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To Anja Fløde Bjørlo, my guide, without whom I am lost.


THE RETURN OF
HOLY RUSSIA
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“The Return of Holy Russia gives us perspectives on Russia’s spiritual history we sorely need. It helps us understand why the Putin 
administration has trouble giving up its entanglements with Ukraine, why many Russians will match their claims of ‘exceptionalism’ against America’s, why Russian thinkers reject America’s claim to worldwide moral leadership, and why transpersonal psychology is flourishing to a greater degree in Russia than it is in America where it was born. Today, as Russia and the West sink into confrontations that threaten the world with accidental nuclear war, we need the rich understanding of Russia’s culture that Lachman’s book provides.”

MICHAEL MURPHY,
COFOUNDER AND CHAIRMAN EMERITUS OF THE BOARD OF THE ESALEN 
INSTITUTE

“Gary Lachman is a writer with an elegantly readable style, a passionate interest in aspects of the world that history normally neglects, and a profound understanding of psychology. In The Return of Holy Russia he has found his ideal subject. It’s an intoxicating examination of the intense and distinctive relationship between Russian culture and religious feeling, of the kind that flowered into exotic cults and occult beliefs in the late nineteenth century, seemed to go underground during the Soviet Union, and may now be emerging again in Vladimir Putin’s authoritarian regime. I read it with delight.”

PHILIP PULLMAN,
AWARD-WINNING AUTHOR OF THE TRILOGY HIS 
DARK MATERIALS

“Russia is neither the West nor the East. It is both. And it participates in deep Christian mystical, indigenous, esoteric, and occult currents that were mostly lost or forgotten in Western Christianity and actively suppressed in secular modernity. In his new book, Gary Lachman shows us why the return of these esoteric currents via the new (and old) claim of a Holy Russia is so important, why such nationalist theologies cannot really be our answer, and why particular Russian thinkers can point us in the right direction—toward a ‘third way’ beyond pure reason and past faith toward a new or future gnosis, or knowing within, that all is good. This sounds outrageous to many a modern ear of course. Hence the importance of this book.”

JEFFREY J. KRIPAL, J. 
NEWTON RAYZOR CHAIR 
IN PHILOSOPHY AND RELIGIOUS THOUGHT 
AT RICE UNIVERSITY AND
AUTHOR OF SECRET BODY

“This book seeks to frame Putin’s own political philosophy within that of his self-declared mentors in Russia’s pre-Soviet Silver Age of the early twentieth century—and more broadly to the overarching spiritual history of Russia, neglected by mainstream historians but vital to an understanding of that country’s destiny in a post-Soviet world. The values of the Silver Age philosophers that Putin misapprehends and distorts, Lachman tells us, are the very ones the rest of the world might well adopt to ensure the future well-being of our planet.”

VICTORIA NELSON,
AUTHOR OF THE SECRET 
LIFE OF PUPPETS

“In this unprecedented and gloriously learned book, Gary Lachman explores how Russia, the indestructible nation, is in many regards the historical repository for the mystical traditions of the East and West and, as such, harbors an unforeseen destiny in our world. The Return of Holy Russia is a startlingly brave and thrilling work of historicism and political-mystical philosophy. I found it absolutely enthralling.”

MITCH HOROWITZ, PEN AWARD–WINNING 
AUTHOR OF OCCULT AMERICA 
AND THE MIRACLE CLUB

“This is Gary Lachman’s most profound work so far, and the most topical. Like his admired Colin Wilson, he can convey in one book the harvest from a hundred others. The overview of Russian history here is an example, leading up to the Silver Age when the perennial search for national identity included psychic awareness and spiritual aspiration. Major players, many of them familiar from Gary’s other works, are Blavatsky, Steiner, Ouspensky, Roerich, Rasputin, Papus, and the Christian philosophers Berdyaev and Solovyov. The surprise is that a century later, under Vladimir Putin, the philosophies and ideals of that age are being revived and actively promoted. While the leading thinkers of the West deny any meaning to the cosmos or to human history, Russia seems to have taken a philosophical turn well worthy of study and respect.”

JOSCELYN GODWIN,
AUTHOR OF THE GREATER 
AND LESSER WORLDS OF ROBERT 
FLUDD

“Gary Lachman has that rare ability of the best public intellectual, which is to redact and convey complex ideas without dumbing them down. In his new book, Lachman shows us again what he does best, pointing out the hidden significance of what most scholars have ignored. For nearly a century, Russia was largely cut-off from the rest of the Western world and consequently its spiritual heritage forms a blind spot in the minds of the reading public. What do Greek Orthodox Christianity, ideas of a Third Rome, medieval Russian paganism, 19th-century Russian Romanticism, the Silver Age at St. Petersburg’s Stray Dog Café, and Vladimir Putin have in common? Lachman not only tells us but also makes a strong case for why it’s important we should know.”

DANA SAWYER,
PROFESSOR OF RELIGION AND PHILOSOPHY AT THE MAINE 
COLLEGE OF ART AND AUTHOR OF ALDOUS 
HUXLEY

“A clear, accurate, comprehensive, and enjoyable exploration of a civilization that many know only through clichés. This may be Gary Lachman’s best book yet.”

RICHARD SMOLEY, 
AUTHOR OF A THEOLOGY OF LOVE
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“Ever seen a leaf—a leaf from a tree?”

“Yes.”

“I saw one recently—a yellow one, a little green, wilted at the edges. Blown by the wind. When I was a little boy, I used to shut my eyes in winter and imagine a green leaf, with veins on it, and the sun shining. 
. . .”

“What’s this—an allegory?”

“No; why? Not an allegory—a leaf, just a leaf. A leaf is good. Everything’s good.”

“Everything?”

“Everything. Man’s unhappy because he doesn’t know he’s happy . . . he who finds out will become happy at once, instantly ”

“When did you find out you were so happy?”

“I was walking about the room. I stopped the clock It was twenty-three minutes to three.”

FYODOR DOSTOYEVSKY,
THE DEVILS



INTRODUCTION

Welcome to the Silver Age (1890–1920)

A Time of Magic and Mysticism

In 1906 the spiritual scientist Rudolf Steiner, then head of the German branch of the Theosophical Society, gave a series of lectures to an audience of mostly Russian and German listeners in the Parisian suburb of Passy. Steiner was originally supposed to have given the lectures in Russia the year before, during a tour organized by his second wife, the Baltic Russian Marie von Sivers. The revolution of 1905 made that impossible, and the tour was canceled.

Many of the radicals who had opposed the tsar left Russia following the revolution and headed to the political-exile capital of Europe, Paris. In summer 1906, Steiner took part in the Theosophical Congress held in Paris that year, and while he and the Russians were in town, it made sense for him to give the canceled lectures there. He did, holding them at first in a private house. Steiner was so popular, however, and his audience grew so large that eventually the French Theosophists, who resented Steiner’s celebrity—he was second only to Annie Besant, the leader, in prestige within the Theosophical Society—were forced to offer him the use of a lecture hall.

Although the cofounder of Theosophy, Madame Blavatsky, was Russian, her emphasis on the Eastern sources of esoteric wisdom—and critical remarks about Christianity—put off many of her countrymen, who felt more at home with Steiner’s heavily Christianized version of Theosophy. Russia as we know it had itself come into existence when Prince Vladimir of Kiev accepted Eastern Orthodox Christianity as the official religion of his people in 989 CE. A fusion between the emerging Russian national soul and Orthodox Christianity took place then, and has remained in place ever since. And as Orthodox Christianity has a more mystical character than either Western Catholicism or Protestantism, it allowed an easier absorption of Steiner’s Christianized occult science.1

Steiner had a remarkable audience for his lectures. Among those seated were some of the cream of the Russian literary and spiritual avant-garde. These included the novelist, historian, and mystical philosopher Dmitri Merezhkovsky, who wrote about Atlantis and the Apocalypse; his wife, the poet Zinaida Gippius, a well-known habitué of St. Petersburg’s notorious Stray Dog Café, home to many mystics and artists; and the poets Konstantin Balmont and N. M. Minski, important figures in the Symbolist movement.2 They and other poets, novelists, philosophers, artists, and musicians were part of a powerful spiritual and cultural renaissance in Russia at that time, a period known as the Silver Age. It was a time of magic and mysticism, which saw a vital resurgence of interest in the occult, and a profound return to spiritual and religious values, along with a creative intensity unlike anything the West had seen since the Renaissance. This was the time of the God-seekers, pilgrims of the soul and explorers of the spirit who sought through art and ideas the salvation of the world.

What Steiner had to say in his lectures appealed to his audience and confirmed much of what they already believed. Steiner spoke of the evolution of the cosmos and of consciousness—for him the two are the same—and of the different civilizations that had appeared on the Earth since the sinking of Atlantis, a planetary catastrophe that took place some ten thousand years ago, at least according to his account. He told his audience that humanity was currently moving toward the end of the fifth post-Atlantean epoch, which was that of Western civilization. Each epoch has a “mission” or “task,” related to the evolution of consciousness. The task of the fifth epoch, Steiner said, was to develop the intellect, the individual “I,” the ego. This had been accomplished. In fact, it had been achieved too well, and the radically individual Western ego was in danger of completely losing touch with its source in the spiritual powers.

Yet what was beginning to emerge, Steiner told his audience, were signs of the next cultural epoch, a new consciousness rising up that will transcend the separateness of the Western “I” and regain its connection to the world. The civilization of the sixth post-Atlantean cultural epoch would not be fully established until 3500 CE, Steiner said. But already there were indications of it, signs and developments that were preparing the way. And many of them, he told his audience, could be found in Russia.

The qualities that the coming new epoch must develop as its task, Steiner said, were a sense of community, an attitude of selflessness, a capacity for patience, and an openness to higher truth. All these, he believed, were in an embryonic state in the Russian people. Within them was the seed of a new age, something that the representatives of the Silver Age believed as well. The Russian character, Steiner said, was a child, “in whose soul lay questions all humanity must answer in order to master the future.”3 The Russian soul was able to contain contradictory ideas and polar opposites in a way that a Western logical mind would find impossible. For example, for Russians, the idea of a “rational mysticism” or a “mystical rationalism” is not contradictory; it is the sign of a higher consciousness.

The feminine East and the masculine West, Steiner said, must come together to produce the child of the new era, a “third way” combining these opposites and going beyond both. “Many characteristics of the sixth epoch of culture will be entirely different from those of our age.” People will feel the suffering of others as their own, and will accept others, whoever they may be, as brothers and sisters. The individual’s well-being will be dependent on that of the whole, while any truths and belief that he or she holds dear will be the result of his or her own reflection and be rooted in his or her own soul. Any real knowledge in the sixth cultural epoch will have to include the spiritual element in reality.

These potentialities were already present in the Russian people, Steiner said, and it was their task to “bring to definite expression the elementary forces that now lie within them.” Their consciousness of their mission and its significance may at present be “extremely hazy and confused,” and “understood in the wrong sense,” such knowledge “may easily lead to pride and superciliousness, precisely in the East.” But Steiner had faith in the Russians. They were “Christ’s own people.” Their souls were open to the “Christ impulse,” and in their aura Christ himself was present.

STEINER’S
LECTURES MADE a powerful impression on his audience. Up until the time of the Red Terror, when Vladimir Lenin and his Bolsheviks ruthlessly gained control of the Russian state by brutally wiping out any opposition, Steiner’s ideas were an important part of the Russian cultural scene. Another lecture series, in Helsinki, Finland, in 1913, was held specifically for his Russian disciples; in it Steiner*1 made many of the same remarks about the coming new epoch.4 But by the 1920s, any seeds of a new cultural evolution had been trampled underfoot by the seemingly unstoppable march of the dictatorship of the proletariat. The irrevocable class war, necessitated by Marxist “historical science,” relegated any predictions other than those pronounced by the revolutionary avant-garde to the dustbin of ideas. And the bright lights of the Silver Age, whose visions of a spiritual Russia were incompatible with the new iron regime, were either dead, imprisoned, or in exile, their hopes for a future world crushed and ignored. For what was left of the century, their work would languish in obscurity, while their homeland would suffer one of the worst tyrannies history has ever known. Whatever signs of a new cultural epoch may have been emerging in the feverish days of the Silver Age, for the next seventy-odd years, they were nowhere to be found.

In recent times this has changed, and there has been renewed interest in the ideas and visions of the sages of the Silver Age and in the questions about the future of Russia that they had tried to answer. Perhaps not surprisingly, this interest comes from Russia itself, and not only from its average readers. Word about whom one should be reading these days has come down from the top.

In 2014, at the annual meeting of United Russia—since 2001 the country’s dominant political party—along with the usual rhetoric of party politics, Russian president Vladimir Putin passed on to his regional governors some suggested reading.5 Putin likes to come across as bookish, and he has not been shy to talk about his favorite writers.6 But the reading list Putin passed on to his governors did not suggest a brushup on Turgenev or an encouragement to get through Gogol. The books Putin asked his governors to read were works of philosophy. They were books of ideas about Russia.

The three thinkers Putin suggested his governors get to know were Vladimir Solovyov, a friend of the novelist Fyodor Dostoyevsky and, according to the late American Russian scholar James Scanlan, “the greatest and most influential of Russia’s philosophical thinkers”; Nikolai Berdyaev, the aristocratic Christian existential “philosopher of freedom”; and Ivan Ilyin, a more political thinker than either Berdyaev or Solovyov, and whose ideas for some form a kind of “Russian fascism.”

All three were major figures of the Silver Age, and until the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, their work was for the most part unavailable in their homeland. Since then, they and their contemporaries have enjoyed a tremendous revival, along with other literature of a mystical, occult, and spiritual bent that for decades was banned within the Soviet bloc.

The books Putin asked his governors to read—Solovyov’s The Justification of the Good, Berdyaev’s The Philosophy of Inequality, and Ilyin’s posthumous Our Tasks—are not page-turners, unless you like ideas. They are demanding, impassioned, philosophical texts. That a world leader should ask his governors to read works of philosophy seems reason enough to take note, but the reaction from much of the Western press has, perhaps not surprisingly, been less than adulatory. The idea, expressed by Steiner and other prophets of a declining West, that Russia has some unique historical “mission,” a special task to accomplish of planetary significance, is shared, in their own way, by Solovyov, Berdyaev, and Ilyin. As might be expected, this did not go down well with many members of the Western critical establishment. For them, these Silver Age thinkers and their thoughts about “the Russian idea,” are very badly tarnished.

For David Brooks in the New York Times, to read Solovyov, Berdyaev, and Ilyin is to enter a world of “melodrama, mysticism and grandiose eschatological visions” aimed at supporting Russian “exceptionalism,” the idea that it is “superior” to other nations on the planet.7 Maria Snegovaya in the Washington Post—whom Brooks quotes—expresses dismay that Putin is reading “a bunch of Russian nationalist philosophers of the early twentieth century” who are concerned solely with “Russia’s messianic role in world history.”8 Even Putin’s reading of Dostoyevsky, one of his favorite authors, is suspect. For an anonymous writer for the Harvard Political Review, Putin’s “aggression” can be chalked up to Dostoyevsky’s messianic answer to the “Russian Idea,” as can the penchant for “imperialist authoritarianism” in the Russian people—which, one assumes, accounts for their recently voting their president in for another six years.9

That these and other Western political analysts suspect Putin’s motives for giving his governors a reading list is understandable. Politicians rarely do anything for sheer edification, and it stands to reason that the same is true here as well. But that Western critics should characterize these important philosophers and their ideas in such a shallow, superficial way is simply bad journalism and does their readers a disservice. While it is true, as Rudolf Steiner said, that the Russian mind is “exceedingly difficult to understand from the Western European point of view”—he was referring to Solovyov when he said this—he also believed that it was salutary for that point of view to exert itself to do just that, and not dismiss what it finds difficult to understand as incomprehensible. That was sheer mental laziness. The frothy rhetoric churned up by such commentators as Brooks about “Putin’s philosophers” only muddles an already murky situation, and makes such laziness easier to fall into.

Steiner and others, including many Russians, whom I will look at in this book—which attempts to take the idea of a “third way” seriously—believed that something was germinating in the vast Russian motherland that would have an impact on the future. This may mean nothing at all. Such ideas may be no more than the work of a too-active imagination. And that such beliefs can be used for dubious political purposes is, sadly, only too true. But then perhaps such ideas are something more than “just imagination,” and perhaps they can be influential in ways other than informing jingoist rhetoric. If so, it strikes me that it would make sense to try to understand them. This seems a more interesting way to look at Putin’s reading suggestions than to cursorily chalk them up solely to material for crude nationalist propaganda.

Brooks and other Western analysts may not take the “Russian idea” seriously, but it was a theme that preoccupied Dostoyevsky, Tolstoy, and practically every major Russian writer in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. And the philosophers Putin assigned to his regional governors did take it seriously. And so, it appears, does Putin. We should do the same. What is needed is not to castigate Putin or anyone else for reading these thinkers, but to differentiate between what the sages of the Silver Age thought about the “coming Russia,” before the Bolshevik boot came down on them, and what their powerful new reader makes of their ideas.

THAT PUTIN HAS his own ideas about a new Russia should be obvious to anyone who has paid attention to his speeches and policies over the past decade. In my previous book, Dark Star Rising: Magick and Power in the Age of Trump, I look at one idea about a new Russia that has kept Putin busy. This is “Eurasia,” a version of the “Russian idea” that was developed by anti-Bolshevik Russian émigrés in the 1920s. Believing that the 1917 revolution was a “mystical catharsis” that would bring on the “end of history,” these White Russian exiles wanted to be ready with a new vision of Russia with which they could return to their homeland once the Bolshevik “experiment” had collapsed, and which they optimistically believed would happen fairly soon.

Exiled to Europe by the Red Terror, these intellectuals envisioned a new character and identity for their people. If they were not tsarist or Marxist, what were they? The answer they decided on was that they were Eurasians, natives of a new, original civilization emerging from the vast homeland of the mother of all continents. Russia was not a poor relation of Europe, perpetually trying to keep up with its progressive cousin and never quite getting into step. It was a totally other culture, with other values, other beliefs, and, most important, another destiny, just coming into its own.

The original Eurasianist dream faded. The Bolshevik experiment did not collapse—or its fall took much longer than the exiles had hoped—and the vision of a new Eurasian civilization, rising up as the West declined, found itself sidelined by the irresistible progress of dialectical materialism. But by the late 1980s, when glasnost and perestroika loosened the grip of the Soviet censor, Eurasia was back, brought into the mainstream of Russian consciousness by the remarkable popularity of the maverick historian and ethnographer Lev Gumilev, son of two poets of the Silver Age, and intellectual martyr of the Stalinist regime.*2 By the late 1990s, when Russia went from the heady days of the Soviet collapse to the pandemonium of social anarchy and an existential identity crisis, Eurasia emerged as an idea that could bring order and meaning to a people facing economic and political chaos, just as the Eurasianists of the 1920s had intended it to do.

As I show in Dark Star Rising, one person who took the Eurasia idea very seriously was the ex-Soviet punk dissident turned establishment geopolitical savant Alexander Dugin. In 1997 Dugin’s book The Foundations of Geopolitics appeared, and, if accounts of its success are accurate, it was an enormous bestseller. One thing it had going for it was Dugin’s vision of a coming planetary Armageddon, a global apocalypse arising from the final and decisive clash between the world’s two remaining superpowers: the Atlanticist West, which was determined to turn the world into a borderless marketplace, and the traditional, spiritual civilization of Eurasia, resolved to resist the commercialization of the Earth.

On a less millenarian note, Dugin’s blueprint for the rising Eurasian civilization included regaining territories that had been part of the former USSR but had now broken away to form what in Russia is known as the “near abroad.” In Dark Star Rising I show that there is reason to believe that events in Crimea and Ukraine in 2014 were not a little informed by Dugin’s geopolitical prophecies. References to Eurasia can be found throughout Putin’s speeches, and the establishment of a Eurasian Economic Union—a kind of answer to the European Union—with many former Soviet territories as members, as well as other Eurasian-friendly organizations, suggests that Putin and others are taking the idea seriously.

ANOTHER IDEA THAT Putin is taking seriously is that of Russia as a nation of “traditional values.” It is along these lines that commentators are beginning to speak of a new cold war opening up between Russia and the West. Skirmishes here are not triggered by ideological clashes between capitalism and communism, but by different moral, ethical, and religious worldviews. To think of Russia, home of gangland politics and ostentatious oligarchs, as more morally sensitive than the West may seem counterintuitive. But in Putin’s Russia, the extreme liberalism and permissiveness that characterize Western society—its “anything goes” sensibility—smacks of little more than decadence, and our commercialization of practically everything reeks of selfishness and ego gratification, Steiner’s independent Western “I” turned into a gluttonous, consuming “me.” Nothing seems to resist the spread of the “me” economy, in which everything is yielding and negotiable, even reality. To this Putin’s Russia upholds more “traditional” standards, and its attitude toward sex, family, and gender roles seems to the “progressive” West highly conservative, if not repressive.

Putin finds his traditional values in his Orthodox belief, and it is in this role of defender of the true faith that, along with Eurasia and the thinkers of the Silver Age, the idea of Holy Russia seems to be making a comeback. This was an identity that Russia and her “God-bearing people” embraced practically from the start, from their earliest adoption of Orthodox Christianity, to the attempt at a theocratic rule during the Muscovite empire of the late Middle Ages, and to the idea of its being a “Third Rome,” after the downfall of the first one and the capture of Constantinople by the Turks in 1453. This was a notion proposed by the Russian monk Philotheus of Pskov in the early sixteenth century. Writing to Grand Prince Vasily III in 1511 he says, “Two Romes have fallen, a third stands, a fourth there shall not be.”10 Rome had fallen to the barbarians and Byzantium to the Turks, and now Moscow remained to take on the mantle of the true Christian teaching. And it is here, perhaps, that we can find the roots of the notion that Russia has a “mission,” that special destiny that informs the different versions of the “Russian idea.”

ALTHOUGH MANY FINE points of doctrine and dogma separate the Eastern Orthodox Church from Roman Catholicism and Protestantism, one thing that does set Orthodoxy apart from its Western counterparts is its attitude toward the end-time, the Apocalypse and the Second Coming. While these are indeed part of the Western Church, it has generally damped down any millenarian zeal, and focused more on dealing with the crises and challenges of everyday life. “Repent ye sinner for the end is nigh,” is left to street-corner prophets and Jehovah’s Witnesses. The Western Church has been more this-worldly, and its interest in worldly power is one of the criticisms that its eastern counterpart has made against it.

The end days, however, have always been of great importance to the Eastern Church, which has always been more open to mysticism and esoteric knowledge.11 Its focus has been more eschatological than the West, and this anticipation of the Second Coming and the establishment of the Kingdom of Heaven on Earth was something that the Russian people embraced wholeheartedly when they accepted Eastern Orthodoxy as their religion. They took the idea of rebirth very seriously; this is why Easter is a much more important holy day in the Orthodox calendar than Christmas. Resurrection was of the essence. They did not give lip service to the Apocalypse.

This belief that the world was moving toward some event after which everything would be different, became a part of the Russian soul. As Berdyaev said, Russians are either “apocalyptists” or “nihilists,” that is, for them it is a case of everything or nothing, either the millennium and Heaven on Earth, or the void.

BUT THE MYSTICAL, spiritual character of the Russian soul seemed to be in place even before its contact with Orthodoxy and its embrace of the true faith. Before the journey of Princess Olga from Kiev to Constantinople in 957—the beauty of which overwhelmed her and made certain her conversion—the Russian people had a rich pagan tradition full of gods and goddesses, elemental forces, and nature spirits. As with other pagan people converted to Christianity—of whom the Russians were one of the last—this tradition did not die out but was maintained alongside the new Christian belief, an arrangement known as dvoeverie, “double faith,” an example, perhaps, of the ability of the Russian soul to hold contradictory ideas simultaneously, and of the tensions at work in doing so.12

This ancient pagan animism found it easy to accommodate the new belief, and, rather than be eradicated by it, entered into it. With the aid of mystically potent icons—“windows on another world” as they were called by Father Pavel Florensky, an important figure of the Silver Age—this native paganism helped the spread of Orthodoxy within Russia. During the centuries of the “Mongol yoke,” the influence of shamanism and other magical practices reached the courts of the vassal Russian princes, and when that yoke had been broken, in the days of the Muscovite empire, alchemists, Hermeticists, Kabbalists, and other savants of the occult sciences were welcomed and their counsel sought.

ONE IMPORTANT ESOTERIC influence on Russian history was Freemasonry. Peter the Great, the Westernizing tsar whose eponymous city Petersburg was seen as a window on Europe, was believed to have been initiated into a Masonic lodge during his visit to England in 1698. During the reign of Catherine the Great, Freemasonry spread throughout Russia, and the “progressive” social and religious ideas associated with it prepared the ground for the great artistic and spiritual awakening of the Russian soul in the nineteenth century.

Esoteric ideas even made their way to Tsar Alexander I, the savior of Europe in the Napoleonic wars and leader of the Holy Alliance, who was believed to have faked his own death in order to retire from power to spend his last days in spiritual contemplation. That the last days of the Romanovs were filled with mystical and apocalyptic expectation is well known. Rasputin is the most notorious figure here, but he was not the only mystical character giving advice to the doomed dynasty. And in the years of Soviet rule, ideas of an occult, mystical, and magical character continued to influence the commissars and comrades of the great Bolshevik experiment, with God-seekers becoming God-builders. More than one historian has noted that the millenarian trend in Russia thought made it more receptive to the Marxist vision of a coming classless utopia.

With Putin’s interest in notions such as Eurasia, in the philosophers of the Silver Age, and his gestures toward Holy Russia, this Russian interest in things mystical and apocalyptic seems to be continuing.

THIS 
BOOK WILL look at what we might call the mystical history of Russia, its obsession with apocalypse, and what that might mean for us today. It is a continuation of my study of “occult politics” in the postmodern world that I began with Dark Star Rising. Unlike the Western political analysts I’ve mentioned, I begin with the premise that the notion that Russia has some special “mission” in history is not mere nonsense or simply a mystical excuse for the crudest nationalism. Instead, I see it as an idea that deserves to be taken seriously, in the way that the thinkers associated with it understood it. It strikes me that the kind of brute nationalism and “exceptionalism” that Western critics see in the work of the Silver Age sages would have been the furthest thing from their minds. They were not concerned with furthering Russia’s interests at the expense of the rest of the world, but in understanding what Russia could offer to a Western world that seemed in great need of help, and to a Russia that needed it even more.

The central aim of Russian philosophy, that strange hybrid, which appeared in the nineteenth century seemingly without precedent, was to rectify the imbalance that Western thought, with its emphasis on materialism, positivism, and utilitarianism, had created, through its rejection of inner, spiritual reality. When Rudolf Steiner said that, for Westerners, the Russian mind is difficult to understand, he wasn’t exaggerating. This is not because Russian thinkers are inherently any more difficult than Western ones, but because they begin with premises that logical Western thinking doesn’t accept. The kinds of questions that obsessed Russian thought in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, such as the “meaning” of history, seem to the Western positivist mind nonsensical. Yet it was precisely because the West rejected any notion of meaning—something that the East possessed, while lacking Western science—that the idea of Russia being able to offer a “third way,” partaking of both East and West, came about.

With their insistence on the importance of meaning, the Russian philosophers of the Silver Age anticipated in many ways the existentialism to come. But where existentialism at best offered a stoic endurance of the meaninglessness of existence, while turning a scornful eye on the Western science that led to it, the sages of the Silver Age had their sights on something more positive. Their response was more creative, and offered more to be gained, and in many ways addressed concerns that form the focus of much of the “alternative” or “spiritual” philosophy of our own day.13 The collapse of faith in the criteria of truth and fact that have been ours since the Enlightenment, and which has given rise to our “post-truth,” “alternative fact,” postmodern world, was anticipated by the Russian thinkers of the Silver Age, who tried to offer a way out of this cul-de-sac.14 By the end of this book I hope to show that insights into the evolution of consciousness that can help us past our present hurdles can be found in the ideas and visions of the thinkers of that time.*3 Anyone who makes the effort to try to understand what the sages of the Silver Age had to say will see there is still much in it that we can learn from today. That is the point of this book. In my look at the roots of Holy Russia and its meaning in the past, I am interested in what its return today can signify for the crisis at our doorstep.

But before we begin our journey through the turbulent history of the Russian idea, we should first become acquainted with the hero of our tale, that unpredictable and contradictory character known as “Russian man.”
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Russian Man

Angel and Devil

In 1919 the German novelist Hermann Hesse published a short book titled Blick ins Chaos (A Glimpse into Chaos). It consisted, for the most part, of two essays on the Russian novelist Fyodor Dostoyevsky, and focused mainly on his novels The Brothers Karamazov and The Idiot. But the subtitle of one essay gives us an idea of what was on Hesse’s mind. It read: “Or the Decline of Europe.” Europe was in decline, Hesse believed, and had been so for some time. There was something in Dostoyevsky’s books that made this unavoidably clear, Hesse felt, and that was why they were enormously popular with the young in his country. But what was even more important, Hesse believed, was that there was also something in them that offered a hope of renewal and the promise of rebirth.

That Europe was in decline was not a new idea. The philosopher Nietzsche had said so some years earlier, before he went irrevocably mad; sadly, it was Nietzsche’s fate to be taken seriously only after he had gone insane. And in 1892 the Austrian Zionist, physician, and social critic Max Nordau published a book, Degeneration, which argued that practically all of modern culture was rife with disease, decadence, and dissolution. The fact that Nietzsche, then languishing in syphilitic madness in Weimar—where his sister dressed him in a toga and displayed him to important guests—was one of Nordau’s targets might suggest he had a point. And that Europe was still emerging from the aftermath of the most destructive war yet waged on its blood-soaked soil surely helped Hesse’s thesis. In fact a book that made Hesse’s point in elaborate, poetic, and metaphysical detail, not to mention great length—Oswald Spengler’s The Decline of the West—had appeared in 1918 at the end of World War I and had become an international bestseller.

Hesse knew of Spengler’s work—it would have been impossible for him not to—and wrote well of it, and their views had much in common. I should perhaps also mention that one reader of Hesse’s essays, the poet T. S. Eliot, was so moved by them that he journeyed to Switzerland and visited Hesse in his home in Montagnola to pay his respects. Hesse’s influence can be found in Eliot’s most famous poem, The Waste Land, which was published in 1922 and depicts the bleak, nihilistic landscape that stretched across the European continent in the dark years entre-deux-guerres.

BUT IF ALL Hesse had said was that Europe was going downhill, his essays would not have had the impact they had, nor would they stand out from the mass of writing about decadence and degeneration, which made up much of the rhetoric of the fin de siècle, and the years that followed it. What was important in Hesse’s essays was that he saw something on its way, a light coming over the horizon, a dawn breaking over eastern Europe that offered the possibility of new life and new ways to replace what had grown stale and stagnant. If Europe could grab hold of this lifeline, Hesse believed, what was worth saving in it could be saved.

The decline that most concerned Hesse was not an economic or military one, although, to be sure, the Germany that he—shattered by the war and the collapse of his first marriage—had only recently left to resettle in Switzerland was on its knees on both accounts. Nor was it a physical one, like that felt by the British during the Second Boer War (1889–92), when more than half of the recruits had failed military fitness exams; one result of this was Robert Baden-Powell’s founding of the Boy Scouts in 1910. The decline that most troubled Hesse was a spiritual one. Europe’s soul was dying, or was perhaps already dead, a victim of the materialism, positivism, atheism, utilitarianism, and all the other forces of the modern West that seemed determined to turn life into a global factory-production line.

But a chance of resuscitation seemed on hand, coming from the direction of the morning sun. Hesse turned his gaze that way. This would not be the first time, he knew, that the West sought ex oriente lux, light out of the East, to illuminate its darkness, nor would it be the last. But if it ever needed it, it did then.

Yet the light that Hesse saw rising over the eastern horizon was not that of the peace and tranquillity that many who seek enlightenment hope to get from the East. Far from it. It was more like the sudden flares and flashes thrown up by some great conflagration, with many strange shadows and much thick smoke accompanying the flames. Here was blinding bright light, torrid heat, and turbid darkness. After all, Hesse had not fixed his gaze upon the imperturbable figure of the Buddha, the image of serenity incarnate. No. What he had looked into was chaos.

What did he see?

WHAT HESSE SAW in his glimpse into chaos was “Russian man,” the “coming and imminent man of the European crisis,” whom Hesse believed had already arrived and whose influence could be felt.1 Who or what is “Russian man?” He is “the ideal of the Karamazovs, a primeval, occult, Asiatic ideal,” that Hesse believed was beginning to take over Europe. Through this ideal Europe is “turning back to Asia . . . to the mother, the Faustian ‘Mothers,’” the primal source of all life in Goethe’s great drama.2

Europeans of the old stamp feel the approach of Russian man as a threat, Hesse tells us, and it is in his approach that we can chart Europe’s decline. This is the dwindling of the inspiration of the Enlightenment, with its clarity, reason, and logic, the individual “I” set apart from and mastering its world, that Rudolf Steiner argued it was the task of European man to develop. Russian man ignores such distinctions. He is “struggling to escape from the opposites, from characteristics,” and reaches “beyond the principle of individuation” back to the “primal stuff, the unformed material of souls.”3 Such dissolution is precisely what Dr. Nordau had diagnosed in his book, and to him it was not a good sign. But Hesse believed that to those open to this influence, it offers the possibility of new life. To be sure, there were no guarantees. But as the poet Hölderlin, whose poetry Hesse loved, said, “Where there is danger, deliverance lies also.”

THE DANGER, HOWEVER, was real, and Hesse well knew it.4 It came in the form of an abandonment of all distinction between one thing and another, in an openness to all experience, no matter how questionable, dark, or absurd. It meant a “turning away from every fixed morality and ethic in favor of a universal understanding, a universal validation,” what Hesse called a “new dangerous, terrifying sanctity.” Russian man is “beyond good and evil” and any other opposites. He is an indiscriminate yea-sayer, who can “perceive the divine, the necessary . . . even in what is most wicked and ugly. 
. .” Russian man cannot be adequately described as a hysteric, a drunkard, a criminal, a poet, a sinner, or a saint, but only as “the simultaneous combination of all these characteristics.” He is murderer and judge, egoist and altruist, angel and devil. We cannot, Hesse says, “get at him from a fixed, moralistic, ethical, dogmatic—in a word, a European standpoint.”5 He is good and evil, God and Devil, inside and out, all at once.

BECAUSE OF THIS antinomian, unfixed character, unlike Western man, who is on his way out or at best will become a museum piece, Russian man presents the “unshaped material of the future.”6 He is the chaos out of which what is to come will appear; the promise of a new beginning, bringing with it all the uncertainty and apprehension that accompanies the unknown.

This was something that Oswald Spengler also saw. In The Decline of the West, he speaks of the “immeasurable difference between the Faustian”—his term for Western man—“and the Russian soul,” and believed that as the West was going under—the literal meaning of the title of his book in the original German*4 says as much—Russia was beginning to stir, and would awaken to full consciousness sometime soon.7

“WESTERN MAN LOOKS up,” Spengler tells us, and points to the soaring medieval Gothic church spires as proof.8 These are the architectural equivalent of the Western “I,” the individual ego, striving toward heaven. But Russians know nothing of this, Spengler says. They look out, horizontally, across the immense, endless steppes around them, and this limitless expanse leads them to think of “we,” the indiscriminate embrace of brothers and sisters. The Russian does not think of a father God, at home somewhere in the sky, but of a “fraternal love, radiating in all directions,” and finds the Faustian fretting over an individual self “incomprehensible.”9 Spengler speaks of a religious “style that will awaken when the real Russian religion awakens.”10 “What sort of Christianity,” he asks, “will come forth one day from this world-feeling?”11 “What have we to expect of the Russia that is to come?”12

With Hesse, Spengler sees Dostoyevsky as the prophet of the ominously approaching Russia. Dostoyevsky’s “passionate power of living is comprehensive enough to embrace all things,” Spengler tells us.13 “Such a soul as his can look beyond everything that we call social, for the things of this world seem to it so unimportant as not to be worth improving”—an attitude that led to Dostoyevsky being called a reactionary in his lifetime and that during the Soviet period led to his demonization and to some of his work being banned. Nevertheless, “to Dostoevsky’s Christianity the next thousand years will belong.” He is “the coming Russia.”14

Exactly what Dostoyevsky’s Christianity would be like and how it would differ from its Western variants are questions we will look at further on. But Hesse and Spengler were not the only ones predicting important futures for Russia. Walter Schubart is a littleknown German philosopher. In 1933 he escaped the Nazis by fleeing to Latvia, where he managed to live and work for a few years. But in 1940 he was arrested by the Soviets—who then occupied the country—and by most accounts died in a concentration camp in Kazakhstan in 1941. In 1938 he published an essay, “Europe and the Soul of the East.” In it he agreed with Spengler that Europe was in decline. But he disagreed with him that it was inevitable, and with Hesse Schubart believed that the West could experience a rebirth if it could integrate its “Promethean” character—its scientific and technological mastery—with the mystical, religious character of “Messianic Russia.” “The Russian mission,” Schubart believed, “is to liberate the world from the contagion of the Late West . . . to liberate Europe from its own terminal Western hubris, to redeem the West or to ‘replace’ it.” In 1950 Schubart’s book Russia and Western Man was published in an English translation. In it he also spoke of a new religious consciousness arising in the East.

This hoped-for union of the mystical East with the scientific West is a common theme in much writing about Russia, and in Russia itself the opposition between these two polarities has produced enormous tensions over the centuries that at times have torn the country apart. Placed between the materialist West and the spiritual East, Russia is thought to partake of both opposites and to offer the promise of some future creative synthesis, as Schubart argued, a “third way,” that would transcend the polarities and bring into existence something new. Much about this “third way” has been written in a vaguely spiritual manner. But some prophets speak of this needed rapprochement in very specific terms.

IN 1932, THE American “sleeping prophet” Edgar Cayce was asked while in a trance what the “attitude” of “capitalist nations” should be toward Russia, then in the grip of Stalin’s paranoid tyranny. Cayce replied that, “On Russia’s religious development will come the great hope of the world.”15 When asked to be more specific, Cayce replied that, “there is to come . . . an entire change in the attitude of both nations as powers in the financial and economic world.” Russia, he said, had enormous reserves of natural resources, something that remains true today, but it lacks the wherewithal to profit by these. The United States has the ability to develop these resources, so a cooperation between the two nations, the prophet declared, would make them “powers,” a détente that many still hope for. And in 1944, when the Allies had turned the war in their favor, and Russia was about to invade Germany, Cayce repeated that, “in Russia comes the hope of the world.” Not the “Communistic” hope but that of a “freedom” in which “each man will live for his fellow man,” the brotherhood and embrace of all, that Spengler had seen was on its way.16

It was in a similar vein that in 1949, the theosophist Alice Bailey, in communication with her spiritual master, Djwhal Khul, “the Tibetan,” remarked that Russia’s task is to link the East and the West. Russia had to synthesize these and other opposites in a way that makes Bailey’s reading of the Russian mission echo much of Hesse’s remarks about Russian man. The Russian to come will bring together “the world of desire and of spiritual aspiration,” the “fanaticism which produces cruelty and the understanding that produces love,” materialism and holiness, selfishness and unselfishness, all “in a most pronounced and peculiar manner.”17 “A great spiritual conflict” is taking place in Russia, Bailey tells us, which will produce a “new and magical religion.” This will be a “great and spiritual religion, which will justify the crucifixion of a great nation.” She also speaks of a “vital Russian exponent of true religion . . . for whom many Russians have been looking and who will be the justification of a most ancient prophecy.”18

About who this “vital Russian exponent of true religion” and fulfiller of prophecy may be, we can speculate, and indeed many have. But before we turn our focus to such details, let us get a better look at our subject in the abstract.

AS COLIN WILSON writes in his study of the Siberian healer and holy man Grigori Rasputin, whose influence on Tsarina Alexandra many argue led to the downfall of the Romanovs, “the Russian is a creature of contradictions.”19 He is not an inhabitant of the middle ground; he blows scorching hot or icy cold but is rarely lukewarm. Russians are a people of extremes; as Berdyaev said, with them it is either all or nothing, the millennium or the abyss. In them slavery and revolt, cruelty and kindness, the individual and the collective, the national and the universal, faith and disbelief are inseparable.20 It is either one or the other; absolute freedom or total control, and the alternations between the two mark the abrupt discontinuities of Russian history.

This tendency to avoid bourgeois compromise is visible in the behavior of the Russian people. Lethargy and bovine docility go hand in hand with eruptions of mania and revolt. Much of Russian history is like this: utter doldrums and then a tidal wave. For years things may be at a slow simmer with no sign of trouble; then, suddenly, the pressure cooker explodes and mayhem is let loose. The violence that erupts with tragic regularity in Russian history, Wilson suggests, is a result of a frustrated will to make things happen, running into the wall of the Russian “immovable object.”21 The immobility of the mass seems at times to require extreme measures; hence the long history of Russian autocratic rule, and the tendency of the Russian people to return to it.

The Russians themselves know this, and a part of them rebels against it. The conflict lies deep in their being. As George M. Young writes in his account of the Cosmist thinkers of the early twentieth century, for Russians the question is not “What is true?” but “What must we do about it?” a concern whose urgency sets them apart from their Western counterparts.22 More than one tract concerned with the fate of Russia was titled Chto délat’? usually translated as What Is To Be Done?, the title of an influential novel by the populist radical thinker Nikolay Chernyshevsky. It was a mantra that echoed throughout the Russian nineteenth century.

Russian laziness is archetypal.*5 Unlike the Westerner, who is always in a hurry and feels an urgent need to “get things done,” there has always been a sedentary character to the Russian, an acceptance and contentment with what is, that makes him or her quite comfortable with doing nothing at all. This brooding, somnolent character of the Russian soul, its “vagueness and sluggishness,” Wilson writes, stems from an inherent lack of purpose, a complacency traditionally rooted in the Russian character’s inheritance of an Asiatic past.23 It shares something with the diffidence that T. E. Lawrence (“of Arabia”) met with in his dealings with the Arabs, a people who, like the Russians, can be moved by an idea, but whose “less taut wills flagged before mine,” Lawrence wrote, because they lacked his western European “energy of motive.”24

This static character is portrayed throughout Russian literature. There is even a word for it, byt, a “deeply rooted, petrified routine life.”25 Nikolai Gogol gave it its national stamp, in his novel Dead Souls (1842), which set the mold for numerous stories depicting the numbing, stagnant atmosphere of Russian provincial towns. Fyodor Sologub took the mood to schizophrenic lengths in his insightfully decadent novel The Petty Demon (1905) in which provincial ennui leads to a catalog of perversions. In Ivan Goncharov’s Oblomov (1859), the eponymous hero takes fifty pages to get out of bed. He is a “superfluous man”; much of the novel depicts his inability to do anything, because, as is the case with many figures in Russian literature, they see no reason to do one thing rather than another, a dilemma that Dostoyevsky took to existential extremes with the character of Stavrogin in The Devils (1872).*6

The stagnancy of the Russian soul even reached the immortality of English humor. In “The Clicking of Cuthbert” (1921), P. G. Wodehouse, not usually concerned with existential dilemmas, remarks on “Vladimir Brusiloff,” the “famous Russian novelist” who “specialized in grey studies of hopeless misery, where nothing happened till page three hundred and eighty, when the muzhik decided to commit suicide.”26 I suspect that Wodehouse’s Brusiloff is based on the Russian Symbolist poet and novelist Valery Briussov, whose work, along with that of other Russian writers from the Silver Age, was having a brief popularity in England at the time.27

While more disciplined nationalities, like the Germans, may find Russian inertia exasperating—a thought that came to the Austrian poet Rilke, during a visit to Russia—the “eternal patience” of these people is not wholly reprehensible.28 As more than one commentator has noted, their patient endurance is evidence of a great strength. As Berdyaev in his study of Russian history, The Russian Idea, remarks, “the Russian has a greater capacity for enduring suffering than the man of the West.”29 A look at Russian history shows that the Russian people have had ample opportunity to prove this; if one were insensitive, one could say that suffering seems like the Russian national pastime. Famines, massacres, wars, revolutions, persecutions, invasions, dictators, tyrants, and other seismic disturbances that would wreck another people, have found in the Russian character a stamina able to absorb these catastrophes, to recover from them, and to carry on.

“There is a strength to endure everything,” the cynical Ivan Karamazov tells his mystical brother Alyosha, in Dostoyevsky’s masterpiece.30 That strength is shown throughout the novel, and it was just as well that Dostoyevsky and his readers had it, because for no other people—except perhaps the Jews—has it been so sorely needed or tested. The Russian capacity to endure suffering is matched by their sensitivity to it. No people seem as aware of the inequities, injustices, and inadequacies of the world—again perhaps except the Jews. When Dostoyevsky’s novels were first translated into English, in the now-classic renditions by Constance Garnett, many readers found it impossible to finish his books, so acute was his perception of life’s suffering. Even authors of the top rank were not up to it. In Tolstoy or Dostoevsky, George Steiner records that while Henry James admitted that he couldn’t finish Crime and Punishment, Robert Louis Stevenson confessed that it almost “finished” him—meaning the reality depicted was almost too much for him.31 Stevenson of course was no stranger to human evil and the complexities of the psyche, as The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde shows. But even for this poet of man’s darker double, Dostoyevsky’s revelations proved almost too great.

YET WHILE RUSSIANS may seem the most patient people in the world—for Rilke “Russia was reality,” but a reality that is “distant” and “coming infinitely slowly to those who have patience”—they are also no strangers to sudden inexplicable acts, abrupt unpremeditated displays of often bizarre behavior, the irruption of which is a common event in Russian literature. This could be the muzhik*7 blowing his brains out, Dostoyevsky’s Stavrogin inexplicably biting the ear of an elderly gentleman, or the inhabitants of the perfect state in Briussov’s early dystopia “The Republic of the Southern Cross” (1905).32 The citizens of this republic become so weary of perfection that, as Dostoyevsky’s “underground man” suggests, they go insane on purpose, and, infected with a virulent “contradiction-mania,” bring the utopia crashing down.

I don’t know if anyone has proposed it—at least I haven’t seen it in anything I’ve read—but I wonder if we can root this penchant for sudden manic behavior in the Viking side of the Russian family? The western part of the Russian East-West mix came from the north, from Scandinavia. These were Vikings invited to act as protectors of the local Slavic people along the Dnieper, who had a thriving business in trade. If Russian inertia can be attributed to its Asian past, can the sudden outbursts of anarchy and chaos traditionally recognized as part of the Russian character have their roots in the old Nordic blood, which carried memories of their berserker ancestors?

WHEN SPEAKING OF the Russian character in his lectures to his Russian audience, like Hermann Hesse, Rudolf Steiner spoke of “Russian man.” But when he had to give an example, it was a Russian woman whom he chose. Helena Petrovna Blavatsky was, as mentioned, the cofounder of the Theosophical Society. As accounts of her life show, Madame Blavatsky, or HPB as she liked to be called, embodied everything Russian man did, and then some. She was born in 1831 in Ekaterinoslav (now Dnipropetrovsk) in Ukraine, which was then part of Russia (and indeed, exactly who Ukraine belongs to is a central question in Russian history, as it is today).33 Steiner spoke of Blavatsky as an “electrically charged Leyden jar” from whom “sparks”—occult truths—could be produced. She was a “cheeky creature” who showed a “lack of consistency in external behaviour,” an understatement that only the abstemious Dr. Steiner, sobriety itself, could make.34 For him Blavatsky was a perfect example of a truth about Russians that more than one commentator has observed: that they possess power, an elemental force, at the expense of form, the “primal, Asiatic ideal” that troubled Hesse. For Colin Wilson, writing in The Occult, Blavatsky was an “explosive madcap.” Peter Washington, author of Madame Blavatsky’s Baboon, saw her as a “badly wrapped and glittering Christmas parcel” who “rarely said exactly the same thing twice”—a character trait certainly not limited to Russians.

For a spiritual teacher, Blavatsky had a warrior spirit, and accounts of her life put her on the barricades with Mazzini’s forces battling the papal troops at Mentana. It was precisely her Garibaldi blouse, a memento of her military service, and equally blousy manner that captivated the upright Colonel Henry Steel Olcott and led to the formation of the Theosophical Society. She smoked like a chimney, cared nothing for ceremony, and had a colorful vocabulary. She was known for sudden and inexplicable explosions of devastating anger or overwhelming self-sacrifice, and was possessed of an indomitable sense of humor. Not surprisingly she had an electrifying effect on practically everyone around her. Her aim, to create a true brotherhood of man, regardless of race, sex, creed, or color—an initiative rooted in her Masonic pedigree (her great-grandfather, as we will see, was an important figure in Russian Freemasonry)—corroborated Spengler’s later insight that Russians think in terms of “we.” She was, we might say, the prototype of the “crazy guru,” whose bizarre but spiritually educative behavior is beyond the comprehension of the uninitiated, and who isn’t above some chicanery if it is in the service of a good cause.

While Blavatsky’s reputation as an esoteric charlatan, a phony medium, and pious fraud—much of it based on hearsay and biased reports—puts her in the ranks of Russian men, she also meets the qualifications for what is known in Russia as a “holy fool.” Yurodstvo means “being a fool for Christ’s sake,” and while Blavatsky may not have played this role in the name of Christ—as mentioned, her remarks about Christianity made her few friends in Russia—she certainly took to the role with gusto. According to Berdyaev, “being a fool for Christ’s sake” means to accept “humiliations at the hand of other people,” and to acquiesce “in the mockery of the world,” which is really a way of “throwing out a challenge to it.”35 In the Sufi tradition this is known as the “way of blame.” It was a road Blavatsky walked, and there were other Russians on it too.

IT WAS HER intense devotion to spiritual truth—“No Religion Higher than Truth” is the motto of the Theosophical Society—that sustained Blavatsky against the calumny she attracted. This obsession with the spirit is a common trait of the Russian soul. No people are more God obsessed. Berdyaev tells the story of the Russians who spent all night in a café in deep conversation. When the proprietor said he would like to close up and go home, they replied, “We can’t go home yet. We haven’t decided whether God exists or not,” and carried on. Although the question of God’s existence troubles contemporary atheists, who go to great lengths to dissuade people from thinking about it, their anxiety rarely reaches this intensity.36 It was this urgency, this primal “need to know,” to pose and answer ultimate questions, which stunned Western consciousness when the simmering volcano of Russian literature erupted in the nineteenth century.

Mention of Madame Blavatsky reminds us that, unlike any other nation, Russia has produced a remarkable brood of religious, spiritual, and mystical characters, men and women who have given themselves, body and soul, to the inner life. “Russia has always been full of mystical and prophetic sects,” Berdyaev tells us, “and among them there has always been a thirst for the transfiguration of life.”37 It is this word, “transfiguration,” which is at the heart of the “Russia idea.” Although the lazy side of the Russian soul is content, like Oblomov, to sit near his stove all day—and needs an Ivan the Terrible to get him moving—it is this animal contentment that repels its spiritual side and leads to a profound world rejection. This is in anticipation of the world to come. Russians are often anxious to get there and see the intervening historical process as at best a nuisance, at worst a barrier, impeding the arrival of the last days.

THIS OBSESSION WITH the spirit has led to Russia producing a peculiar kind of character, in Colin Wilson’s words, powerful “mages—men and women who impress by their spiritual authority.”38 While Germany produces astrologers, France alchemists, Ireland seers, and the British have more haunted houses per square mile than anywhere else, Russia breeds individuals of unique spiritual strength.

G. I. Gurdjieff was not Russian. He came from a Greek and Armenian background. But during the possible times of his birth—an exact date remains inconclusive*8—his parents’ home was in either Turkish or Russian possession.39 Yet he surfaced as a spiritual teacher in Russia during the Silver Age, after years spent in Egypt, the Holy Land, and central Asia, searching out esoteric knowledge with a band of fellow travelers known as the Seekers of Truth.40 Like Madame Blavatsky, Gurdjieff was something of a crazy guru, and his inexplicable and often inconvenient behavior kept his students on their toes—which he often stepped on. He made inordinate demands on his followers and created difficult situations. The writer Fritz Peters’s account of a train journey with Gurdjieff in which he caused lengthy delays, kept everyone awake, ate foul-smelling foods, demanded special treatment, and in general was a royal pain, reads like the “slow burn” in an old comedy film.41 This was, like Blavatsky’s Marx Brothers antics, a teaching strategy, aimed at shaking his followers awake, disturbing their “sleep,” and forcing them to push past their mechanical limits and achieve real consciousness.

It did not always work. The man responsible for presenting Gurdjieff to the world was P. D. Ouspensky, a well-known figure on the occult and esoteric Silver Age scenes. Ouspensky, a popular writer on metaphysical themes and habitué of the Stray Dog Café—his lectures were attended by Berdyaev—met Gurdjieff in Moscow after a disappointing “search for the miraculous” in Egypt, India, and the Near East, which left him no better than when he started out. His account of his years with Gurdjieff,
In Search of the Miraculous (1949), provides in microcosm what we can see as the backdrop to “mystic Russia”: the search for spiritual truth against the chaos of history. The First World War, the Bolshevik revolution, and the Russian Civil War propelled Gurdjieff, Ouspensky, and their colleagues across an exploding country and deposited them at the gates of an unwelcoming eastern Europe—much as many involuntary immigrants find themselves today.

By this time Gurdjieff’s inconsistent behavior began to grate on the disciplined, scientific Ouspensky—a thoroughly Westernized Russian—and his crazy-guru antics proved too much. While Ouspensky’s writing is clarity itself, and his approach to Gurdjieff’s ideas as systematic as Euclid, Gurdjieff is something different, as his disruptive tactics show. Gurdjieff’s mammoth masterpiece of parenthetical remarks and dependent clauses,
Beelzebub’s Tales to His Grandson (1951), may suggest that when Rudolf Steiner said that Russia had great power but poor form, he was on to something—even acknowledging again that Gurdjieff himself wasn’t Russian. Yet there are many similarities between Gurdjieff and Blavatsky, whose own tomes
Isis Unveiled (1877) and The Secret Doctrine (1888) often seem, like Gurdjieff’s, to be bursting at the seams. Both benefited by having a Western mind—in Blavatsky’s case Olcott’s—bringing some logic and order to their Dionysian, protean personalities.

All three of these seekers combined an intensity of spiritual pursuit with a physical attempt to satisfy it, a geographical and not only symbolic “search for the miraculous.” If we accept her claims, Blavatsky traveled in Tibet—or got as near to it as possible—at a time when European men were not allowed admission. Gurdjieff claims to have penetrated the secret monastery of the Sarmoung Brotherhood, somewhere in the fastness of central Asia. Ouspensky met with teachers of “schools,” in ashrams and dervish tekkes, in his quest for forgotten knowledge. This kind of pilgrimage is unique to the Russian, who does not wait for God to come to him, but goes out of his door to track him down.

One such seeker was Rasputin, who seems to fit the Russian man identikit to a tee. His tag as the Holy Devil, made popular by a sensational and mostly unreliable biography by René Fülöp-Miller, an Austrian writer and journalist, says as much.42 Rasputin was a drunkard and saint, a mystic and sensualist, an ascetic and satyr, a penitent and sinner, a peasant who humbled aristocracy and a heretic who had the gift of healing. His spiritual obsession and religious devotion were as intense as any we’ve seen, and he was as holy a fool as he was a devil. At fourteen, after being publically whipped for robbing an old man, Rasputin suffered “a fit of mysticism.” He started attending church, talking with priests, and visiting monasteries. People in his village often saw him sitting by the roadside scourging himself with thistles, praying incessantly. They thought he was inspired and tossed coins to him.43

Rasputin began visiting the monastery at Verkhoturye in a neighboring province. He traveled there from his home village of Pokrovskoe, in western Siberia, on foot, a distance of more than four hundred miles. Because the young Rasputin radiated “a passion for spiritual knowledge,” the monks were happy to speak with him about God and his intentions and how best he could serve them. After witnessing a visitation of the Blessed Virgin, Rasputin was told by his counselor, the hermit Makary at Verkhoturye, that he must go to the monastery at Mount Athos in Greece, in order to strengthen his devotion and make himself worthy of the miracle. Having walked the four hundred plus miles to see his mentor, Rasputin and a friend began their journey to Greece the same way, a trek of more than two thousand miles.44 Unfortunately Rasputin was disappointed in Mount Athos; he found the homosexual practices of the monks repulsive and, leaving his friend, who had taken vows, he abandoned the “filth and vermin” of the monastery for a side trip to the Holy Land, a mere extra eight hundred and fifty miles. I should mention that all of these distances are only one-way.

Like Blavatsky, Rasputin walked the “way of blame,” and practiced yurodstvo; he was indeed a fool for Christ. In Rasputin’s case this led to more than accusations of charlatanry; the “humiliation at the hands of other people” that he had to accept ultimately included his assassination at the hands of Prince Yussupov and his accomplices in 1916, an event he predicted.45 But if nothing else, his extraordinary travels in search of spiritual knowledge make clear that, as Berdyaev tells us, the Russians are “pilgrims,” perpetual seekers “in search of divine truth and justice.” “Pilgrims refuse obedience to the powers that be,” Berdyaev tells us, himself an exile from his homeland for many years.46 The pilgrimage through this earthly life, which characterizes the Russian experience, constitutes a refusal to accept the limitations of the world and a determination to reach one’s holy destination, the Kingdom of Heaven to come.

It should be no surprise then that one of the most popular Russian devotional works of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries—and which since the 1990s has become popular again—is the anonymous 
The Way of a Pilgrim (1884). This is the account of a mendicant monk who travels throughout Ukraine, Russia, and Siberia, inwardly intoning the “Jesus prayer”—“Lord Jesus have mercy on me”—“without ceasing,” an example, perhaps, of Russian man’s excessiveness. The Jesus prayer, a kind of Christian mantra, was part of the Hesychast revival in the nineteenth century, a contemplative, meditative religious practice that followed the
via negativa, the apophatic roots of Orthodoxy in the “negative theology” of the early church fathers.47

Apophatic means “empty,” “without content,” and is based on the recognition that God transcends any attribute we can impute to him; a similar insight informs the
sunyata of Mahayana Buddhism and the neti-neti—“not this, not that”—of Hinduism. We know God best by emptying ourselves of any preconceptions about him and allowing his presence to enter our hearts. That is the purpose of the Jesus prayer.

A spiritual practice based on eliminating any human conception about the Divine, and so preventing it from staining his pure radiance, seems not too distant from an apocalyptic sense of history and the eagerness with which the Russian soul sought to fulfill it. But an inner apocalypse was also available. By retreating into his interior world, and focusing his consciousness on the one goal, the pilgrim transcends the mere earthly world and achieves communion with God.

The anonymous mendicant of The Way of a Pilgrim begins his pilgrimage by visiting a 
starets (pl. startsy), a spiritual guide. These startsy were elders of the church who were seen as spiritual teachers, charismatic figures whose authority was based on their own personal power. They are the men and women who, as Colin Wilson said, “impress by their spiritual authority.” Probably the most well-known example of a starets is a fictional one, although the figure of Father Zossima in
The Brothers Karamazov is said to have been based on Saint Ambrose, the fourth-century bishop of Milan and an important influence on Saint Augustine and Elder Leonid of the famous Optina Pustyn monastery, an early nineteenth-century starets. Like the startsy in real life, Zossima is a wanderer. Like Buddhist monks, startsy took to the road and brought their message to the land, subsisting on the alms and offerings of the village folk they met. They were wanderers of the spirit, bringing the glad tidings of Christ’s message to his God-bearing people.

AS SPENGLER SAID, the Russian does not look up, but out, into the horizon, across vast tracts of space that lie before, not above him. His soul reaches out to them. His arms open to embrace those he meets. The road beckons. Praying without ceasing the pilgrim follows on. As James H. Billington writes, “the relentlessly horizontal plain” intensified the “longing to find a . . . link with God and some higher plane of reality.”48

This sense of the open space around one, of infinite forward direction—one’s “horizontality,” to steal a word from geology—must, I imagine, also influence one’s sense of time. Can we see this as another factor informing the sense of history peculiar to the Russian mind? Did the pilgrim on the road, heading toward his holy destination, give to the Russian soul a feeling that history must be a similar road that all humanity is walking? And were the stages along the way, the eruptions and catastrophes that marked the destiny of the Russian people, like the signposts telling the pilgrim that he was nearing his destination? Roads go somewhere. We follow them to their end—at least the most determined pilgrims do. And one path at least that we are all on, that of life, will take each of us to our own final destinations. Will it have taken us somewhere? That was a question that Russian man felt he had to answer. We can say that his attempts to do so make up the very meaning of history that he wants to understand.
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Motherland

A Country of Extremes

When exactly Russian history begins is a question that runs throughout much of Russian history. It is closely related to the Russian quest for identity. The search for what it means to be Russian is usually undertaken by trying to answer the questions, “Where have we come from?” and “Where are we going to?” Russians have been asking themselves those questions very seriously at least since the early eighteenth century, and some of the greatest literature—and music—ever 
written is a product of their attempts to answer them. Both questions have 
elicited a variety of responses. Myths and traditions about the origins of the 
Russian people are not scarce, and as we’ve seen, ideas, visions, and 
uncertainties about their future are also not difficult to find.

This later concern came to a head in the Silver Age, and was abruptly aborted by the rise of the Bolsheviks, who had their own ideas about the future of Russia—and the rest of the world—under the dictatorship of the proletariat. With that dictatorship grinding to a halt in the early 1990s, the question of Russia’s future, the “classic question of Russian identity,” again took center stage.1 Yet in many ways the people asking it were still faced with the same challenge that the Russian genius of the nineteenth century left unanswered. At the end of 
Dead Souls, his masterpiece, Nikolai Gogol—whose attempts to answer the Russian question led to a rejection of his art in the name of God and a long, slow suicide through asceticism—sees Russia as a
troika, the traditional sleigh pulled by three horses, racing out, faster and faster, under the starry night and onto the endless steppes. “Russia, where are you flying to?” Gogol asks, as the horses speed on. She doesn’t answer, but “everything is flying past, and, looking askance, other nations and states draw aside and make way for her.”2

Other nations may not be drawing aside to make way for Russia—indeed, that they are not has been a sore point in recent times. But that Russia still seems to be hurtling into some unknown future is not an uncommon feeling.

IT SEEMS GENERALLY agreed that Russian history, up until the collapse of the USSR, can be broken down into four empires or, from a less imperial perspective, five periods. The empires are Kievan Rus’ (850–1240), the Muscovite empire (1400–1605), the Romanov empire (1613–1917), and the Soviet empire (1918–1991).3 What the present still-inchoate character of post-Soviet Russia will eventually metamorphose into remains to be seen.

If we look at this sequence as periods we can add to it the time of the “Tartar yoke” (1240–1400), the centuries of subjugation to the Mongols of the Golden Horde, which left a seemingly ineradicable mark on the Russian psyche. Much in the character of Russian political and social organization has been attributed to the autocratic, hierarchical, “traditional” ways of the Mongols, and much of it informed the Muscovite empire that emerged when their yoke had been thrown off. As more than one historian suggests, the tendency toward despotic rule and a submissive, almost masochistic fatalism among the people are most likely an inheritance from the Tartars, and both informed the quasi-oriental court of the Muscovite tsars.

The Muscovite period, according to Nikolai Berdyaev, was the worst in Russian history; he called it the “most stifling,” precisely because of this “Asiatic and Tartar” influence.4 Others, like the Slavophiles of the nineteenth century, looked to the Muscovite empire as a past glory to be regained, while modern Eurasianists, such as Lev Gumilev, see the Tartars as heaven sent, “saving” Russia from domination by the Catholic West.5 This is a revisioning of Russian history that Gumilev’s followers, like Alexander Dugin, carry on today.

Berdyaev makes the point that, contrary to the romantic ideas of the nineteenth-century Slavophiles—who envisioned a Pan-Slavic nation and whose ideas informed some of Dostoyevsky’s less liberal views—Russian history has never been “organic.” Instead it has consisted of a series of “interruptions,” a somewhat sedate word for the cataclysmic character of the shifts Berdyaev speaks of. It may be one of those interruptions that Russia is experiencing now, which will end with a new order being established. Berdyaev, who died in 1948, did not see the end of the Bolshevik experiment, but like a good Silver Age sage, he believed that the Soviet Union was not a final destination and that “it is quite possible that there will be yet another new Russia.”6

As we have seen—and will see again as we go along—he was not the only one with this expectation.

IT’S NOT UNCOMMON 
for accounts of Russian history, or of any nation’s in fact, to begin with a 
dramatic event. In our case this could be the Viking Rurik’s arrival in Novgorod 
in 862, Queen Olga’s visit to Constantinople in 955, or a sixteen-year-old Ivan 
IV—soon to be nicknamed “the Terrible”—being crowned as tsar of all of Russia in 
1547. But as Philip Longworth points out in his fascinating history of Russia’s 
empires, what was there and remained and was at the heart of it all was the 
land. It, and the arrival of Orthodox Christianity in the tenth century, made 
the Russians who they are—with certain admixtures of Western influences whose 
importance still remains a debated question. And as James H. Billington writes, 
the one seems to have prepared the nascent Russian people for the other. The “particularly difficult material conditions in Russia,” Billington tells us, produced in the people “an unusually intense spirituality.”7 When Prince Vladimir was baptized into the Byzantine faith in 991 at Cherson in Crimea on the shores of the Black Sea—today a place of pilgrimage—the people of Kievan Rus’ found a focus for that intensity.8

But before this there was the land, “Damp Mother Earth,” and her children, the Slavic people. Familial metaphors seem to suit the Russian experience more than they do other nations; if the tsar was “Little Father,” the land was the Great Mother, the source of all. There was the “black earth,” the rich, fertile soil of the “motherland” in Ukraine; the vast tracts of the steppes stretching into Siberia; the mountains of the Caucasus; the rivers and endless forests; the inhospitable tundra; and above all the climate. All gave to the people who migrated to these lands as the last Ice Age receded, a character that set them apart from others. That Russian man is full of contradictions and drawn to excess can be rooted in no small part in the fact that the world in which he found himself required him to be this way. It was a land of extremes that “does not like doing things by halves,” and it demanded that same commitment from its inhabitants.9

The earliest ones of these—that we know of—can be dated back to before the Ice Age. In a grave in Sungir, near the city of Vladimir in central Russia, bones of children, a boy and a girl, were found dating back to 26,000 years ago.10 They had been buried in their garments, and their remains had been decorated with shells. Ivory bracelets, spears made from mammoth tusks, some stone tools, and some antler rods were found at the site. Who these children were and how they came to be there we will most likely never know. The people who inhabited this area did not survive the approaching cold and with the Ice Age they were gone.

The people who came after them—some 10,000 years later—moved into the area of what is today Ukraine from the northwest, which means Europe. Contrary to what Slavophiles and modern-day Eurasianists believe, Russians are European by descent; this at least was the conclusion reached by a major study carried out in 2000. It found that, genetically, Russians are descended from people who, to escape the approaching glaciers, migrated south from Europe to what we know as Ukraine.11 An answer to the question of whether Ukraine “belongs” to Russia or to Europe—in the sense of the European Union—a controversial one today, may be rooted in the vast migrations of people from a frigid west to a more hospitable east.

The people who made that journey found themselves at the end of it in a huge area of land to the north and west of the Black Sea. The earth there was rich, the wildlife plentiful, and both could sustain them. The terrain beyond these limits was for the most part little else but vast tracts of marshland. It was uninhabitable, and much of its bleak environment could not support even the simplest forms of life. It would take millennia for Damp Mother Earth, awakening as the ice sheets receded, to transform this uninviting landscape into a place suitable for humans.

Yet eventually the great freeze thawed, and life returned to the somnolent land. The people started to move north into unexplored regions. They followed wildlife into these areas, which time and nature had transformed from a desolate wasteland into the great forests of Russia: seas of aspen, pine, larch, hazel, willow, and birch. These early people fed on wild pig, horse, and deer, domesticated some animals, and understood the rudiments of cultivation, which they carried with them as they slowly followed the herds to the north.

As they penetrated further into this strange new world it slowly had an effect on them. Having to adapt to less sunlight and colder air, over generations their hair gradually lightened and turned blond, their skin became fair, and their noses lengthened and narrowed. It was during these long excursions into the colder north that the people who would become Russians began to acquire the characteristics that we associate today with their modern descendants: a hardy toughness, an ability to endure cold, an indifference to privation, and a capacity for suffering that reached from their Neolithic roots to the masterpieces of their literature. Aptly enough it was the cold that produced in the people a “compensating warmth in communal, human relations”: the “we” huddling together have a better chance of enduring subzero conditions than do independent “me’s,” shivering on their own.12 The harsh conditions make the logic of pooling resources and working together unavoidable and anchored a preference for the collective over the individual in the Russian character. It may also be from the unpredictable character of the Russian climate—sudden temperature shifts being one example—that the often inexplicable behavior of Russian man descends.

THE DEMANDING CONDITIONS in which these proto-Russians lived—a holiday compared to the Ice Age but to more temperate climes certainly not a picnic—made the migrations difficult and sporadic. One help was the rivers, like the Dnieper and the Don, which would eventually lead to the creation of the land that would be called Russia. It was the terrain too, that fractured and separated the original Slavicspeaking people into their different branches and gave rise to different languages, the mountains, marshes, and bogs producing and maintaining distinct linguistic differences. Longworth even suggests that the long animosity between the Russians and the Poles, and which makes up a great deal of the history of these people, has its roots in geography, an idea that would meet, I suspect, with the approval of today’s devotees of geopolitics.13

As in other places on the planet, by 4000 BCE, settlements of differing size appeared in Ukraine, mostly near the rivers; one of the largest, Talianki, about 150 miles south of Kiev, is thought to have supported 10,000 people.14 Civilization was taking hold in other parts of the land too. In the north, in what would become Finland and the Baltic states, a burial ground dating from about 5000 BCE was discovered. These people made tools—knives, hooks, even harpoons—and hunted beaver, seals, and elk. Yet not all their industry was for utilitarian purposes; much jewelery, made of ivory and amber, and even musical instruments—bells and pipes—were found among their remains. It seems that early Russians, like their modern counterparts, liked music, and we can assume they also liked to dance. They also seemed to have practiced animal sacrifice, which tells us they had a religious sense. And that they buried their dead with offerings to the spirits, figures of their gods, and also items that the deceased could use or liked—much as ancient Egyptians did—suggests they believed in an afterlife. Many of the bodies were buried facing east and were decorated with red ochre, a burial adornment that goes back to Neanderthal man.15

That the bodies were buried facing east suggests that these people were sun worshipers. What we know of the ancient beliefs of the pagan tribes who would eventually metamorphose into the “God-bearing” people of Holy Russia is fragmentary, and comes down to us from sources*9 already steeped in Orthodoxy. Yet we’ve seen that the ability of Russian man to hold contradictory views was an asset here. Through the magic of 
dvoeverie or “dual belief,” he was able to satisfy both the “intense spirituality” that the rigors of the land generated, with its powerful sense of 
another world awaiting him in eternity, and also the deep connection that he felt with his roots right here in Damp Mother Earth. This meant that the gods of the ancient land were not cast out, but remained in power, side by side with the new pantheon, the two often being worshiped simultaneously.16

For the early Russians this connection to the trees and fields and rivers around them took the form of an animism that gave a character and even a peculiar 
personality to the forces of nature. They spoke to them. These people “saw the agency of nonhuman beings in every situation that could arise, in rivers, fields, and forests, in the home and in the sky.”17 It is this personified nature that informs the world of Russian fairy tales, with stories of the mythical firebird and of magic geese and falcons. It was a world alive and inhabited by spiritual beings who could be helpful if respected, but who more often than not posed a threat, a reflection, perhaps of the unforgiving character of the Russian land, itself full of dangers.

There were higher gods, who seemed to embody a polarity of forces that kept the universe in existence. An all-powerful creator god, Rod, manifested in a polarity of light and dark, of clean and unclean spirits. The first pair of opposites he produced was a white god and a black god, Belobog, who was masculine, and Chernobog, who was feminine: 
bog being the Slavic term for god. Hence the “God-seekers” of the Silver Age were called 
bogoiskateli.

This duality may have roots in Zoroastrianism, which sees reality as involved in a great cosmic war between the powers of light and darkness. Manichaeism, another dualistic religion with many similarities to Zoroastrianism—although there are also significant differences—is thought to have reached the Slavs by the third century CE. What connection, if any, this may have with the ancient beliefs of the Slavs remains unclear. The Bogomils, a heretical Christian sect that in the tenth to twelfth centuries spread across Europe from the Balkans to France—the Cathars were their last members—were so called because they believed themselves to be “dear to God.” Their dualist beliefs also link them with the Manichaeans.18

What seems interesting in the context of our aim of understanding Russia as in some way the source of a “third way,” beyond that of either the materialist West or the mystical East, is that a similar pattern of what we might call “polarity and transcendence” seems to have been in place in the earliest beliefs of her people. The universe for them was the result of a constant tension between opposing forces, between masculine powers and feminine ones, between the waxing and waning of light, between a creative, energizing spirit and a receptive, generating one.

But the lesser gods were closer to the people and could be found in the nature around them. Some of the important pre-Christian deities were Perun, the thunder god, who is related to the Norse god Thor. There was Dazhbog, the sun god, and Jutrobog, the god of the moon. The moon was very important in the ancient Slavic religion. It bestowed abundance and health and was even seen as the creator of mankind. Up into the nineteenth century the moon god was still worshiped by peasants in parts of Ukraine, in the form of circle dances.*10 There was Kupala, the goddess of water, important in a land where rivers were a central source of food and transportation. But there were dangers here also, like the 
rusalki, mermaids who tempted the unwary into the cold, dark depths, where they would join the spirits of other drowned men. The 
leshie were wood sprites, relations of the spirit Kikamora, the genius loci of the forests and steppes. The 
polyovyk inhabited the fields, and the domovyk were the deities of the household, whom it was wise to propitiate, if you wanted a quiet home.

The mora were generic demons whose business was to torment mankind. One very dangerous spirit to emerge from these myths and who would become a popular figure in Slavic folklore was Baba Yaga, a feminine demon whose name alone could frighten children, and not a few adults. Another important ancient deity was Mokosh, the feminine goddess of the moist, wet earth—Damp Mother Earth—who, through the alchemy of 
dvoeverie, became for western Slavs the Black Madonna, and who can be seen today in many Catholic churches.

As William Anderson suggests in his book The Face of Glory, the Black Madonna found in many churches in Europe may be a lingering expression of an earlier pre-Christian fertility religion. As Anderson points out, many Christian churches were built on the grounds of ancient pagan sites.20 Even the magnificent rose window of Chartres Cathedral’s north transept has a Virgin with a black face at its center. Other decorations found on old churches—chevrons, spirals, lozenges—also seem to refer back to an ancient pagan worship of the Great Mother.

That statuettes of pregnant women were found at many of the prehistoric graves discovered in what would become Russia suggests that these people worshiped the feminine generative power. It also suggests that they may have lived under a matriarchy—which, like the red ochre found in the graves in Finland, is also something associated with Neanderthal man, who may also have worshiped a mother deity.21 Whatever may be the truth here, we can assume that it was echoes of the Great Mother, in her form as Damp Mother Earth, who in the Russian Orthodox Church led to Mary being worshiped more as the actual mother of God—with everything that this entails—than as the recipient of the miracle of a virgin birth.22

BETWEEN THAT MIRACLE and our ancient Russians lay a great deal of history. And we can assume, fairly safely I think, that these people were ignorant of it. Unlike today, when news travels so quickly that it is no longer news by the time we hear it, the ancient world had no such media. News, if it traveled at all, did so very slowly. It may be difficult for us to grasp, but while the great civilizations of the ancient world rose and fell—the Egyptians, the Babylonians, the Persians—little word of their achievements reached these people, if any did at all. Parts of Russia were practically still in the Stone Age, and the people were still hunters and gatherers. The great civilizations of China and India were unknown to them. And Rome, to whom more than one Russian tsar or emperor looked for legitimacy—the tradition of Russian rule being rooted in the Roman Empire is a tenacious one—had, by the time Russia came into existence, disappeared, fallen to the barbarians that, ironically enough, would play a central role in the rise of Russia itself.

A millennium before Christ, tribes of nomads from the southern steppes charged up from the Black Sea and entered Ukraine. The Cimmerians, the Scythians, and the Sarmatians were horsemen, warriors, and herdsmen who moved out from central Asia into the lands bordering on areas the pre-Christian Slavs were cultivating. In successive waves each horde swept across the vast plains toward the west, conquering everything in their path. For ages these lands gave themselves up to plunder, pillage, and battle, with precious little respite and with whole peoples disappearing into the endless horizon without a trace.

In the Odyssey Homer speaks of the Cimmerians as living on the opposite side of Oceanus, the mythical river god who encircles the Earth. There is no sun in that land and it is at the gates of Hades. In fact, the Cimmerians, who were of Iranian descent, inhabited the steppes to the north of the Black Sea, in the area between the Danube and Don Rivers.23 At least they did until the Scythians arrived and moved them out, which seems to have happened sometime around 700 BCE. About the Scythians the Greek historian Herodotus—the venerable “father of history”—wrote some hair-raising reports. Intrigued by stories of their brutality, Herodotus made a special trip to investigate for himself. These savages, he discovered, skinned their enemies (and often made garments of the skin), used their skulls as goblets, on occasion drank blood—which, being an emetic, must have been unpleasant—and thought it good practice to take at least one life a year.24

The Sarmatians, who conquered the Scythians in the third century BCE, were, like them, a warrior race and also of Iranian descent. They too were master horsemen. They were also brilliant metalworkers and effective military strategists, and their technical innovations, like the metal stirrup and spur, influenced the Romans—against whom they fought, alongside German tribes, in the first century CE. There is a suggestion that their social structure, like that perhaps of the prehistoric Russians, may have been matriarchal; the fact that unmarried Sarmatian women fought alongside men may be the origin of Greek legends of the Amazons. Yet little remains from these romantic, nomadic peoples, who entered history dramatically but left it practically without notice, except these contributions, and the famous “Scythian gold,” which is actually Sarmatian miniature jewelry, housed today in the Hermitage Museum in St. Petersburg. But perhaps that is not all. According to one historian, what they also offer is the “recurring temptation” for some Russians “to think of themselves as a uniquely ‘Eurasian’ people.”25 The Russians in question here are the Eurasianists that fled the Bolshevik revolution and their twenty-first-century counterparts at work in Russia today.26

Here they figure as participants in a long process of historical demolition, whose overarching theme we can characterize as the “fall of Rome.” Rome was not built in a day, nor did it collapse overnight. Its decline took place over centuries; its death throes lasted for years. As the Cimmerians fell to the Scythians, and the Scythians to the Sarmatians, these conquerors too were eventually overrun by the Goths in what was then Dacia—Romania today—in the third century CE. Some of the Sarmatians joined the Goths and went on to invade western Europe.
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