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To all my Russian friends



OCCULT RUSSIA
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“In Occult Russia, Christopher McIntosh, master historian of the 
esoteric, presents a panoramic view of a Russia few people in the West know about or even suspect exists. From its very beginnings, Russia has been a nation of magic, mysticism, and profound spirituality, and its people the bearers of a deep inner life. For most Westerners, Russia means either the dark days of the Soviet Union or the more recent tumultuous times following the USSR’s collapse. But long before Lenin reached the Finland Station, a heady brew of pagan, Christian, and occult beliefs—and not Marx—informed Russia’s turbulent, apocalyptic heritage. ‘Occult,’ we know, means hidden, and in this painstakingly researched and finely written work, Christopher McIntosh brings this hidden side of Russian history, too long kept in the shadows, into the light.”

GARY LACHMAN, AUTHOR OF 
THE RETURN OF HOLY RUSSIA

“Insightful, meticulously researched, and timely in so many ways, Occult Russia 
is a passionate journey to the heart and soul of Russia. Christopher McIntosh, 
author of many groundbreaking books, masterly uncovers the ‘hidden history’ of the vast northern land, introducing an amazing cast of dramatic and colorful characters, from shamans to commissars, artists to conspirators, mystics to messiahs This book may hold the key to understanding Winston Churchill’s observation, Russia is ‘a riddle, wrapped in a mystery, inside an enigma.’ You’ll not find a more fascinating or wonderfully written study of occult Russia and the powerful spiritual energies emanating from that enigmatic nation. I heartily recommend this book.”

DAVID P. JONES,
NEW DAWN MAGAZINE

“This book of marvels might easily have been called The Spirit of Russia, or The Spirit in Russia, for that is its true trajectory. Christopher McIntosh wants to show us an unknown country with an immensely varied culture based on spiritual awareness of God or divine powers in humankind and in the natural world that brings us life. We cross the threshold from nature to super-nature with remarkable ease with the assistance of the uniquely Russian sensibility. It is enormously helpful to see this range of knowledge brought to bear with such vivid focus on a single country. That country is today one of the most controversial in the world. We hear much about Russia—or think we do. What we do not hear, and what I fear the prevailing mentality of our dominant news media does not want us to hear—you will find beautifully and simply expressed in this vital book. If ‘occult’ is taken in its true meaning of ‘something hidden,’ this book is indeed about an occulted Russia, hidden from the eyes of the West, which has so much to learn from it. This is a vital, engaging, always surprising text for anyone who wants to understand this massive neighbor of East and West, and who has the courage to build on the courage of those who have, against the odds, worked and suffered and died to maintain and promote spiritual consciousness in Russia. Christopher’s book also shows where spirituality can be harnessed to some rather unspiritual objectives. We see the beauty, and the warts, but all in all: a must-read. Occult Russia is sober, informed, provocative, clear, and important.”

TOBIAS CHURTON, 
BRITAIN’S LEADING SCHOLAR OF 
WESTERN ESOTERICISM AND 
AUTHOR DECONSTRUCTING GURDJIEFF: 
BIOGRAPHY OF A SPIRITUAL 
MAGICIAN

“Occult Russia is a study of the mystical, artistic, and neo-pagan ideals that are transforming Russia. This book is lively and urbane because Christopher McIntosh is deeply informed about the inspiring contemporary scene in the post-Soviet era. Many believe a huge spiritual revival is happening. Deliciously detailed, he describes a building wave of enchantment, exciting magic, and mystery that is awakening deep in the Russian soul. People inspired by Tolstoy’s ideals—pacifism, vegetarianism, and the use of potent folk medicine for vibrant health—are moving back to the land to live in communities. American New Age readers will be amazed to see that current Russian idealism is very much like their own! This book is a gem for anyone who has found deep richness in Russian culture and wonders what is going on now since the fall of communism. Thoroughly entertaining, informative, and deeply meaningful—a page-turner!”

BARBARA HAND 
CLOW, AUTHOR OF AWAKENING 
THE PLANETARY MIND 
AND THE 
PLEIADIAN AGENDA: A NEW 
COSMOLOGY FOR THE AGE OF 
LIGHT

“Occult Russia is a superb introduction to hidden aspects of Russian spiritual life, full of striking reflections and themes. To explore the richness of Russian spirituality, you can’t do better than this book.”

ARTHUR VERSLUIS, 
AUTHOR OF THE SECRET HISTORY 
OF WESTERN SEXUAL 
MYSTICISM AND SACRED EARTH
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A Note on Transliteration

Most Cyrillic letters can be fairly simply transliterated one-to-one into the Roman alphabet, but some require two or more Roman letters. For example the Cyrillic letters e and ë are commonly transliterated as 
“ye” and “yo” respectively. Some Cyrillic letters have a soft and a hard form, and there are words that have two different meanings depending on whether a letter is soft or hard. In certain cases I use a diacritical apostrophe to indicate the soft sign—thus t’. However, complete consistency is virtually impossible to achieve, and certain incorrect transliterations have become the accepted norm. For example, the name of the Russian medieval hero who defeated the Teutonic Knights is almost invariably spelt in Roman letters as Alexander Nevsky, although Nyevsky would be correct. In such cases I have opted for the commonly used form.
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Russia’s Mystical Quest

Upon hearing the word “Russia,” you may think of military parades in Red Square, the war in Ukraine, the annexation of Crimea, gangsters, internet hackers, assassinations of journalists, and imprisonment of opposition politicians. This book is not about those things but about a different Russia that is invisible to many people in the west—namely, the inner Russia, the Russia of mysticism, myth, magic, the esoteric, and the spiritual. The time is ripe for an investigation of Russia from this perspective. Like a vast river, long ice-bound, the spiritual force deep in the Russian soul is moving again. In the wake of the collapse of communism, the Russian people are seeking new—or often old— ways of giving meaning to their lives. This search has given rise both to a revival of ancient spiritual traditions and to a plethora of new movements, cults, sects, -isms, and -ologies, most of which would have been banned in the Soviet era. Out of this ferment exciting things are emerging, and the intention of this book is to make them known to western readers and to attempt to uncover the deeper significance that I believe underlies these developments.

The German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche wrote the following about Russia in his book Beyond Good and Evil:

The strength to will, and to will something for a long time, is somewhat stronger already in Germany . . . considerably stronger in England, Spain and Corsica . . . but strongest and most astonishing of all in that gigantic empire-in-between, where Europe as it were flows back into Asia, namely in Russia.1 

I imagine Nietzsche would say much the same about the Russia of today, and he might go on to say that, in comparison, the peoples of the western world have essentially lost their vital will, as is shown in countless ways: the dominance of a global capitalism that wants to turn the world into the image of a suburban shopping mall full of docile consumers, the loss of pride in one’s nation and local community, the erosion of tradition and inherited values, the betrayal of beauty in the arts and architecture, the falling birth rates, the decline of religion and the failure to put anything meaningful in its place, the dumbing down of the language we use, the banality of most public debate. He might add that, in addition to losing our vital will, we have lost the strength to dream—to imagine a better and more beautiful world—and that we have largely forgotten how to celebrate the realm of myth, symbol, mystery, and magic, except perhaps by escaping into computer games or fantasy films or the works of J. K. Rowling or J. R. R. Tolkien.

In a word, we are suffering from what the German sociologist Max Weber called 
“disenchantment” (Entzauberung, literally “removing the magic”). Weber used this much-quoted word in a lecture that he gave in 1917, which was published two years later as a booklet. He speaks of disenchantment as the price we pay for rationality, scientific thinking, and progress. As he recognizes, something precious gets lost in this process, and he mentions an observation of Tolstoy: that for us in the modern world, death is deprived of any real meaning on account of the notion of continual progress. We die with the sense of something perpetually unfinished, whereas the ancients could, if they lived long enough, die with a feeling of satisfaction, of having drunk fully of life and completed their own cycle within the greater cycles of the universe.

After disenchantment comes a longing for “re-enchantment,” which has become a buzzword since around the beginning of the twenty-first century with the appearance of numerous books calling for or describing a re-enchantment of the world, of art, of nature, of politics, of everyday life—in fact, of everything under the sun. Of course there are numerous ways that enchantment can be found in the West, ranging from institutional religion to the world of esoteric and neo-pagan groups and from Disneyland to fantasy fiction and films. But the condition of disenchantment remains a salient feature of modern western society.

Here we can take a leaf out of the Russian book. In Russia the quality of enchantment is still vital and is present in multiple facets of Russian life including religion, art, literature, politics, and much else. One aspect of this is a millenarian view—the expectation of a coming New Age—which crops up again and again in Russian history.

The Soviet Union collapsed in 1991 almost at the end of the second millennium. But a further significant event came at the start of the new millennium. As the chimes of the great Kremlin clock announced the beginning of the year 2000, Vladimir Putin was taking over from Boris Yeltsin as acting president of the Russian Federation. These things might appear to have been mere coincidence, but not if you believe that nations are destined to pass through a cycle—a rise, fall, and final golden age—and that these phases are accompanied by signs and portents in the world. This way of thinking, which goes right back to the book of Revelation or Apocalypse in the New Testament, is deeply woven into the religious history of Russia and partly accounts for the temporary success of Marxism with its doctrine that history moves in a preordained sequence, leading finally to pure communism.

Some people might say that what we are dealing with here is merely myth, but myths can drive history in undeniable ways. I would argue that nations, like certain people, can consciously or unconsciously act out the script of an epic drama. Think of how the lives of leading figures in history repeatedly follow a certain pattern that closely corresponds to the great heroic epics of literature. The leader emerges in response to a crisis and gathers a following; there ensues a struggle, initial failure, and often exile or imprisonment; then the hero returns, rallies the followers, and finally triumphs. This pattern is seen in the lives of many national heroes, such as King Robert the Bruce of Scotland, Simon Bolivar, Mao Tse Tung, and the Russian medieval hero Alexander Nevsky, Prince of Novgorod, who lived for a period in exile before returning to win his famous battle on the ice against the Teutonic Knights, so dramatically portrayed in Eisenstein’s 1938 film Alexander Nevsky.

Similarly, there are certain patterns on the collective level of the tribe or the nation that mirror apocalyptic prophecies. One particularly influential prophetic tradition goes back to the twelfth-century Calabrian monk Joachim of Fiore, who spoke of history unfolding in three ages, corresponding to the three persons of the Trinity: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Thus Joachim set out a threefold historical process that proved to have a lasting appeal and has reappeared repeatedly in different guises. Over time this Joachite scenario became mingled with other prophetic traditions such as those stemming from the Sybilline books, a set of Greek prophetic writings that were kept in Rome from the fifth century BCE. Norman Cohn, in his book The Pursuit of the Millennium, describes how such prophecies could mobilize vast numbers of people in medieval Europe, unleashing rebellions, crusades, and bizarre movements like the flagellants, who would pour into a city and stand in the marketplace flogging themselves for hours on end in order to purge themselves for the coming of the Third Age, which they believed to be imminent.2 

Typical of the prophetic texts described by Cohn is the Pseudo-Methodius, a Christian work imitating the Sybilline books. It describes a future time of tribulation when the Christians suffer terrible persecution by the Ishmaelites. Just when the situation has become unbearable there arises a great emperor, known as the Emperor of the Last Days, who defeats the Ishmaelites and ushers in an era of peace and joy. This is temporarily interrupted when 
“the hosts of Gog and Magog break out bringing universal devastation and terror, until God sends a captain of the heavenly host who destroys them in a flash.”3  After a further interval the Emperor dies, and the reign of the Antichrist begins. He in turn is defeated and killed when Christ returns to carry out the Last Judgment. Here we have again a basic threefold scheme, if we begin with the advent of the Emperor of the Last Days: first an age of relative peace and harmony under a great leader, then the reign of an evil power (the Antichrist or the Beast of Revelation), and finally a new millennium, destruction of the evil power and salvation for the chosen.

Looking back over the past two centuries, it struck me that Russia’s recent history could be divided into these three phases: first Russia under the Tsar (the 
“Emperor of the Last Days”), then the Bolshevik reign (the Antichrist or the Beast), and finally the new Russia, born close to the millennium. I should mention, however, that a variation of the millenarian theory says that Russia is still under the reign of the Antichrist.

The Apocalyptic theme was already in the air at the beginning of the twentieth century. One of those who attached a deep significance to the new century was the prominent symbolist poet, playwright, and philosopher, Vyacheslav Ivanov (1866–1949). In an essay of 1910 entitled 
“On the Russian Idea,” he wrote:

Agrippa of Nettesheim [the sixteenth-century German polymath and occultist] taught that 1900 will be one of the great milestones in history, the beginning of a new period of universality. Hardly anyone in our present society knew about the calculations of such ancient sorcerers, but there is no doubt that, precisely on the threshold of the new astral era, sensitive souls have become aware of new tremors and vibrations in the inter-psychic field surrounding us. . . . Ideas are spreading themselves, refracted through the prism of apocalyptic eschatology The mystics of East and West agree that at this moment in time a certain torch has been handed to Russia. Will our people hold it up or drop it? This is a question on which the fate of the world will depend.4 

Ivanov, who fled Soviet Russia in 1924, might say, were he alive today, that the torch was temporarily extinguished during the communist years but is now once again alight.

Today’s spiritual quest in Russia covers an enormous spectrum. Millions are turning or returning to the Orthodox Church, and thousands of new churches are being built. At the same time, the postcommunist period has been marked by serious rifts within the Orthodox community. One such rift occurred in 2016 when a group of believers broke away from the main church on account of a meeting in Cuba between the Pope and the Moscow Patriarch Kirill and a resulting joint declaration, which the group considered heretical. Members of the break-away movement call themselves NonMentioners (Nyepominayushchie) because they refuse to mention Kirill’s name during their services. An even more serious rift happened in 2018 when a community of Orthodox Churches in Ukraine was recognized as independent from Moscow by the Patriarchate of Constantinople, causing the Moscow Patriarchate to sever connections with Constantinople (as Istanbul is still referred to by the Orthodox).

As for alternative forms of spirituality, many people are turning to doctrines such as Theosophy, Anthroposophy, and the teachings of Nikolai and Helena Roerich. Another group is turning back to the pre-Christian gods of Russia or to shamanism, often of the variety practiced by the urban intelligentsia. Meanwhile the indigenous pagan communities such as the Mari and the various shamanic peoples of Siberia are enjoying a new lease of life. In Russia the shamanic and pagan traditions have long existed side by side with the Orthodox religion—if not always in peaceful coexistence, at least in a modus vivendi that the Russians call dvoeverie (dual faith). And this, I believe, offers a positive way forward both in Russia and elsewhere.

I have mentioned how history can be driven by mythical motifs, and this perhaps applies particularly strongly to Russia. One useful term for such a motif is the word 
“meme,” coined by the British biologist Richard Dawkins in his 1976 book The Selfish Gene. Originally used in the biological context, it has come to mean an idea or notion that spreads like a message through a society, transmitted from per-son to person or through the media.

A phenomenon with some similarities to the meme, but operating at a deeper level, is that of the egregore, a collective thought-form on the invisible plane, created by many people focusing on the same ideas and symbols. Deriving from a Greek word meaning 
“watcher,” an egregore can take an infinite variety of forms—an angel or demon, a god or goddess, a hero or heroine, an object of special veneration, a sacred place, or a compelling narrative such as the millenarian one just mentioned. The concept of the egregore overlaps to some extent with the notion, developed by the psychologist Carl Gustav Jung, of the archetype, an inherited motif in the collective unconscious of humanity.

In exploring Russia’s mystical quest we shall find various powerful memes, egregores, and archetypes at work. The theme of the millennium is one of them. Others include the following:

Holy Russia

The notion of Holy Russia is searchingly explored by Gary Lachman in his book of that title. Deeply engrained in the Russian collective soul is the conviction that Russia has a special spiritual mission. This is reflected in the powerful mystique of the Orthodox Church and the concept of the 
“Third Rome”—the first Rome being the city on the Tiber, the second being Constantinople, and the third and final one being Moscow. All of this has given rise to an egregore of enormous vitality, which has enabled the Orthodox religion to flourish anew after the communist era.

The Warrior Hero

An early example of this figure is the semilegendary Ilya Muromets, who features in various Russian epics as well as in films, novels, and art. He is described as one of the bogatyr, a group of elite knights similar to those of King Arthur’s court. Probably a composite of various different people, he appears as a defender of Kievan Rus in the tenth century, and in later incarnations he fought the Mongols and saved the Byzantine Emperor from a monster. He eventually became a saint of the Orthodox Church. The role of the warrior hero has also been played by certain real historical figures such as Prince Alexander Nevsky, who defeated the Teutonic Knights in the thirteenth century, Tsar Peter the Great, and even Joseph Stalin.

The Never-Never Land

This motif crops up repeatedly in Russian history in various forms and under various names: Byelovodye (Land of the White Waters); Opona, the utopia of peasant folklore; and Hyperborea, the vanished promised land in the North. This egregore is still very much alive, as we shall see in chapter 2. The never-never land is also thought of as the source of an ancient wisdom tradition that has the power to transform human life if one could only access it.

The Rustic Sage

This figure is typified by Tolstoy’s character of Platon Karataev, the wise peasant who is a fellow prisoner of the hero Pierre Bezukhov in War and Peace. Tolstoy himself adopted this persona in his later years.

The Holy Fool

Alternatively “fool for Christ,” this term is applied to someone who adopts an apparently mad way of life, marked by great austerity and extreme piety. It can overlap with the concept of the starets, the independent, god-illuminated holy man or woman. It has been pointed out to me by my correspondent Dana Makaridina that there are two kinds of holy fool, namely the blazhennyi (“blessed”) and the yurodviy (“foolish”). The distinction is subtle. The former are characterized by a state of saintly bliss, whereas the latter are conspicuous by their craziness and weird, antisocial behavior. Both are associated with freedom, being unconstrained by any social norms and able to communicate directly with God. Dana Makaridina mentions a friend who has had the nickname blazhennyi since childhood because of his strange, otherworldly behavior. She writes that 
“now he is an extravagant rock musician and performance artist dealing with topics of freedom and death.”

The New Messiah

Prophets and Messiah figures have abounded in Russian history, overlapping somewhat with the starets and the fool for Christ, and they continue to appear in the present day. A typical example is the case of Sergei Anatoljewitsch Torop, an artist and jack-of-all-trades who, in 1991, proclaimed himself to be Jesus Christ returned. Adopting the name Vissarion, he founded a community called the Church of the Last Testament, gathered several thousand followers, and established an ecospiritual settlement in Siberia. At the time of writing he is in prison facing a charge of extorting money from his followers and subjecting them to emotional abuse.

The Woman Clothed with the Sun

This figure originates in a passage in chapter 12 of the book of Revelation in the New Testament. To quote the King James Bible:

And there appeared a great wonder in heaven; a woman clothed with the sun, and the moon under her feet, and upon her head a crown of twelve stars:

And she being with child cried, travailing in birth, and pained to be delivered.

And there appeared another wonder in heaven; and behold a great red dragon, having seven heads and ten horns, and seven crowns upon his heads.

And his tail drew the third part of the stars of heaven, and did cast them to the earth: and the dragon stood before the woman which was ready to be delivered, for to devour her child as soon as it was born.

And she brought forth a man child, who was to rule all nations with a rod of iron: and her child was caught up unto God, and to his throne.

And the woman fled into the wilderness, where she hath a place prepared of God, that they should feed her there a thousand two hundred and threescore days.

And there was war in heaven: Michael and his angels fought against the dragon; and the dragon fought and his angels,

And prevailed not; neither was their place found any more in heaven.

And the great dragon was cast out, that old serpent, called the Devil, and Satan, which deceiveth the whole world: he was cast out into the earth, and his angels were cast out with him.

And I heard a loud voice saying in heaven, Now is come salvation, and strength, and the kingdom of our God, and the power of his Christ: for the accuser of our brethren is cast down, which accused them before our God day and night.

This image of the woman clothed with the sun, combined with the millenarian theme, crops up repeatedly in Russian prophetic writings.

Another key factor for understanding Russia, but one which is rarely dealt with by western commentators, is the Russian language, which I was fortunate enough to study at the United Nations Language School in New York. A language is not just a means of communication but also a mode of thinking, a way of perceiving the world, and potentially a magical instrument. Each language carries its own energy, accumulated over time, which affects the user and listener in very tangible ways. For example, the deep chanting of the priests in the Orthodox liturgy would not have the same power and resonance in, say, French or Italian. The structure of the language also gives it special possibilities of expression in poetry or prose. In a chapter on this topic I attempt to convey something of the richness of Russian in terms that will be understandable to nonspeakers of the language.

A further aspect of mystical Russia that I examine is the domain of the arts—literature, painting, and the performing arts. Some discussion of this area was included in my book Beyond the North Wind, and here I explore it in greater detail.

I should emphasize that I do not turn a blind eye to some of the darker aspects of Russian religious and spiritual history, such as the periodic outbreaks of anti-Semitic and anti-Masonic hysteria and the machinations of people like the Orthodox mystic Sergey Nilus (1862–1929) who, more than anyone else, was responsible for the dissemination of the anti-Semitic forgery, the Protocols of the Elders of Zion. Nor do I attempt to deny that there are xenophobic elements in some of the Russian neopagan groups. The portrait of Russia that I present is a portrait with 
“warts and all.”

Whatever faults Russia may have, it possesses a quality of spiritual depth that is hard not to sense. One traveler who experienced it was the Austrian poet Rainer Maria Rilke, who made two trips there, in 1899 and 1900, and came to regard Russia as his spiritual homeland. Rilke described Russia as 
“that broad land in the east, the only one through which God is still connected to the earth.” He was not referring specifically to Orthodox Christianity, because he also wrote positively about the dual Christian and pagan belief dvoeverie. He went on to say that, while the western nations pursue a wasteful way of life, the Russians 
“are storing up all their energies, as though in granaries, in preparation for some new beginning not yet arrived, when the peoples of impoverished nations will leave their homelands with hungry hearts.”5 

My own perception of Russia has been through different stages. As far as I can remember, the country meant little to me until 1953, when I was nine years old and one morning at breakfast my father picked up the newspaper and remarked that Stalin had died. I may have asked who Stalin was and been told that he had been the leader of our powerful eastern ally during the Second World War. Later I absorbed the cold war propaganda. Russia came to mean the suppression of the Hungarian uprising, defectors from the West like Burgess and Maclean, Khrushchev banging his shoe on the table at the United Nations General Assembly, the Cuban missile crisis, the crushing of the Prague Spring, the persecution of dissidents. At the same time I was fascinated enough by Russia to start learning the language when I was nineteen years old, a process that I resumed in my fifties, by which time I had witnessed the advent of Gorbachev and perestroika, shortly to be followed by the breakup of the Soviet empire and the collapse of communism itself. While these tumultuous changes were going on, I visited Russia for the first time in 1991 with an American contingent of very amiable born-again Christians, whose tour group I was able to join through the facilitation of an acquaintance.

A particularly vivid memory of that trip was visiting a Russian Orthodox seminary near St. Petersburg. On entering the building I found myself transported into another world, marked by candlelit icons, the fragrance of incense, and an atmosphere of still reverence. There was a quiet dignity about the priests and seminarists moving about in the dim corridors. One of them, looking startlingly like the photographs I had seen of the wild-eyed prophet Rasputin, was a young man with long black hair and a solemn expression, dressed all in black in a sort of peasant’s tunic, trousers, and boots. We were shown to the chapel of the seminary where a service was held, and I began to understand why Madame Blavatsky, non-Christian though she was, always vehemently defended the Orthodox Church.

A striking feature of any Orthodox church is the iconostasis, a screen, crowded with icons, hiding an inner sanctuary, where the sacrament of the Eucharist is celebrated out of sight of the congregation. This element of concealment and mystery at the heart of Orthodox worship is one of the things that gives the liturgy its enormous vitality and strength. More icons are placed around the church, and members of the congregation can pray and light candles to them. The icons themselves—images depicting Christ, the Virgin Mary, the saints, or scenes from the Bible—are believed to be charged with numinous energy. Usually painted on wood, they typically have a gold leaf background and the figures are traditionally depicted in a flat, stylized manner, although a less stylized and more realistic form was introduced from the seventeenth century. For the iconographers, the making of them is a sacred act for which they prepare themselves through prayer and fasting. Certain icons are said to have appeared out of thin air, conjured forth by holy men with special powers, or just miraculously sent from heaven and found by ordinary people, sometimes in a moment of collective need. Such icons are the objects of special veneration and are considered able to perform miracles.

Orthodoxy came to Russia in the year 988 when Prince Vladimir I, ruler of Kievan Rus, converted from paganism to Byzantine Christianity and took the country with him. The religion had many qualities that suited the Russians. It spoke to their mystical and otherworldly strain, it had the warmth and emotional resonance they needed, and it provided a way of coming to terms with the suffering with which they 
were so often afflicted. By the seventeenth century it permeated every aspect of 
their lives. As Robert Massie writes in his book about the life of Peter the Great:
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Fig. I.1. The Maria Ascension Church in Astrakhan, showing the screen known as the iconostasis, concealing the inner sanctum from the congregation (See also color plate 1)
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In Peter’s time the Russian believer exhibited a piety of behavior as complicated and rigorous as his piety of belief was simple and profound. His calendar was filled with saints’ days to be observed, and with innumerable rites and fasts . . . Before sleeping with a woman, a man would remove the crucifix around her neck and cover all the icons in the room . . . Thieves on the point of theft bowed to icons and asked forgiveness and protection.6 

For such a deeply and conservatively religious people it was a profound shock when, in the late seventeenth century, after a bitter controversy, a series of reforms was introduced in the Church. One such reform was that henceforth worshippers should cross themselves with three fingers (symbolizing the Trinity) rather than with two fingers as previously done (symbolizing the dual nature of Christ). To the modern secular mind such disputes seem trivial, but to the Russian believer of that time they were matters of vital importance. The reform program was in fact seen by many as an evil of apocalyptic magnitude, and no wonder, since it happened around the year 1666—the number 666 being that of the Beast of the apocalypse. Opponents of the reforms created a splinter movement called the Old Believers (Starovery), and resisted all efforts to bring them back into the main fold of the Church. Thousands faced torture and death at the stake rather than yield, and thousands more fled to remote areas or to foreign countries. Nothing could force them to recant, and they remain a force to be reckoned with today.

At the present time, in the wake of the collapse of communism, the Orthodox religion is once again playing a central role in the life of the nation. But not everyone is happy with the current situation, and some of the initial post-perestroika religious enthusiasm is waning. Many believers oppose what they see as an increasing tendency toward a merger of state and Church, while people of other persuasions do not want Orthodox Christianity to be imposed on the population.

A striking example of a church-state initiative is the Cathedral of the Military Forces, located in Patriot Park near Moscow. The site has a special significance, being the place where the German invaders were turned back in the Second World War, and the whole complex forms a sort of shrine to the heroism of the Soviet armed forces, with a war museum and a reconstruction of the battlefield. The Cathedral itself is one of several such religious buildings in Russia commemorating military victories. It was completed in 2020, marking the seventy-fifth anniversary of Russia’s victory in the Great Patriotic War, as they call it. Built of khaki-green metal, it has six towers topped by domes of shining, gold-colored titanium. The main tower is seventy-five meters high, one meter for each year from the end of the war to the completion of the building, and its dome, resembling the helmet of Prince Alexander Nevsky, is 19.45 meters in diameter, referring to the victory year 1945. The Archangel Michael, the dragonslayer, is shown in relief on the east and west sides of the tower, symbolically defending the homeland and driving back the invader. The whole building abounds in reliefs, mosaics, and stainedglass panels depicting military scenes and heroes from various periods of Russian history, especially from the Second World War. As an architectural and engineering feat the Cathedral could qualify as one of the wonders of the world, but some believers say that it does not speak of Christianity but rather of some hybrid new cult of military victory.

The very fact that this debate can take place with such intensity is a measure of how deeply engrained is the religiosity of the Russian people. To quote Robert Massie again, 
“Russians are preeminently a pious, compassionate and humble people, accepting faith as more powerful than logic and believing that life is controlled by superhuman forces, be they spiritual, autocratic or even occult.”7 

Next to the seminary that I visited was an asylum for the mentally ill—a Dickensian place in which shabbily clad inmates with pale faces and absent expressions shuffled around in great gloomy halls. At a meeting with the doctors—all of them extremely dedicated—we were told how important it was for them to have the spiritual support of the priests from the neighboring seminary. We were also told that in Russia the insane are not looked down upon but regarded as holy, like Prince Mishkin in Dostoyevsky’s novel The Idiot. However, this view has to be qualified. In Soviet times there existed what was called 
“punitive psychiatry,” and among those who lived under the Soviet regime there is still a great fear of being seen as crazy. Many of them are afraid even to consult a psychotherapist, let alone a psychiatrist, for fear of ruining their reputation. In this respect members of the younger generation are totally different and speak openly about their mental health problems, in tune with international tendencies.

Visiting Russia reinforced my view that it has a special destiny, as many prophets have predicted. One of them, the German writer Oswald Spengler, wrote in an essay entitled 
“The Two Faces of Russia” (1922):

The bolshevism of the early years has thus had a double meaning. It has destroyed an artificial, foreign structure, leaving only itself as a remaining integral part. But beyond this, it has made the way clear for a new culture that will some day awaken between 
“Europe” and East Asia. It is more a beginning than an end.8 
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Fig I.2. A 1930s cartoon by Olaf Gulbransson, caricaturing the German historian Oswald Spengler. The woman in the background riding a bear symbolizes Spengler’s prediction that a new culture will come out of Russia. (See also color plate 2)
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Thirteen years later Spengler’s vision for Russia was illustrated in a cartoon by the artist Olaf Gulbransson, which appeared in 1935 in a literary-satirical journal originally produced in Munich under the name Simplicissimus, but by then published in exile in Prague under the title Simpl. The cartoon, entitled Melancholia, is a parody of Albrecht Dürer’s famous engraving known under the same title. In the foreground sits a melancholy Spengler, quill pen in hand, beside an even more melancholy dog and various other objects including an obstetric forceps, perhaps indicating that the New Age in Russia will have a difficult birth. In the background is an image of the New Age itself in the form of a naked young woman riding a rather complacent-looking bear, both framed in a large rising sun.

In the present world climate of renewed cold war, there are high tensions between Russia and the West. Politicians and the media eagerly seize on Russia as a scapegoat for all manner of things from an unwelcome election result to an aircraft crash. Russia is frequently described as a 
“kleptocracy,” a “criminal state,” and the like. While not wishing to idealize the country nor to deny that abuses of power happen there, as they do everywhere else, I hope to show that there is something to be learned at the spiritual level from the Russian experience. To understand this experience it is helpful to know where the country is coming from in terms of its spiritual trajectory. Therefore I begin with the 
“Silver Age” before the Revolution of 1917, an era of great spiritual quest and experiment, which was curtailed by the revolution, although many mystical and esoteric groups continued well into the Bolshevik years, as I describe. I go on to explore the postperestroika spiritual revival in its many different forms, and finally I attempt to come to certain conclusions about what the rest of the world might learn from Russia, which I suggest has much to do with the quality of enchantment.

I come back to Oswald Spengler’s prediction, illustrated in Olaf Gulbransson’s cartoon of 1935, which appeared during a troubled time. Germany had been through a military defeat, followed by the ravages of inflation and depression and then by the Nazi seizure of power in 1933. In Russia the Bolsheviks ruled. Another war was on the horizon. But Gulbransson pictured a bright future coming from the direction of Russia, symbolized by the maiden riding the bear. Between then and now there are certain parallels; the present era is also marked by conflicts, crises, and catastrophes. But the maiden riding the bear still carries a hopeful message.
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Twilight

Let us imagine that we have been transported back in time to St. Petersburg in, say, the autumn of the year 1910, in what is often called Russia’s Silver Age (c. 1890–1920), an age rather too troubled to be golden but silver on account of the rich cultural and intellectual life that flourished in those years. Stepping into a faded sepia photograph, we marvel at the breathtaking stretches of palatial buildings, their frothy facades reflected in the dreaming canals and the vast expanse of the river Neva. In the elegant Nevsky Prospect, a few motor vehicles jostle with the horse-drawn carriages and the pavements throng with shoppers, beggars, boulevardiers in top hats, and military officers in smart uniforms. Little do they know that in faraway Paris a Damoclean sword hangs over Russia in the form of a young Russian exile with a bald head and narrow eyes that give his face a look of cunning, a man whose real name is Vladimir Ilich Ulyanov, but whom the world will know as Vladimir Lenin when he returns to Russia to seize power. Meanwhile it’s business as usual in Nevsky Prospect. A short distance away, in Senate Square, stands the bronze equestrian statue of Tsar Peter the Great who, two centuries earlier, had built the city as his new capital, conjuring it out of a swamp at the cost of thousands of lives in a rehearsal of Stalin’s labor camps. Peter’s drive to modernize the country come what may marked a traumatic caesura in Russia’s history, which has left opinion still divided as to how his legacy should 
be judged. St. Petersburg became symbolic of his attempt to turn the country toward the West, but Moscow remained the unofficial capital of the old Russia and the tension between the worlds they represent has continued to the present day.

Not far away from the statue is the Winter Palace, residence of the Tsar, a reminder of the events of Bloody Sunday in 1905 when several thousand demonstrators, demanding reforms, marched toward the Palace from the outskirts of the city only to be mown down by the sabers of Cossack cavalrymen and the bullets of infantry soldiers—an event that precipitated nationwide strikes and helped to pave the way for the coming revolution. The same year saw a humiliating Russian defeat in a war against Japan. Tsarist Russia was beginning to crack at the foundations, while the Tsar himself played the Emperor of the Last Days, sitting in the Winter Palace, foreseeing much but unable to alter it.


DANCE TO A TICKING BOMB

It is a curious feature of civilizations in crisis that they are often marked by a sudden flourishing of creativity and intellectual exploration. This was the case in France around the collapse of the Second Empire and in fin de siècle Vienna, and the same phenomenon was seen in Russia in the troubled years before the First World War and the revolution. The cultural and intellectual scene at this time included an upsurge of interest in the esoteric and the occult, which was reflected in the work of a remarkable constellation of writers, artists, and thinkers.

In Nevsky Prospect we might notice a square-faced young man with a pince-nez and a pensive expression, called Pyotr Demianovich Ouspensky, later to become known as a leading exponent of the Gurdjieff teaching. He is strolling along, thinking about the fourth dimension. Noticing a passing horse-drawn vehicle, he reflects that the horse is only an atom of some 
“great horse,” just as each human being is an atom of the “Great Man,” only visible in the fourth dimension.1 

Ouspensky had come from Moscow and settled in St. Petersburg, attracted by the vibrant esoteric scene in the imperial capital. In Moscow he had worked as a newspaper journalist, but during office hours, bored by the work, he had devoured books like A. P. Sinnett’s The Occult World and Eliphas Lévi’s classic, Dogme et Rituel de la Haute Magie.2  In these books he found a new kind of truth. As he later wrote:

I had been living in a desiccated and sterilized world, with an infinite number of taboos imposed on my thought. And suddenly these strange books broke down all the walls round me and made me think and dream about things of which for a long time I had feared to think and dream. Suddenly I began to find a strange meaning in old fairy-tales; woods, rivers, mountains, became living beings; mysterious life filled the night.3 

At the corner of Nevsky Prospect and Pushkin Street was an apartment that was one of three properties owned by Ouspensky’s guru, George Ivanovich Gurdjieff, then in the early stages of building his remarkable career as a promoter of his idiosyncratic teaching, the essence of which was that most human beings are kept in a kind of sleep.4  The Gurdjieff system or 
“the Work,” as he called it, was designed to wake people up through a variety of mental and physical exercises and challenges. Gurdjieff was in fact Greco-Armenian rather than Russian, but he was an important part of the remarkable constellation of spiritual teachers and thinkers in Russia at that time. Later he was impelled by the revolution to leave the country and continue his work elsewhere.

A mile or so to the northwest of Nevsky Prospect there still stands a magnificent neoclassical apartment building on the corner of Tavrichesky and Tversky streets—all turrets, mansard roofs, pilasters, decorative stonework, and wrought iron balconies. At the corner, resembling an enormous hinge, is an imposing domed tower, which earned the building the name of the House with the Tower. In a flat on one of the upper floors lived the poet, dramatist, and philosopher Vyacheslav Ivanov who, in his magnum opus The Hellenic Religion of the Suffering God (1904), ingeniously managed to combine a celebration of the ecstatic cult of Dionysus with a profound Christian faith.*1 

Ivanov and his second wife Lydia ran a weekly salon from their aerie in the House of the Tower, which became a favorite venue for the St. Petersburg intelligentsia. After Lydia’s death in 1907 the distraught Ivanov leaned increasingly in a mystical and occult direction. Consolation came in the form of Anna Rudolfovna Mintzlova, a formidable grande dame of the esoteric scene in St. Petersburg and later in Moscow, who became Ivanov’s mentor and possibly lover. This many-faceted, multilingual and highly educated woman had, among other things, made the first complete Russian translation of Oscar Wilde’s novel, The Picture of Dorian Gray. Enthused by all things esoteric, she had attended the London Theosophical Conference of 1905 and a series of Rudolf Steiner’s lectures in Paris. She could hold forth on everything from Rosicrucianism to the mystical state of samadhi. In the words of her contemporary, the artist and poet Margarita Sabashnikova, she presented 
“a shapeless figure with an excessively large forehead . . . and bulging blue eyes, very short-sighted, which nevertheless always seemed to be looking into immense distances. Her reddish hair with a straight parting, curled in waves, was always in disarray Her most distinctive feature was her hands—white, soft, with long narrow fingers. When greeting someone she held their 
extended hand longer than usual, shaking it slightly her voice lowered almost to a whisper, as if hiding strong excitement.”5 

In 1910 Anna Mintzlova suddenly disappeared without trace. Whether she committed suicide or entered some enclosed mystical order remains to this day an unsolved mystery.6  As a transmitter of esoteric ideas, she deserves more than a footnote in the history of Russia’s mystical quest.

Three years after her disappearance Ivanov married his stepdaughter Vera, who had already borne him a son. The gatherings in the House of the Tower continued, but in 1920 Vera tragically died at the age of thirty. Ivanov moved away from St. Petersburg and a few years later left Russia altogether.

Another popular haunt of literati, artists, and esotericists in St. Petersburg was the Stray Dog Café in Michaelovsky Square, a semibasement hostelry (now reopened since 2001). Ouspensky was one of its habitués, and another person who probably went there was the poet and novelist Andrei Biely, also a member of the Tower circle. He was best known for his extraordinary novel Petersburg, which vividly evokes the feverish atmosphere of anxiety and terrorist conspiracy that characterized Russia at that time. The main character is a young man called Nikolai Apollonovich Obleukhov, who becomes involved with a group of revolutionary terrorists. He is given a time bomb and the task of placing it in the study of a prominent Tsarist official, who happens to be his father. As the time bomb ticks away, he frantically seeks distraction in foolish ways such as by attending a masked ball dressed in a red domino mask and cape. The story moves relentlessly to an unexpected and slightly comical climax. A similarly feverish atmosphere pervades Biely’s novel The Silver Dove (1909) about a murder in a prerevolutionary Russian religious cult resembling the Khlysty.

Biely was a leading exponent of the symbolist school of literature, which had originated among French poets but soon spread to fiction, visual arts, and even music. Instead of simply portraying phenomena in a literal way, the symbolists sought to use the things they portrayed as metaphors or pointers to ideas, states of mind, metaphysical concepts, or perceptions of a reality beyond the mundane. In Russia, as elsewhere, the movement proved attractive to those of an esoteric turn of mind, and Biely was no exception. Biely combined the role of spiritual seeker with the persona of a character from one of his novels. Handsome, temperamental, elegantly dressed, and a womanizer, he led a restless life, traveling widely through Europe and North Africa, attracting attention everywhere with his eccentric behavior (dancing wildly in a Berlin nightclub like some whirling dervish), on account of which he gained the nickname Yurodivii (“Holy Fool”).
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Fig. 1.1. Andrei Biely, writer and esotericist, as portrayed by Leon Bakst. Biely’s extraordinary novel Petersburg captures the feverish atmosphere of prerevolutionary Russia. (See also color plate 3)

WIKIMEDIA COMMONS

Much of Biely’s work is an attempt to give the written word a musical quality, since he believed that 
“the eternal is closest to us and most accessible in music.”7  As a boy in the 1890s he had come under the influence of the mystical philosopher Vladimir Solovyov, author of a visionary work called Short Story of the Antichrist, in which he predicted the Antichrist’s imminent coming. That figure would in due course be vanquished, the woman clothed with the sun would appear in the heavens, and Christ would descend, resurrect the dead, and reign with them for a thousand years, as predicted in the book of Revelation.8  Solovyov was therefore firmly in the Russian millenarian tradition. Biely’s belief in this prophecy is reflected in his work. Here for example is a quote from his complex 
“musical” novel The Dramatic Symphony, first published in 1901: “And the ascetic cried out along the nocturnal avenues: ‘Lo! We shall raise up against the beast the woman clothed with the sun as our sacred, snowy-silver banner!’”9 

Here again we have the ubiquitous “woman clothed with the sun” as in Gulbransson’s cartoon Melancholia, featuring a young woman riding on a bear against a rising sun, as mentioned in the Introduction.

There is something strikingly Russian in the fact that Biely was both a highly avant-garde writer and an apocalyptic visionary. Not surprisingly he became drawn to theosophy and its offshoot, anthroposophy. Theosophy was founded in 1875 by a Russian woman, Madame Helena Petrovna Blavatsky, not in Russia but in New York, and later spread to many countries and established a headquarters in India. Eventually it made its way to Madame Blavatsky’s homeland, and a St. Petersburg branch of the Theosophical Society was founded in 1908. Anthroposophy was established in 1912 by the former theosophist Rudolf Steiner and also gained a following in Russia. Biely stayed for a time in Steiner’s community at Dornach in Switzerland and helped in the construction of the first Goetheanum, a sort of anthroposophical temple, named after the poet Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, whom Steiner revered.

Biely’s works are dotted with theosophical and anthroposophical references, as in the novel Petersburg, when the main character Nikolai Apollonovich is described as 
“setting off on a distant astral journey, or sleep (which, let us note, is the same thing).”

The passage goes on: “The door opened onto the measureless immensity of the cosmos.”10 

The term “astral journey” refers to the theosophical notion of the astral body, a kind of spirit body that can leave the physical body during sleep or in a trance and move about freely. In such a state one has access to 
“the measureless immensity of the cosmos.”
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Fig. 1.2. The artist and explorer Nikolai Roerich, promoter of the Shambhala legend.
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Another person influenced by theosophy, who was also living in St. Petersburg at the time, was the painter Nikolai Roerich (1874–1947), who was also Director of the Art School run by the Society for the Encouragement of the Arts. Having undergone formal training as a painter in St. Petersburg and Paris, he had developed his own style, strongly influenced by folk art and often portraying vernacular, historical, or religious scenes, marked by bold lines, distinct patches of clear color, and an indefinably serene quality. One only has to look at his paintings to see that he regarded the artist as having a sacred mission to uplift and inspire. His work included set designs for the impresario Sergei Diaghilev, art patron, publisher, organizer of exhibitions, and creator of the famous Ballet Russe. Roerich designed, among other things, the stage set for the ballet The Rite of Spring, choreographed by Vaslav Nijinsky and featuring the music of Igor Stravinsky.

Roerich had a great respect for both ancient Slavic and Indian culture. He and his wife Helena both avidly studied the writings of Ramakrishna and Vivekananda and the classics of Indian spirituality such as the Bhagavad Gita. As Jacqueline Decter writes in her biography of the artist:

Roerich’s belief that modern man had much to learn from ancient, prehistoric man undoubtedly drew him to a fundamental tenet of Eastern philosophy—that the history of the universe is cyclical rather than linear. The Eastern concept of a 
“perennial philosophy, an ageless wisdom, revealed and re-revealed, restored, lost and again restored through the cycle of the ages” was much closer to Roerich’s vision than the relatively recent Western view of history as an everprogressing phenomenon.11 

This raises a vital point. The linear view of history, which has dominated western thinking for many centuries, has had many damaging consequences for our society. Starting as a paradigm of the monotheistic religions, which teach a continuous progression toward the Second Coming, the Last Judgment, the Earthly Paradise, or some other distant goal, this notion became transferred to secular domains such as the arts and architecture with the result that traditional notions of beauty were thrown overboard in the name of progress and modernity. This is a theme to which I shall return later in the book. I shall also return to the Roerichs on account of their journeys in the 1920s through Central Asia in search of the fabled land of Shambhala.




OEBPS/images/img_005.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_004.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781644114193_tp.jpg
BECULT RUSSIA

PAGAN, ESOTERIC, AND
MYSTICAL TRADITIONS

CHRISTOPHER McINTOSH

=

Inner Traditions

Rochester, Vermont





OEBPS/images/img_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781644114193_cvi.jpg
/ ‘C\y Y

CPAGANQ ESOTERIC &
MYSTICAL TRADITIONS

CHRISTOPHER McINTOSH





OEBPS/images/img_003.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_002.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_006.jpg





