinople. As another friendly gesture, he pledged 7,000 warriors to put down a revolt against the Byzantine Emperor, Basil II. In return, Basil was supposed to give Vladimir the hand of his 26-year-old sister, Anna Porphyrogenita. She was horrified. Rather than marry a heathen prince, she said, ‘it would be better to stay here and die’. Basil tried to back out of the deal, which prompted Vladimir to lay siege to the Byzantine town of Chersonesos in Crimea, near the modern city of Sevastopol.3


Anna was forced to consent to the match. Her brother told her that if the wedding could help to bring all the pagans of Kievan Rus to repentance, it was a worthy sacrifice. Vladimir replied that he would accept baptism, telling the emperor: ‘I have already given some study to your religion and the Greek faith and rituals … and it has pleased me well.’ The Tale of Bygone Years does not dwell on Vladimir’s political motives but recounts how, in the spring of 988, accompanied by chanting priests carrying icons and crosses, the Grand Prince and his new wife made the return journey to Kyiv. The marriage ceremony and Vladimir’s baptism took place in Chersonesos, in a temple whose basilica and baptismal font hold the same importance for Rus as Jerusalem does for the entire Christian world. After the annexation of Crimea, Putin’s most trusted monk, Metropolitan Tikhon Shevkunov, was given the job of turning the site into an archaeological theme park with a museum of Christianity, souvenir shops, cafes and large car park. The reconstruction is being carried out by the Ministry of Defence.


Early Church history is vitally connected to Putin’s war in Ukraine. Both the president and the Russian Orthodox Church claim ownership of the nation’s foundation, but Kievan Rus is, inconveniently for them, located in a different and sovereign country. One would have little sense of that from the way senior clerics from the Moscow Patriarchate present the mass baptism of 988 in Kyiv. In a recent television film,4 Metropolitan Hilarion of Volokolamsk, a bishop close to the Patriarch, delivers a piece to camera on the same bank of the river. ‘A new Christian people was born in these waters,’ he tells viewers, his golden cross bouncing on his chest as he strides along. ‘A new civilisation began its existence, which united the peoples of Great Russia, Little Russia and White Russia thanks to the common faith of the One Church.’


As the February 2022 invasion showed, Putin views Ukraine as ‘Little Russia’, not an independent country. Ukrainians argue Volodymyr the Great is their legendary hero and that his successor is their Volodymyr, Zelensky. A statue of the Kyivan prince, built in 1853, towers over the Dnipro. After the full-scale invasion, it was surrounded by scaffolding and wrapped in canvas to protect it from Russian missiles. Early on in his rule, Putin saw the political potential of his own adoption of Vladimir. In 2006, on the eve of the Defenders of the Fatherland Day, came Vladimir the cartoon. Lavishly funded, Prince Vladimir tells a romanticised version of the country’s shift from paganism and polytheism to monotheism. Like Disney’s adaptation of the Book of Exodus, The Prince of Egypt, it did exceptionally well at the Russian box office.5


After his annexation of Crimea in 2014, Putin erected an even bigger statue of his early Christian namesake in Moscow, which was just a patch of empty marshland in the tenth century when Vladimir was on his throne in Kyiv. Putin was determined to portray the Grand Prince as a key figure in a unified Russian state (including Ukraine), which ‘unites different peoples, languages, cultures and religions into one big family’, as he put it at the unveiling ceremony. The Russian Vladimir the Great stands just outside the Kremlin, eighteen metres high. It was supposed to be even taller until UNESCO intervened.


Vladimir is used to provide an imprimatur to Putin’s land grab in Ukraine. Nikolai Svanidze, a historian and member of the President’s self-proclaimed Human Rights Council, declared: ‘Prince Vladimir was baptised in Crimea and Putin returned Crimea to Russia – this parallel should enhance the president’s standing in the eyes of his contemporaries and descendants, as well as bless Crimea’s merger with Russia.’6
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When Vladimir died in 1015, a power struggle broke out between his sons. The eldest, Sviatopolk the Accursed, murdered two of his younger brothers because he wanted to snatch their lands. But he was eventually defeated by another of Vladimir’s sons, who ruled from 1019 until his death in 1054 and was known as Yaroslav the Wise. Yaroslav presided over the golden age of Rus and built the magnificent Saint Sophia Cathedral in the centre of Kyiv, with a library and a school attached where he encouraged the translation of Greek texts into Church Slavonic. Modern Russian shares some vocabulary and grammar with the Church Slavonic, an early version of Bulgarian, as it was spoken from the ninth to the eleventh century. Essentially it is a Southern Slavic language, closer to Serbian, while modern Ukrainian is a Central Slavic language, which has more in common with Belarusian and Polish. Yaroslav also compiled a book of laws which, among other things, established primogeniture in the hope of avoiding future fratricide. The Pravda Yaroslava, or Justice of Yaroslav, became the basis for the legal code of Kievan Rus and future Rus principalities during the times of feudal division.


All these achievements took place during a period of great spiritual turmoil. Less than a century after Rus converted from paganism, and in the very year that Yaroslav died, the Christian world split apart. The Great Schism of 1054 divided Christianity into two competing branches, one in the west, based in Rome, and the other in the east, based in Byzantium. The city at the mouth of the Bosphorus was renamed Constantinople in AD 330 after Emperor Constantine – the first Roman emperor to embrace Christianity. His conversion began earlier, on a battlefield near Rome, when according to his biographer Eusebius, Constantine and his forces saw a cross of light in the sky, along with the Greek words for ‘In this sign, thou shalt conquer’.


The breakup of the Roman Empire was one of the main causes of the Great Schism. It had become so large that it was ungovernable, and in 285, Emperor Diocletian divided it in two. Gradually the two halves – the Western Roman Empire and the Byzantine Empire – moved apart. Their churches conflicted on religious doctrine and used different rites. Tension built up in a series of ‘little schisms’ in the fourth, fifth and sixth centuries before the Great Schism occurred. When some churches in Constantinople began following Catholic rites instead of Eastern traditions, the city’s Ecumenical Patriarch, Michael Cerularius, closed them down. The Pope in Rome sent a delegation in April 1054 to reason with Cerularius, but he refused to meet the delegates or recognise their authority. Eventually the envoys from Rome entered the Cathedral of Hagia Sophia in the middle of a service and dumped a papal bull on the altar. It was a letter of excommunication from the Pope. Cerularius promptly burned it. At the time, few imagined how long this row would endure. Just 150 years later, the siege of Constantinople and the looting and burning of the city during the Fourth Crusade only deepened the animosity between the Eastern and Western Christians. A millennium of separation has entrenched their differences.


Almost twice as old as the Catholic–Protestant division in the west, the legacy of the Great Schism lingers. In her book on Orthodoxy, Why Angels Fall, Victoria Clark calls it ‘Europe’s oldest political faultline’7 – one that existed long before the Iron Curtain and the Warsaw Pact. Orthodox Europe stretches from the Balkans in the south to Arkhangelsk in the north, across Russia’s Ural Mountains and beyond. Everything east of this line which bisects the continent is not just the heartland of another type of Christianity, but another very different culture.


Divisions between the two turned deadly in the Yugoslav wars of the 1990s, when Catholic Croats fought Orthodox Serbs. Today, with some notable exceptions, the split between Orthodoxy and Western Christendom is reflected in the chasm between the countries inside and outside the European Union and NATO. With plenty of caveats, Clark suggests that if the West relies on reason and worldliness, the East is driven by otherworldliness and mysticism, and that the two branches of the Church are dangerously unbalanced without one another. ‘To put it baldly and at the risk of oversimplifying,’ she writes, ‘western Christendom can be said to have lost its heart, eastern Christendom its mind.’


If Eastern theology is rooted in Greek philosophy, much of Western theology is based on Roman law. The language barrier may have exacerbated the growing lack of understanding between the two. One single Latin sentence in the Nicene Creed, the profession of Christian faith adopted at the Council of Nicaea in AD 325, proved extraordinarily divisive. The row was about whether the Holy Spirit came from the Father alone or from the Father and the Son together. Catholics and Protestants give credit to both the Father and the Son, but inserting these few words – the so-called Filioque clause – into the Nicene Creed is anathema to the Eastern Orthodox. They argue there is no scriptural evidence for it and that it jeopardises the harmony of the Holy Trinity.


Many Western theologians fail to understand the Orthodox Church. There is a widespread belief that it fell behind and remained in the dark ages because it never went through a Reformation. But most Orthodox have no desire to ‘catch up’. Preserving the status quo is a sacred duty. Scientific progress and the freedom of the individual are either irrelevant or secondary. They see all the developments in Western Europe, the Renaissance, the Reformation and the Counter Reformation as deviations. In Russian the Orthodox are called Pravoslavnye – that is, Slavs belonging to the ‘right’ or ‘true’ faith. To the outsider, some sticking points between East and West seem minor, such as whether the bread used in the Eucharist should be leavened or unleavened. The Orthodox use the former and dip it into the wine – a practice condemned by the Roman Catholic Church. More importantly, Orthodox priests who do not aspire to the highest offices in the church can have wives and families, unlike their Catholic counterparts.


The two churches disagree about the order in which Jesus was followed by his disciples. According to the gospels of Matthew, Mark and Luke, Simon Peter is the leading apostle. When he recognises Jesus Christ as God’s anointed son, he is told: ‘You are Peter, and on this rock, I will build my church’. Rome is the city where Saint Peter settled, served as bishop, and was crucified by Emperor Nero. Ever since, it has been the home of the Catholic Church. But the Eastern Orthodox Church relies more on the gospel of John, which states that Peter’s brother, Andrew, was the first to identify Jesus as the Messiah and thus honours him with the name Protokletos, Greek for ‘the first called’. Since he preached in ancient Scythia along the Black Sea and further north, he became the patron saint of Russia.


The Pope in Rome claims universal supremacy over his whole church. He is the earthly father of all the world’s Catholics. By contrast, the churches that make up Eastern Orthodoxy are autocephalous, or self-governing. The highest church official in each is the patriarch, and the Ecumenical Patriarch in Constantinople, today Istanbul, has the status of ‘first among equals’.


Alongside the enduring rift between Rome and Constantinople, there are new divisions inside the Orthodox world. The Kremlin’s 2014 decision to annex Crimea and back separatists in eastern Ukraine opened a chasm between clerics in Moscow and Kyiv. For many, the establishment of the Orthodox Church of Ukraine (OCU) four years later seemed logical and inevitable. Throughout the Orthodox world, ‘one country, one church’ is an accepted premise and virtually every Orthodox majority country in the world (and indeed most countries with any Orthodox Christian minority) have their own autocephalous church. Russia’s Patriarch Kirill was livid, calling those who followed the OCU schismatics, since, in his view, the only legitimate church was the Ukrainian Orthodox Church (UOC), historically linked to the Moscow Patriarchate.


He bent the ear of Justin Welby over the issue when the Archbishop of Canterbury visited Moscow in 2017. Kirill’s office was full of Russian TV crews when Welby arrived. After the official niceties, without any prompting, the Patriarch suddenly handed a big dossier of Ukraine documents to his bemused guest. He accused Russia’s neighbour of weakening the Orthodox Brotherhood. ‘It was a furious rant’, said the journalist Michael Binyon, who was inside the room accompanying the Archbishop on his visit. ‘But once the television cameras left, he didn’t say another word about it.’ The visiting Brits assumed the diatribe was for domestic consumption. Yet later on, at a sumptuous banquet at the Danilovsky Monastery, Kirill returned to the theme, talking of ‘young hotheads’ in Ukraine who were behaving like mobs, trying to steal churches from the Moscow Patriarchate.8


Today there are seventeen autocephalous or self-governing Orthodox churches, which are recognised to varying degrees by different council members. Matters relating to faith are decided by ecumenical councils in which all member churches of Eastern Orthodoxy are supposed to participate. Decisions about whether to recognise Ukraine’s autonomous church have split the Orthodox world – even as far away as in Sub-Saharan Africa – and caused upheavals in Ukraine too, as we will see later on.




2. THE MEDIEVAL MAKING OF MUSCOVY


The Cathedral of St Michael the Archangel is one of the more sinister parts of the Kremlin. Visitors wander around a dimly lit necropolis containing the tombs of almost all of Muscovy’s rulers from the fourteenth to the seventeenth century. At the foot of the southern wall stands the oldest of them, Grand Prince of Moscow Ivan I. He erected the church in 1333 to commemorate the end of the Great Famine, which affected most of Europe.


Russian prestige and power has long been projected through churches. Ivan, who came to the throne after Russia had fallen under Mongol rule, built the Cathedral of the Assumption, the Kremlin’s first stone church, a little before St Michael the Archangel. It was completed in 1327 after less than two years, lightning speed by medieval standards. Ivan’s moniker was Kalita, Moneybags, because he collected taxes from other principalities on behalf of the Great Khan.


Two centuries of Mongol domination had begun when Genghis Khan, the founder of the Mongol Empire, sent his son Jochi in 1207 to conquer territory in what is now Siberia, Central Russia and Eastern Europe. In the winter of 1240, the invading Mongol army led by Batu Khan burned Kyiv to the ground and massacred most of the inhabitants. Kyiv was one of many cities captured and sacked; before long most of the Rus principalities had been absorbed into the Golden Horde – the state created by the Mongols on Slav lands in the mid-thirteenth century. Under the so-called Tatar-Mongol Yoke, Slavs paid tribute and had limited sovereignty. When Ivan became Prince of Moscow, after the death of his older brother Yuri, Russia’s future capital was barely on the map. It was a small trading outpost surrounded by forests in the principality of Vladimir-Suzdal.


Ivan preferred to purchase territories than win them on the battlefield. He was a good financier and administrator, not unlike Henry VII, England’s ‘accountant king’, a meticulous bookkeeper who liked to count each bag of coins.1 Instead of opposing the Tatars, Ivan collaborated with them to overcome his rivals. His now-deceased brother Yuri had already made an advantageous match, marrying the sister of the Mongol leader Uzbeg Khan. Ever the pragmatist, Ivan used these family connections to persuade his overlords to grant him the seat of Grand Prince of Vladimir. That allowed him to collect taxes from the Russian lands as a ruling prince, replacing the hated baskaks, the Mongol taxmen.


The arrangement brought Ivan great wealth and transformed the fortunes of Moscow from a modest trading post to Russia’s holy capital. Ivan had already lured the head of the Church, Metropolitan Peter, to Moscow from the city of Vladimir in 1325. It became the ecclesiastical capital of Russia long before it became the political one. ‘Moscow owes its greatness to the Khans,’ wrote Russia’s celebrated historian Nikolai Karamzin (1766–1826). He also pointed out that – like Ivan – the Church knew how to ingratiate itself with the horde rulers. This is a pattern which would be replicated down the centuries.


Villagers had to pay the Mongols a tithe – a tenth of everything they grew – either in kind or in currency – silver and furs. Merchants had to pay a percentage of capital they earned. Taxes were levied on everyone – from peasants to princes. Only the Church was exempt. The Uzbeg Khan wrote to Metropolitan Peter, confirming the tax breaks for the clergy and monastics, as well as all their servants. According to Karamzin, ‘the Tatars understood uncommonly well the elementary truth that it is possible by arms to conquer a country but impossible to hold it with the help of arms alone. They could not fail to appreciate that the Church was putting at their disposal its influence over the faithful, and in return for this it was but natural to reward the Church with privileges.’2


The Church became a focal point of Russian culture during two centuries of Mongol domination. Liturgies and festivals loomed large in everyday life: they marked the changing seasons and governed the rhythm of the year. Cattle were turned out and sprinkled with holy water by a priest on 17 April because it was St Stephen’s Day. Peasants ploughed on St George’s Day while apples had to be gathered no earlier than Transfiguration Day in August. Faith in God was so deeply rooted that the word for peasant in Russian, krestyanin, is also the word for Christian.


A strong sense of medieval Russia emerges from Andrei Tarkovsky’s 1966 epic Andrei Rublev, about the country’s celebrated icon painter. While Western Europe was embarking on the Renaissance, in Russia, the enslaved peasant class, the people known as serfs, were tied to the land of their feudal lords. Rublev is Russia’s first great artist, but there isn’t a single shot of him with a paintbrush nor any trace of his work until the final montage, when the black and white film suddenly turns into a blaze of colour. This sequence keeps a steady gaze on the icons, much as Russians do in church when they pray with their eyes open.


For believers, icons are not just small paintings of the Virgin Mary, Christ or angels and saints – they are ‘windows to the kingdom of God’. Statues, deemed ‘graven images’, are forbidden in Orthodoxy. Instead, churches are adorned with tempera paintings on wooden panels. Some are on the walls, some in special glass shrines and many more on a multi-tiered screen with three doors. Known as the iconostasis, this partition conceals the sanctuary from the congregation and marks the symbolic boundary between earthly and celestial realms. Only priests – and the tsar during his coronation – are permitted into the sanctuary. No woman, not even the tsarina, has ever been allowed behind the Royal Door, with the exception of elderly nuns in convents.3
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Humble monks have always been deeply respected by the Russian people. Even in Soviet times they carved out a place in the collective imagination. On my first ever trip to Russia, I went in search of a fourteenth-century character who became the prototype of the starets, or elder, a special figure in Russian Orthodoxy who inspired Tolstoy, Dostoevsky and many others.


On a spring morning in 1977, a few days after my visit to the swimming pool on the current site of the Cathedral of Christ the Saviour, I drove with my Russian hosts to the town of Zagorsk, north-east of Moscow. The journey took nearly two hours in their spluttering Zhiguli, but now takes half the time thanks to the arrival of Western cars and smooth tarmac. They put a flowery kerchief around my head, to make me look like a local. In Brezhnev’s time it was forbidden to take foreigners out of the city limits without permission.


Zagorsk, then named after a prominent Bolshevik, has regained its pre-Revolutionary name of Sergiyev Posad – in honour of the saint who founded a monastery on this spot in 1337. I remember gawping at the unsmiling monks who scuttled past us in long black robes and my vain attempts to capture the majesty of the Cathedral of the Assumption with my instamatic camera. The azure-blue onion domes sprinkled with gold stars seemed a world away from the monolithic grey blocks which filled so much of Moscow.


My father’s friends, Larisa and Viktor, were a modern Soviet couple. They were both engineers, party members and officially atheists, but they were respectful of the nation’s most celebrated saint – Saint Sergius of Radonezh. It was Sergius who inspired the Muscovy Prince, Dmitry Donskoy, in 1380 to conquer a seemingly invincible enemy, ending two centuries of Mongol rule. One of Russia’s best-known nineteenth-century historians, Vasily Klyuchevsky, describes Sergius as fostering ‘the moral, then political, renaissance of the Russian people’. In the depths of the Cold War, my hosts had taken me on a pilgrimage to the Trinity St Sergius Lavra, the spiritual centre of the Orthodox Church.


Although the monastery became the richest in the land, the saint himself was renowned for his ragged clothes and his humility. He spent months in the forest as a hermit, where he built a small wooden church dedicated to the Holy Trinity. Surviving on almost no food, he devoted himself to the practice of Hesychasm, named after the Greek word for tranquillity. A Hesychast attains a divine inner peace through the contemplation of God. Alone in his small cabin in the woods, Sergius was tormented by demons. He focused his thoughts on prayer until he was no longer afraid. News of this fearless monk spread far and wide. People began flocking to the monastery, hoping to be inspired by his courage.


One such visitor was the young Prince Dmitry Donskoy, who came to power when he was only nine years old and became the first prince of Muscovy to openly challenge Mongol authority. His nickname, Donskoy, alludes to his great victory against the Tatars in the Battle of Kulikovo, by the forested banks of the River Don, south of Moscow. The story goes that just before he put on his armour, he came to ask the holy man for a blessing. ‘Bravely wage war against the unbelievers, without hesitation, and you’ll be victorious,’ Sergius assured the prince.


On 8 September 1380, Prince Dmitry and 50,000 Russian warriors miraculously prevailed against 150,000 Tatar-Mongolian soldiers led by a formidable character called Mamai. The defeat of Mamai’s troops did not prevent the Tatars from setting Moscow aflame two years later; Russia was subjugated to the Horde until the late-fifteenth century. Yet the surprising victory at Kulikovo marked the first time the Slavs fought and identified themselves as a unified force. Sergius is credited with persuading the country’s medieval princes to stop their internecine fighting and focus instead on their enemies from the east. The site of the historic victory now boasts a 90-feet Orthodox cross, along with a church and museum. Every September a group of nationalists clad in chainmail and helmets re-enacts the battle.


Some historians suspect the legacy of St Sergius is being distorted to fit today’s political goals. They argue that a prince in a hurry to fight a battle would have been unlikely to visit the monastery: such a detour would have taken him a minimum of two weeks. They also point out that the earliest known short chronicle of the battle, ‘Slaughter on the Don’, contains no mention of Sergius of Radonezh. According to historian Irina Karatsuba, Sergius embodied the best of Russia, but it is ‘nonsense and political manipulation’ to make out he was ‘an obedient servant to the Russian state’.4


Linking the country’s most venerable saint to Slav unity proved irresistible for Putin when he visited Sergiyev Posad for the 700th anniversary of its founder. This took place in the summer of 2014, a time of heightened international tension. Russia had enabled proxies to invade eastern Ukraine; it had annexed Crimea, and just a day before the president’s tour of the spiritual site, Russian-controlled forces had shot down a Malaysian airliner as it flew over the Donetsk region of eastern Ukraine, killing all 298 passengers and crew. Putin called for an ‘objective investigation’ into the crash but added that ‘the state over whose territory this happened bears responsibility for this terrible tragedy’.5 Standing on a green and gold stage, next to Patriarch Kirill, he called Sergius the ‘greatest ascetic and spiritual guardian of Russia’, who had inspired the nation’s ‘patriotic, national and moral recovery’. His greatest contribution was to have built monasteries as spiritual centres and fortresses to protect Russia during ‘a difficult time of foreign intervention and internal discord’.


[image: ]


In the autumn of 2010, some curious rumours were doing the rounds in the Pskov region of north-west Russia. A blogger called Pavel Prytula claimed that Putin had banished his wife, Lyudmila Putina, to a monastery – that fail-safe method for disposing of unwanted spouses employed by Ivan the Terrible and Peter I. For two years there had been gossip about Putin’s relationship with the rhythmic gymnastics champion Alina Kabaeva, including speculation about their upcoming wedding.


A spokesman for the Pskov diocese dismissed Prytula’s claim as nonsense and the blogger’s post was swiftly deleted. The spokesman also denied a report that Kirill had appointed Putin’s wife as abbess of the Spaso-Elizarovsky Convent. ‘Secular people can’t be put in charge of monasteries,’ he snapped. ‘And Lyudmila Putina did not take monastic vows.’6 Despite that, she had often stayed there along with her friend Lyubov Sliska, a loyal member of Putin’s United Russia party. According to her own memoir, Lyudmila turned to God after a near-death experience in a car accident in her native city of Kaliningrad in the early 1990s.


Putin had already allocated 48 million roubles (roughly $1.5 million) for building works at the convent. A regional representative from the All-Russian Society for the Protection of Monuments said money from the federal budget went directly to Spaso-Elizarovsky – an uncommon arrangement, since funds are usually channelled through the diocese. Most of this was spent on accommodation for VIPs. In total 1.14 billion roubles ($18.8 million) was spent on restoring the complex.


Spaso-Elizarovsky is hardly the most impressive monastic site in the country. Originally inhabited by monks, it was founded by a local peasant named Eleazar who built a wooden church on the site in 1447. It was later fortified, but after seven decades of Soviet neglect, the monastery was in a sorry state and converted into a nunnery. So what was it about this relatively obscure place in a forest near the Estonian border that attracted Russia’s First Lady? You have to go back at least five centuries for the answer, to its mid-sixteenth century abbot, Filofei of Pskov. He is famous for promoting the notion of Russia as a unique civilisation. According to the Third Rome prophecy, the first Rome lost its prominence for various geopolitical reasons and, in Filofei’s mind, it was fatally contaminated by the ‘heresy’ of Catholicism. The Second Rome was in Byzantium, modern-day Istanbul. It became the new epicentre of the Roman Empire in AD 330 when Constantine, the first Roman emperor to convert to Christianity, made the ancient Greek colony his capital. He called it a New Rome. Later, in his honour, this port city on the eastern Mediterranean was renamed Constantinople and it endured for more than 1,100 years as the centre of the Byzantine world. This Christian city of immense wealth and magnificent architecture would also lose its stature – and its religious control over Orthodox believers in Rus.


Until the fifteenth century the Slavs had relied on the patriarch of Constantinople to choose their supreme cleric. These ecclesiastical heads were usually Greeks. The arrangement was uncontentious until Isidore, one of the Byzantine-appointed metropolitans of Kyiv and all Rus, went to Italy. At that time, the Byzantine Empire was under threat of invasion from the Ottoman Turks. Desperate for military support from Western Europe, at a council in Medici Florence, the Greek clergy signed an agreement with Rome.


On his return to Moscow from the council, Isidore began lobbying to reunite the Eastern Orthodox and the Catholics. He brought Latin rite crucifixes into the Kremlin and even read a prayer for the Pope. He was arrested. This was the definitive moment when the Russian Church split away from Constantinople. Russian bishops consecrated their own metropolitan, called Jonas, in 1448 and became essentially self-governing. Five years later, Constantinople fell to the Turks and the Byzantine Empire came to an end. Many Orthodox believers thought the once-proud city had been justly punished for flirting with the Catholics and abandoning its faith. From now on it would be supplanted by ‘Holy Rus’, the last bastion of the true church in all Christendom. In his famous epistle half a century later, Abbot Filofei wrote to his monarch, Grand Prince Vasily III: ‘Observe then and take heed, O pious Prince, for all Christian realms are reduced to your realm alone. Two Romes have fallen, the third stands and a fourth there shall not be.’ Muscovy was a Third Rome, with a sacred mission to redeem humanity. Shortly after, the Metropolitan was promoted to the rank of Patriarch.


Filofei’s beliefs are much quoted by the man said to be Putin’s confessor. In 2008, Father Tikhon Shevkunov presented a documentary, The Fall of an Empire: The Lesson of Byzantium,7 which received a prime-time slot on national TV. Shevkunov argues that Byzantium was culturally and economically superior to a Europe entombed in the Dark Ages. The ‘barbarian’ West, according to him, became civilised and capitalist only by plundering Constantinople during the Fourth Crusade. ‘Byzantium’s soul, and the meaning of its existence, was Orthodoxy,’ he says. It was ‘the unblemished confession of Christianity, in which no dogmas had changed essentially for a thousand years’. The West, he adds, ‘simply could not endure such demonstrative conservatism’. Russians, he suggests, must uphold the very existence of this Holy Rus and defend their Orthodoxy from outside corruption.


Towards the end of the film, Shevkunov informs the viewer that during the Second World War, Stalin issued a personal order to reopen an institute for Byzantine studies – academic research into this topic had been banned since the Bolshevik Revolution. ‘The former seminarian, Joseph Dzhugashvili [Stalin] finally understood from whom we should be studying history.’




3. THE TYRANT AND THE POWER-CRAZY MONK


It was a curious scene. The heavily tattooed, leather-clad leader of the Night Wolves, a pro-Putin motorbike group, standing next to a black-robed priest. The cleric was armed with a small bucket of holy water. Medieval banners, nationalist emblems and the flag of Imperial Russia fluttered in the breeze over their heads. Behind them a crowd of people had come to admire a new bronze effigy of Ivan the Terrible erected in the main square of Oryol, a city 230 miles south of Moscow. He was on a horse, in battledress, grasping a sword in one hand and a cross in the other.


The sixteenth-century strongman defeated the Muslim Tatars and brought the Volga region under Orthodox control. During his reign (1547–84), Russia became an imperial power. It expanded for the first time beyond the lands occupied by Orthodox, ethnic Russians. Ivan conquered the Tatar khanate of Kazan, laying the foundations for the greatest contiguous empire on earth. Between 1500 and the Bolshevik Revolution in 1917, the Russian Empire grew at an average rate of 130 square kilometres every day.1 At the statue’s inauguration, Vadim Potomsky, the regional governor, praised Russia’s first tsar for conquering new realms while defending the country and its Orthodox faith.


In Russian he is Ivan Groznyy, which translates as awe-inspiring or formidable rather than terrible. Ivan is known for killing his own son in a fit of rage and for creating the Oprichniki, the country’s first secret police.2 In Oryol and beyond, many were horrified when plans for the statue were announced. Kirill agreed that Ivan the Terrible should not be canonised ‘because of his methods of governing’ but said that as the founder of the city he deserved the bronze tribute. The Patriarch did not mention the fact that one of his predecessors, the head of the Orthodox Church in the 1560s, was suffocated in his prison cell by one of Ivan’s henchmen. Metropolitan Philip was a rare cleric who stood up to tyranny. His bravery cost him his life.


Many have attributed Ivan’s cruelty to his difficult childhood. His father died when he was three and his mother five years later, possibly from poisoning. Ivan was kicked around like a football between rival clans of boyars, the nobles at court. Often hidden for his protection, he grew up a lonely child who buried himself in religious books. From the age of twelve, he was taken under the wing of Metropolitan Makary, the head of the Church, who instilled in him the all-important Byzantine principle of ‘symphony’ between church and state. Makary choreographed Ivan’s coronation, anointed him and put a sable-trimmed crown on his head in the Kremlin’s candlelit Cathedral of the Assumption on 16 January 1547. The middle-aged Metropolitan and sixteen-year-old Tsar sat side by side on thrones on a red-carpeted dais to symbolise the unity of spiritual and secular power. The Byzantine pageantry and a sense of foreboding are powerfully captured in Sergei Eisenstein’s cinematic masterpiece Ivan the Terrible, accompanied by Sergei Prokofiev’s solemn musical score.


Tsar Ivan IV, to give him his formal title, was the first to refer to his country as ‘Holy Rus’, and early on he showed some signs of humility. After his coronation he married Anastasia Romanovna; the newlyweds made a penitential 40-mile pilgrimage to the Trinity Monastery, according to the Russian historian Sergey Solovyov ‘the whole way on foot despite the bitter cold’.3 The young Tsar wrote poetry and music and even composed a liturgical hymn, ‘Stichiron No. 1 in Honour of St. Peter’. A recording released in 1988, marking the millennium of Christianity, was the first ever Soviet-produced CD – perhaps an early piece of reputation laundering. Today’s apologists for Ivan say his crimes have been exaggerated and prefer to highlight his patriotism and contributions to the Church.


Around sixty monasteries were founded during Ivan’s reign and scores of saints were canonised. The best-known monument of his reign is St Basil’s Cathedral, close to the Kremlin, built to commemorate his victory over the Khanate of Kazan in 1552. Its multicoloured onion domes have made it a global symbol of Russia, but it was named after a man who roamed around Moscow half-naked in all weathers. Blessed Basil, credited with predicting fires and curing the blind, was a yurodivy, a Fool for Christ. Such men, known for their apparent, yet holy, insanity and religious zeal, were thought to possess supernatural powers. They inspired awe in nobles and peasants alike, and Ivan was no exception.


The Russia of the 1560s was reeling from famine, Tatar invasions, sea blockades and an unsuccessful attempt to secure a Baltic coastline for the Empire. One of Ivan’s closest friends and advisors, Prince Andrei Kurbsky, defected to the neighbouring Lithuanian kingdom. Already resentful of the boyars who had mistreated him as a child, the Tsar grew increasingly paranoid. The death of Anastasia two years later may have pushed him over the edge. He suspected his wife had been secretly poisoned, just like his mother. Blaming traitors in the aristocracy and the clergy, Ivan left Moscow for his country residence. From there he wrote to the court to announce his abdication. Fearful of chaos, boyar envoys begged him to return to the throne. The Tsar agreed but demanded the right to condemn and execute traitors and confiscate their estates without interference from the boyar council or the Church.


Like avenging angels of the apocalypse, Ivan’s 6,000-strong Oprichniki committed acts of pathological cruelty. They rode with dogs’ heads and broomsticks attached to their horses’ saddles – which symbolised their determination to bite their master’s enemies and clean up the country. The rampages spread terror, including a five-week massacre in the city of Novgorod. About a third of the population were killed because Ivan believed the citizens there were too attached to sacrilegious European values and wanted to come under the rule of the Polish king. Ivan saw his henchmen as a monastic brotherhood, serving God with weapons and military deeds. In an exchange of letters with his former friend, Prince Kurbsky, he argued that the violence was ordained from on high. Citing Romans 13: 3–4, Ivan wrote that a tsar ‘beareth not the sword in vain’ but is ‘an avenger who unleashes God’s wrath on the wrongdoer’.


Ivan’s religiosity increased with age – as did his cruelty. In later years, to beg God for forgiveness, he kept a book called the Synodicon of the Disgraced, commemorating the people he had killed and tortured personally over a lifetime. The book was sent to monasteries and churches along with generous donations. Ivan was known to repent during church services, weeping and bowing so low that he made bruises and bloody marks on his forehead. However, immediately after the end of the service, he would often return to torture, which he carried out with the same zeal as his prayers.4


Ivan would punish clergy for a lack of piety. Novgorod’s archbishop was sewn up in a bearskin and hunted to death by a pack of hounds. Metropolitan Makary’s successor survived for two years before fleeing to a monastery. The next metropolitan lasted two days. His replacement, Metropolitan Philip II, showed unflinching courage when he urged Ivan to stop the killings. ‘The stones under your feet will cry out if the living refrain from accusing you and judging you,’ he told the Tsar. ‘It is my duty to tell you this by the will of God, even if death awaits me for doing so.’
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