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Abstract

This dissertation examines the social, cultural, and institutional interaction
of Russian Orthodox settlers, clergymen, bishops, Orthodox leaders, and state
officials, both local and national, during the colonization of Siberia in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth century. The arrival of millions of peasant-settlers
to the region constituted one of the Russian state’s most ambitious imperial
undertakings. Omsk diocese, created in 1895, and encompassing part of the
Kazakh Steppe and the territory surrounding Omsk, comprised one of the
destinations chosen by settlers to establish new communities. This dissertation
explores Omsk diocese as a frontier, or a site of interaction, where these groups
collaborated, and at times struggled, with each other as they attempted to rebuild
Orthodox religious institutions and life in Siberia. While the church, state, and
settlers agreed that building parishes complete with churches, priests, and schools
constituted a fundamental need that must be fulfilled in order to establish a
functioning community capable of perpetuating “Russian” cultural values, the
process of building these parishes and engaging in Orthodox practices highlighted
the tensions that existed between and among these groups. Religious pluralism,
changing social identities, competing authorities, the breakdown of traditional
authority in the villages, debates over the professionalization of the clerical ranks,
and the bureaucratization and standardization of religious life — conditions
associated with the creation of the modern world — appeared in Siberia during
colonization. While many of these tensions reflected the social and cultural
changes afoot in the empire, on the frontier, they took on a life of their own. This

dissertation argues that the frontier created a space which forced the state, the



church, and settlers to discuss and explore local and national expectations,
aspirations, and fears assigned to the process of creating communities in an

expanding and modernizing imperial Russia.
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Introduction

The colonization of Siberia in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
century was one of the most ambitious projects pursued by the Russian state. In
1911, Prime Minister Petr Stolypin described Siberia as a land “rich in everything
except people...”" Resettlement, Stolypin knew, would drive the future of Siberia
and transform it in a way that Russia’s previous contact with the region had failed
to stimulate.” Only settlers had the capacity to truly alter this vast space. The
state’s invitation to resettle was heartily accepted in many communities in
European Russia. Millions of peasant-settlers trekked across the empire for the
opportunity to find affordable land, a luxury that their homelands could not offer
them. The building of the Trans-Siberian railway, which began in 1891, connected
Russia proper to Siberia and eased the journey of settlers.

In 1896, Anatolii Kulomzin, who headed the Committee of the Siberian
Railway, began a three-month trip through the region to witness the resettlement

of peasant-settlers. For imperial figures like Kulomzin, the colonization of Siberia

! Petr Arkad’evich Stolypin and Aleksandr Vasil’evich Krivoshein, Poezdka v sibir’i povolzhe:
zapiska P.A. Stolypina i A.V. Krivosheina (St. Petersburg: Tip. A.S. Suvorina, 1911), 7.

? Like Charles Steinwedel, I will use the words colonization and resettlement interchangeably in
this dissertation. His practice reflects the usage in the sources, which Willard Sunderland was the
first to comment on. See Charles Steinwedel, “Resettling People, Upsetting the Empire: Migration
and the Challenges of Governance 1861-1917,” in Peopling the Russian Periphery: Borderland
Colonization in Eurasian History, ed. Nicholas Breyfogle, Willard Sunderland and Abby M.
Schrader (New York: Routledge, 2007), 142; Willard Sunderland, Taming the Wild Field:
Colonization and Empire on the Russian Steppe (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2006), 88, 156,
158, 194. For more on Stolypin’s land reforms, see David Macey, “Reflections on Peasant
Adaptation in Rural Russia at the Beginning of the Twentieth Century: The Stolypin Agrarian
Reforms,” The Journal of Peasant Studies 31 (July 2004): 400-426; Judith Pallot, Land Reform in
Russia, 1906-1917: Peasant Responses to Stolypin’s Project of Rural Transformation (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1999). For more on the issue of land in Siberia, see Alberto Masoero, “Layers of
Property in the Tsar’s Settlement Colony: Projects of Land Privatization in Siberia in the Late
Nineteenth Century,” Central Asian Survey 29, no. 1 (March 2010): 9-32; Steinwedel, 135-137.
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represented the Russian empire claiming its position as one of the premier
European powers. As he explored the realities of colonization and pondered the
best ways to address the needs of settlers, Kulomzin expressed a concern for
traditional elements of colonization such as settling pioneers on tillable land, and
spent a considerable amount of time contemplating the religious consequences of
this endeavour. He recognized that the institutional struggles of the Orthodox
Church in responding to the religious needs of its new parishioners had social and
cultural implications for Russia’s imperial mission in the region. To aid the church
in its work, Kulomzin used donations collected through the Emperor Alexander
III fund, which was established in 1894, to organize the building of churches and
schools across Siberia.

On his trip, Kulomzin passed through Omsk diocese in western Siberia,
which had been established the year before. Omsk, the capital of this new
diocesan see, resembled an overgrown Siberian village, with only the town’s
centre and the railway station indicating its administrative importance. From his
episcopal residence there, Bishop Grigorii (Poletaev) oversaw the institutional
growth of the Orthodox Church and worked to deepen its cultural influence on the
frontier. Even with the support of religious and secular authorities in St.
Petersburg, his efforts to build Orthodox communities in this new diocese proved
arduous. Bishop Grigorii and his successors had to contend with the conditions of
the frontier: distance, constantly changing demographics, ethnic and religious
diversity, insufficient and ill-prepared staff, nearly empty diocesan coffers and

hardly an onion dome in sight. His diocese also was not immune to the problems



of a typical European diocese, as modern life served the Church a platter of
challenges and opportunities in its efforts to create strong parishes, engaged
parishioners and effective clergymen.

Kulomzin visited countless settler villages during his tour. Siberia offered
settlers plenty of land; however, other necessities of peasant life were absent. New
settlers found themselves without access to what they perceived as an essential
part of their lives: their ability to practise the Orthodox faith. The journey by land,
water and rail to Siberia had not dampened their desire to worship in an Orthodox
church. Upon their arrival in the diocese, settlers expected to have access to the
same religious infrastructure that existed in European Russia. The fact that they
were “outside” of Russia only strengthened their sense of entitlement. Settlers
wondered, for instance, how they could be left without churches and surrounded
by non-Russian and non-Orthodox populations. For settlers, the church
represented continuity in their lives; resettlement for them was primarily about
land, not adventure or freedom. The goal of their efforts and their sacrifices was
not to leave behind their old lives, but rather to maintain their rural way of life.
Settlers understood the Orthodox Church as one of the primary institutions to
support and perpetuate the traditions of their communities.

This dissertation examines the social, cultural, and institutional interaction
of Russian Orthodox settlers, clergymen, bishops, Orthodox leaders, and state
officials, both local and national, during the colonization of Siberia in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth century. The arrival of millions of peasant-settlers

to the region constituted one of the Russian state’s most ambitious imperial



undertakings. Omsk diocese, created in 1895, and encompassing part of the
Kazakh Steppe and the territory surrounding Omsk, comprised one of the
destinations chosen by settlers to establish new communities. This dissertation
explores Omsk diocese as a frontier, or a site of interaction, where these groups
collaborated, and at times struggled, with each other as they attempted to rebuild
Orthodox religious institutions and life in Siberia. While the Church, state, and
settlers agreed that building parishes complete with churches, priests, and schools
constituted a fundamental need that must be fulfilled in order to establish a
functioning community capable of perpetuating “Russian” cultural values, the
process of building these parishes and engaging in Orthodox practices highlighted
the tensions that existed between and among these groups. Religious pluralism,
changing social identities, competing authorities, the breakdown of traditional
authority in the villages, debates over the professionalization of the clerical ranks,
and the bureaucratization and standardization of religious life — conditions
associated with the creation of the modern world — appeared in Siberia during
colonization. While many of these tensions reflected social and cultural changes
afoot in the empire, Siberian conditions seemed to put them in sharp relief, and on
the frontier these tensions took on a life of their own. This dissertation argues that
the frontier created a space which forced the state, the Church, and settlers to
discuss and explore local and national expectations, aspirations, and fears
associated with the process of creating communities in an expanding and
modernizing empire. Religion performed a critical role in this exploration, as it

represented a traditional pillar of community life in rural Russia.



Russia’s political engagement with Siberia began in the sixteenth century
as the Stroganov family, by invitation of Tsar Ivan IV, sent Cossack mercenaries
to explore the riches, particularly in furs, of Siberia. Although Russian troops
established forts and settled parts of the land, Russians primarily explored and
exploited Siberia, instead of subduing it through intensive colonization.® This
changed in the second half of the nineteenth century, as Siberia became an
important site for the resettlement of peasants.* The flow of migrants, while
steady throughout this period, grew exponentially from the 1890s and onward. In
1858, the non-indigenous population (Russians and other ethnicities) of Siberia
was 2,288,036; by 1897, this number stood at 4,889,633 and between 1897 and
1911, this number increased to 8,393,469.5 The post-1890 round of Siberian
resettlement coincided with a particularly volatile period in Russian history: its
development as a modern state and empire. Technological feats like the building
of the Trans-Siberian railway not only advertised the scientific advancements of
the state and the intrepidness of the Russian spirit, they also had tremendous
political consequences by signalling to imperial competitors in Asian territories
that Russia would be a strong player in the geopolitical game underway. Yet, as

the Russo-Japanese war of 1904-05 would reveal, the Russian empire was less

3 For more on colonization and Siberia, see Eva-Maria Stolberg, Sibirien: Russlands " Wilder
Osten”: Mythos und soziale Realitit im 19. und 20. Jahrhundert (Stuttgart: Steiner, 2009); Eva-
Maria Stolberg, “The Siberian Frontier and Russia’s Position in World History: A Reply to Aust
and Nolte,” Review (Fernand Braudel Center) 27, no. 3 (January 2004): 243-267; Martin Aust,
“Rossia Siberica: Russian-Siberian History Compared to Medieval Conquest and Modern
Colonialism,” Review (Fernand Braudel Center) 27, no. 3 (January 2004): 181-205; Eva-Maria
Stolberg, “The Siberian Frontier Between ‘White Mission’ and * Yellow Peril,” 1890s-1920s,”
Nationalities Papers 32, no. 1 (March 2004): 165-181; Alan Wood, The History of Siberia: From
Russian Conguest to Revolution (New York: Routledge, 1991); W. Bruce Lincoln, The Conquest of
a Continent: Siberia and the Russians (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2007); Donald W.
Treadgold, The Great Siberian Migration (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1957).

* Treadgold, 33.

3 Ibid., 32. This number does not include Central Asia, where part of Omsk diocese was located.

5



prepared than expected to back up its projection of power in the region. The loss
of the war and the abrupt turn to parliamentary politics with the formation of the
Duma and the recognition of individual rights (albeit imperfectly) in 1905
contributed to the atmosphere of transformation which was already underway
economically. The growth of Russia’s economy, driven by agriculture and
industrialization, combined with the rise of literacy rates in the empire created the
potential for new social classes to rise and existing ones to be altered.

Siberia was not immune to or detached from these developments. In Omsk
diocese, towns such as Omsk, Petropavlovsk, Semipalatinsk, Tara, and others
experienced tremendous growth sparked by the development of industries and the
settler movement which added to their populations and increased their profiles as
centres for trade and goods. Thousands of settlers arrived annually to the Kazakh
Steppe, thereby developing the region’s agricultural potential. A large population
of nomadic Muslim Kazakhs inhabited the steppe provinces of Akmolinsk and
Semipalatinsk, and initially outnumbered the Russian population significantly.®
Upon arrival, these settlers established homes on land owned by the state or
rented from the Kazakhs and the Cossacks, the latter who had settled in the region

since the end of the sixteenth century.” The majority of settlers in the region,

8 For more on the Kazakhs and the settlement of the Kazakh steppe, see Martha Brill Olcott, The
Kazakhs (Stanford: Hoover Institution Press, 1987); Virginia Martin, Law and Custom in the
Steppe: The Kazakhs of the Middle Horde and Russian Colonialism in the Nineteenth Century
(Richmond: Routledge Curzon, 2001); George J. Demko, The Russian Colonization of
Kazakhstan, 1896-1916 (Bloomington: Indiana University, 1969); lan Wylie Campbell,
“Knowledge and Power on the Kazakh Steppe, 1845-1917” (PhD diss., University of Michigan,
2011); and Ian W. Campbell, “Settlement Promoted, Settlement Contested: The Shcherbina
Expedition of 1896-1903,” Central Asian Survey 30, no. 3/4 (December 2011): 423-436.

7 For more on the right of Kazakhs to rent their land, see Olcott, 88. For more on the Cossacks in
Siberia, see Christoph Witzenrath, Cossacks and the Russian Empire, 1598-1725: Manipulation,
Rebellion and Expansion into Siberia (New York: Routledge, 2007).
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therefore, did not directly own the land they sowed.® And Orthodox settlers were
not the only ones to arrive on the steppe: Germans, Mennonites, and various other
Russian sectarian and dissenter groups put down roots alongside the Kazakh
population, tsarist officials, Orthodox clergymen and their flocks.

I use the term “frontier” throughout this dissertation. The concept of a
frontier as a space of cultural interaction between settlers, indigenous peoples and
nature which influences the development of institutions and national character
was proposed by historian Frederick Jackson Turner in the late nineteenth century
and has subsequently sparked a massive body of scholarship. As Mark Bassin
points out, Russian intellectuals in the nineteenth century also thought and wrote
about the frontier and its significance for Russia’s national development, which
shows that many of the issues raised by Turner were also on the minds of Russian
scholars as they witnessed the expansion of their empire.’ In current-day
scholarship, our definition of the term frontier has expanded to acknowledge the
ambiguities and complexities of cultural contact. Instead of lines, scholars
describe frontiers as “zones” and have added temporal and locational limitations.
Thus David Weber defines frontiers as “zones where the cultures of the invader
and of the invaded contend with one another and with their physical environment
to produce a dynamic that is unique to time and place.”'® I borrow this definition

to analyze Siberia as a frontier, but with one important change. Instead of

¥ Masoero, “Layers of Property in the Tsar’s Settlement Colony”; Alberto Masoero, “Territorial
Colonization in Late Imperial Russia,” Kritika: Explorations in Russian & Eurasian History 14,
no. 1 (Winter 2013): 59-91.

o Mark Bassin, “Turner, Solov’ev, and the ‘Frontier Hypothesis’: The Nationalist Signification of
Open Spaces,” Journal of Modern History 65, no. 3 (1993): 473-511.

' David Weber, The Spanish Frontier in North America (New Haven: Yale University Press,
2009), 9. Russianists have also emphasized the importance of time and space for understanding the
development of the Russian empire. See Breyfogle, Schrader and Sunderland, 7.
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emphasizing contact between the colonizer and colonized, my dissertation
illuminates how the context of the frontier created new opportunities for contact
between Russians themselves and, by extension, compelled them to ponder the
boundaries of their community and the significance of religious faith for their
identity.

As Siberia constitutes such a large, formidable landmass, focusing on one
diocese creates a more manageable territory to explore in detail. Omsk diocese
consisted of over a million square kilometres of territory, or almost twice the size
of France, and encompassed parts of Tobol’sk and Tomsk provinces and the
Kazakh Steppe provinces of Akmolinsk and Semipalatinsk (in current-day
Kazakhstan). Indeed, in contemporary literature Akmolinsk and Semipalatinsk
tend to be assigned to the geographical category of Central Asia."' Yet, church and
state officials referred to Omsk diocese as being a part of Siberia, which
highlights the ambiguity of where this territory belongs.

In reality, all the dioceses of Siberia would have something to offer for the
study of the role of religion on the frontier. However, a number of factors make
Omsk diocese an attractive case study. First, as a site of intensive settlement
during the period under investigation, Omsk appears as an obvious candidate.
After 1889, the state allowed peasants from any province to petition for

permission to resettle; prior to that year, only peasants from overpopulated regions

' See Richard A. Pierce, Russian Central Asia, 1867-1917: A Study in Colonial Rule (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1960); S.N. Abashin, D.Iu Arapov, and N.E Bekmakhanova, eds.,
Tsentral 'naia Aziia v sostave rossiiskoi imperii (Moscow: Novoe literaturnoe obozrenie, 2008);
and L. Dameshek and A. Remnev, Sibir’v sostave rossiiskoi imperii (Moscow: Novoe literaturnoe
obozrenie, 2007).



in European Russia could request to migrate.' In Asiatic Russia, these migrants
would be allotted 40.5 acres (15 desiatinas) per person and the new legislation
included the provinces of Akmolinsk, Semirechye and Semipalatinsk.'® This
caused a massive influx of population to these territories. In the diocese, the
Orthodox population almost tripled in less than twenty-years from 528, 414 in
1896 to 1,477,067 souls by 1914."* Also, Omsk offered an opportunity to study
the development of a diocese forged in the complicated environment of
colonization. Established dioceses like Tomsk and Tobol’sk had time in which to
develop the cohesion of their institutional culture, whereas Omsk diocese had to
be built from scratch. In such a young diocese, the strains of colonization were on
full display. And particular features of Omsk exacerbated issues experienced by
all dioceses. For example, the absence of a theological seminary made clerical
shortages, an issue that existed across the region, more acute in Omsk diocese.
Therefore, although certain features of Omsk diocese might be considered
exceptional, we can still extrapolate from the example of Omsk to draw
conclusions about the entire region.

Russian engagement in Siberia must be understood in the broader context
of the European settler movement of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The
movement of people, facilitated by advances in transportation technologies and a

desire for land and opportunity, spread European culture across the globe.'

12 Pierce, Russian Central Asia, 1867-1917: A Study in Colonial Rule, 120.

" Treadgold, 79.

" Vsepoddanneishii otchet ober-prokurora sviateishego sinoda za 1896-1897gody, vedomosti za
1896-97 (St. Petersburg, 1899), 14 and Vsepoddanneishii otchet ober-prokurora sviateishego
sinoda za 1914, vedomosti za 1914 god (St. Petersburg, 1916), 26.

15 On the settler movement as a global process, see Dirk Hoerder, Cultures in Contact: World
Migrations in the Second Millennium (Durham: Duke University Press, 2002); James Belich,

9



Settlers flocked to places like North America, South America, Australia, but also
Siberia.'® The Russian state studied the policies and organizational structure of
states accepting new immigrants, just as other states watched the colonization of
Siberia and Russia’s foothold in Asia with awe and trepidation. Recently, scholars
have attempted to integrate these stories by examining the commonalities between
environment, state policies, experience of settlers, and the articulation of a
nationalist project between the Russian and North American cases.'’

Much remains unknown about the role of religion and the institutional
church in settler communities in a global context. Faith and membership in a
confessional community, both locally and globally, influenced the way in which
European settlers experienced their new homelands. Religion not only tied settlers
culturally to the metropole, but also institutionally. Omsk diocese offers an
important example of how a state church functioned in this era of European
migration. Historians studying the British and Canadian cases have shed light on
the religious implications of the European settler movement. Hilary Carey offers
an in-depth analysis of the development of a Christian empire emanating from

Great Britain. She argues that churches planted in settler communities were not

left to their own devices, but rather viewed as part of the calling of Protestant and

Replenishing the Earth: The Settler Revolution and the Rise of the Anglo-world, 1783-1939 (New
York: Oxford University Press, 2009); Lorenzo Veracini, Settler Colonialism: A Theoretical
Overview (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010).

'® Return migration was an important element of this story that has been under-emphasized in the
past. Many settlers around the world, including those to Siberia, returned to their original
homelands.

' For example, Steven Sabol, “Comparing American and Russian Internal Colonization: The
‘Touch of Civilisation” on the Sioux and Kazakhs,” Western Historical Quarterly 43, no. 1 (Spring
2012): 29-51; and Kate Brown, “Gridded Lives: Why Kazakhstan and Montana are Nearly the
Same Place,” American Historical Review 106, no.1 (2001): 14-48.
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Catholic churches in the homeland.'® Pamela Welch offers a case study of an
Anglican settler diocese in colonial Zimbabwe. She addresses key issues that
similarly affected the Russian church in Siberia, such as the financial and clerical
support from the metropole for local churches and the religious practices of
settlers. From this study, she concludes that a “distinct, local, religious identity...
emerged, which could be seen, for example, in the architecture and decoration of
both settler and mission churches.”'® Howard Le Couteur explores the role of
Anglican High Churchmen in maintaining institutional control over the Church of
England in empire and the close involvement of England’s colonial office in
helping in the creation of new bishoprics in the colonies.?’ Frances Swyripa
explores how the local environment, both physical and cultural, influenced the
development of these settler societies and how bonds with their homelands and
diaspora communities also performed an important role in how these groups
interacted with and understood their new homelands.”’

The Siberian story reflects many of these themes. For instance, like their
Anglican counterparts, Russian Orthodox leaders also understood their work in
Siberia as fulfilling the church’s destiny of creating a Christian empire which

would transform the world. By involving the Orthodox faithful in the process

'® Hilary Carey, God's Empire: Religion and Colonialism in the British World, c.1801-1908 (New
York: Cambridge University Press, 2011).

1% Pamela Welch, Church and Settler in Colonial Zimbabwe: A Study in the History of the Anglican
Diocese of Mashonaland/Southern Rhodesia, 1890-1925 (Boston: Brill 2008), 232. Welch also
published another treatment of settler churches in this case in Australia: Pamela Welch,
“Constructing Colonial Christianities: With Particular Reference to Anglicanism in Australia ca
1850-1940,” Journal of Religious History 32, no.2 (June 2008): 234-255,

% Howard Le Couteur, “Anglican High Churchmen and the Expansion of Empire,” Journal of
Religious History 32, no.2 (June 2008): 213.

2! Frances Swyripa, Storied Landscapes: Ethno-Religious Identity and the Canadian Prairies
(Winnipeg: University of Manitoba Press, 2010).
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through yearly collections to fund the religious development of Asiatic Russia, the
church encouraged parishioners to think beyond their local identities and to
envision their faith in an imperial context. State officials and church
representatives also developed close ties as they supported the expansion of the
institutional church into Russian imperial space. Welsh’s argument that a new
religious culture emerged in Zimbabwe among settlers seems too strong for the
Siberian case, where state and church officials often helped in (and monitored) the
building process. Nonetheless, the frontier shaped the priorities of the settlers,
who focused on developing the religious infrastructure necessary to engaged in
religious practices associated with life-cycle events: funerals, baptisms, and
marriages.”” As in the case of migrants to the Canadian prairies, the strong bond
of Russian settlers to their homeland was manifested in religious practice. These
similarities existed in spite of two fundamental differences: the Russian empire
was contiguous and until the end of the Romanov empire, the Russian Orthodox
Church was the official church of the Russian state and therefore had privileges
not legally extended to other recognized faiths in the empire.

In the case of Siberia, the contiguous nature of the empire has raised the
question of whether Siberia should be considered a frontier or a colony or both
simultaneously. How the lands integrated into the empire through imperial
expansion related to those lands considered historically Russian is a source of
debate. In the case of Omsk diocese, settlers to Siberia consistently referred to the
territory they had left as “Russia,” thereby demonstrating that they saw their

settlement in Siberia as being outside their concept of the motherland. This

22 Thanks to John-Paul Himka for pointing this out.
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supports Alexei Miller’s argument that despite being a contiguous empire,
Russians distinguished between the nation-state and the empire.” Yet, state
officials, religious leaders and settlers did not question the right of Russians to
establish a permanent presence on the land. The expectation that this land would
become an indivisible part of Russia underlay this engagement. As Mark Bassin
has argued, Russians viewed Siberia as being simultaneously foreign and an
extension of the “Russian heartland.”**

The nature of the relationship between the state and the Orthodox Church
remains a highly contested issue in Russian history. Although the Orthodox
Church was privileged in the empire, its relationship to the state was in transition.
Jennifer Hedda has labeled the decade between revolutions as the “the decade of
despair” in terms of church-state relationships. She characterizes the state as
pursuing policies that “undermined the church’s influence, contradicted the
church’s values, or compromised the church’s agenda.” > While that might
describe the feeling of the priests in St. Petersburg whom Hedda studies, such a
characterization does not fit the Siberian story. The case of Siberia illustrates how
the agendas of church and state united in the imperial borderland; the Orthodox
Church performed duties and undertook initiatives that the state viewed as
essential to resettlement. This relationship allowed both sides to achieve a level of

success that would not have been possible without the other.

2 Alexei Miller, “The Empire and the Nation in the Imagination of Russian Nationalism,” in
Imperial Rule, ed. Alexei Miller and Alfred Rieber (New York: Central European University Press,
2004), 9-26.

** See “Siberia: Colony and Frontier,” Kritika: Exploration in Russian and Eurasian History 14,
no.l (Winter 2013): 1.

* Jennifer Hedda, His Kingdom Come: Orthodox Pastorship and Social Activism in Revolutionary
Russia (DeKalb: Northern Illinois University Press, 2008), 176.
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As this dissertation will illuminate, the Orthodox Church actively
participated in colonization policy and thereby maintained its relevance in a
modernizing empire. The Orthodox Church represented the strongest institution —
besides the state — in Siberia. The sheer number of clergy working in Asiatic
Russia provides evidence of the Orthodox Church’s institutional significance: in
1914, over ten thousand clergymen worked in the region.26 Unlike state officials,
who tended to be concentrated in administrative centres, these clergymen were
spread out over rural and urban areas.”’ As a result, Siberian clergymen, like their
counterparts in European Russia, had an intimate understanding of daily life in the
villages. Instead of being pushed to the sidelines, faith was incorporated into the
bureaucratic structure administering resettlement. The Church and state both
recognized the importance of supporting Orthodox life in settler communities, and
they collaborated with each other to help settlers establish the building blocks of
the parish: churches, schools and homes for the clergy. Secular and religious
officials viewed this activity as essential to the resettlement process. Yet, tensions
still existed. These tenstons arose less from competing agendas and more from
different ideas about how best to fulfil such a mandate. Cooperation created
multiple centres of authority, which posed difficulties for church officials, who
attempted to follow the rule of the consistory and fulfil their mandate to foster

religious life in Omsk diocese. Settlers, keen to have their community’s needs

% This number was calculated from Vsepoddanneishii otchet ober-prokurora sviateishego sinoda
za 1914 god, vedomosti za 1914 god (St. Petersburg, 1916), 24-25. It includes the dioceses of
Blagoveshchensk, Vladivostok, Ekaterinburg, Enisei, Transbaikal, Irkusk, Omsk, Orenburg,
Tobolsk, Tomsk, Turkestan and Yakutsk.

%7 For a sample of the many administrative tasks of state officials in the region, see Pamiatnaia
knizhka Akmolinskoi oblasti na 1913 god (Omsk: Akmolinskaia Oblastnaia Tipografiia, 1913).
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addressed, frequently attempted to exploit this diffusion of power, particularly
through petitioning state officials when diocesan officials responded negatively to
their requests. In this way, settlers showed initiative and engagement in their
relationship with the state and the Church.

While the Church did not have to justify its importance to the state during
colonization, it did have competition. By the early twentieth century, the Church
imagined enemies of the Russian Orthodox faith to be hiding in every parish in
the empire, and irreligion or religious rationalism to be lurking in the hearts of the
formerly faithful Russians. Siberia was no exception. Orthodox settlers were not
the only migrants to arrive; dissenters and sectarians of all stripes settled the land,
in addition to the large Old Believer population already living in the region. These
alternatives to the Orthodox faith caused great anxiety for religious and secular
officials, as well as for settlers. The Russian state dreamed that colonization
would be a coordinated and well-organized endeavour that would showcase the
power and control of the Russian empire and contribute to its future strength.
These groups interfered with the dream of Russian Orthodox settlers planting
Russian culture and thereby binding Siberia to the empire.

Although a large body of academic literature exists on the political,
economic, and social components of Russia's colonization of Siberia in the late
nineteenth century, few studies focus on the role of religion in this process,

particularly in shaping the establishment of new settlement communities.”® Even

2 For example, Steven G. Marks, Road to Power: The Trans-Siberian Railroad and the
Colonization of Asian Russia, 1850-1917 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1991); James Forsyth,
A History of the Peoples of Siberia: Russia’s North Asian Colony, 1581-1990 (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2000); Abashin et al., Tsentral 'naia Aziia v sostave rossiiskoi imperii;
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less understood is the contribution of Orthodox peasant-settlers to the expansion
of the empire.”’ Russian peasants themselves engaged church and state officials,
demanding that their religious needs be recognized. Peasant-settlers had little
concern about Europeanness and Russia’s Great Power status. For them, everyday
life as defined by work, land, community, family, and faith preoccupied their
thoughts more than claims to imperial greatness. Letters written by settlers to their
relatives in European Russia illustrate the depth of these concerns.?® This,
however, does not diminish the cultural impact of their presence on the frontier. In
particular, scholarship on the contribution of the peasantry to colonizing Russia’s
territorial acquisitions and establishing outposts of Russian culture has illuminated
the process by which the empire expanded, was consolidated and eventually

collapsed.’!

Wood, The History of Siberia; M. K. Churkin, Pereseleniia krest’ian chernozemnogo tsentra
Evropeiskoi Rossii v Zapadnuiu Sibir’ vo vtoroi polovine XIX-nachale XX vv.: determiniruiushchie
Jaktory migratsionnoi mobil’nosti i adaptatsii:monografiia (Omsk: Omskii gosudarstvennyi
gedagogicheskii universitet, 2006).

® Willard Sunderland and David Moon have explored this issue in most detail. See David Moon,
“Peasant Migration and the Settlement of Russia’s Frontiers, 1550-1897,” The Historical Journal
40, no. 4 (December 1997): 859; Willard Sunderland, “Peasants on the Move: State Peasant
Resettlement in Imperial Russia, 1805-1830s,” Russian Review 52, no. 4 (October 1993):
472;Willard Sunderland, “Peasant Pioneering: Russian Peasant Settlers Describe Colonization and
the Eastern Frontier, 1880s-1910s,” Journal of Social History 34, no. 4 (Summer 2001): 895. A
recent article by Lewis Siegelbaum explores the role of scouts on the frontier: see “Those Elusive
Scouts: Pioneering Peasants and the Russian State, 1870-1950,” Kritika: Explorations in Russian
and Eurasian History 14, no.1 (Winter 2013): 31-58.

3% Sunderland’s research also supports this position. See Sunderland, “Peasant Pioneering,” 909. In
general, collections of letters peasants describing Siberian life are difficult to find. A few document
collections exist which shed light on the lives of peasants in the region as they described it to each
other. Olga Yokoyama, Russian Peasant Letters: Life and Times of a 19th-century Family
(Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2010). For a general treatment of biases in letters from peasants, see
Sunderland, “Peasant Pioneers,” 902-903.

3! A number of studies offer new approaches to understanding the development of the empire,
especially by integrating formerly unappreciated actors such as local administrators, religious
sectarians, missionaries from various faiths, and peasants. See, for example, Heather J. Coleman,
Russian Baptists and Spiritual Revolution, 1905-1929 (Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
2005); Nicholas B. Breyfogle, Heretics and Colonizers: Forging Russia’s Empire in the South
Caucasus (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2005); Robert D. Crews, For Prophet and Tsar: Islam
and Empire in Russia and Central Asia (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2009); Jeff
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The experience of settlers in Siberia illustrates how localized Orthodox
practice still remained at the end of the nineteenth century and how such
differences negatively influenced the formation of new Orthodox communities on
the frontier. Conflicts frequently occurred among settlers and between settlers and
priests over religious practices. These conflicts, however, should not be
interpreted as a weakness of Orthodoxy, but rather as emphatically underlining the
strength of the Orthodox Church, the significance of faith to the lives of the
common people, and their knowledge of their own Orthodox practices. The depth
of such knowledge in Siberia dovetails with the position of Vera Shevzov, Robert
Greene, Chris Chulos, and others, who argue that Orthodox parishioners in late
imperial Russia, the majority of whom were peasants, understood their faith. As
these authors have shown, Orthodoxy bound communities together in a
multiplicity of ways, through church-building, processions, or canonization
campaigns, among many other acts of piety.’? While such unity did exist, as my
research shows, their shared Orthodox faith did not automatically establish strong
ties between Russian settlers; instead, a common identity had to be built slowly,

through interaction.

Sahadeo, Russian Colonial Society in Tashkent: 1865-1923 (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 2007); Michael Khodarkovsky, Russias Steppe Frontier: The Making Of A Colonial
Empire, 1500-1800 (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2005); Paul Werth, A¢ the Margins of
Orthodoxy: Mission, Governance, and Confessional Politics in Russia'’s Volga-Kama Region,
1827-1905 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2002); Robert P. Geraci and Michael Khodarkovsky,
eds., Of Religion and Empire: Missions, Conversion, and Tolerance in Tsarist Russia (Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 2001).

3 Bassin, Imperial Visions, 263.

32 Vera Shevzov, Russian Orthodoxy on the Eve of Revolution (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2004); Valerie Kivelson and Robert H. Greene, eds., Orthodox Russia: Belief and Practice Under
the Tsars (University Park, Pa.: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2003); Robert H. Greene,
Bodies Like Bright Stars: Saints and Relics in Orthodox Russia (DeKalb: Northern Illinois
University Press, 2010); Chris J. Chulos, Converging Worlds: Religion and Community in Peasant
Russia, 1861-1917 (DeKalb: Northern Illinois University Press, 2003).
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Over the last decade, Russian scholarship on the Orthodox Church in
Siberia — in particular its development and missions — has developed rapidly.
These works tend to be organized by territory, focusing on particular dioceses or
regions of the eastern part of the Russian empire. Many explore the institutional
development of the church in the region. In the case of Western Siberia, many
studies take that regional designation as their starting point, combining research
on Tobol’sk, Omsk and Tomsk dioceses.*® In some ways, such an approach makes
sense, offering an overview of several dioceses that shared a number of
characteristics: unmanageable distances, underdeveloped parishes, and eventually,
waves of settlers overrunning the land. Also, since Omsk diocese was only carved
out of Tobol’sk and Tomsk in 1895, meshing the three territories together allows
researchers to investigate a larger swath of time. Yet, such an approach hides the
differences that existed between the dioceses. Tobol’sk and Tomsk were both
historic entities that had greater institutional experience and stability than Omsk,
the new kid on the block.

Another trend in Russian historiography is to focus on specific dioceses in
Siberia. This new work has contributed much to our understanding of the
influence of the Orthodox Church on the cultural development of the region.

Unfortunately, few monographs or dissertations exist on Omsk diocese

3 A. Adamenko, Prikhody Russkoi Pravoslavnoi Tserkvi na iuge Zapadnoi Sibiri v XVII-nachale
XX veka (Kemerovo: Kuzbassvuzizdat, 2004). T. N. Kogol’, Vzaimootnosheniia Russkoi
Pravoslavnoi Tserkvi i gosudarstva v pervoe desiatiletie sovetskoi viasti: istoricheskii analiz na
materialakh Zapadnoi Sibiri monografiia (Tomsk: Tomskii gos. pedagogicheskii universitet,
2005). G. Mavliutova, Missionerskaia deiatel'nost’ Russkoi Pravoslavnoi Tserkvi v Severo-
Zapadnoi Sibiri, XIX - nachalo XX veka (Tiumen’: Izd-vo Tinmenskogo gos. universiteta, 2001);
V.A. Lipinskaia, “Konfessional’nye gruppy pravoslavnogo naseleniia Zapadnoi Sibiri (vtoraia
polovina XIX-nachalo XX v.),” Etnograficheskoe Obozrenie 2 (1995): 113-127; T. N. Guseinova,
Missionerskaia deiatel 'nost’ Russkoi Pravoslavnoi Tserkvi sredi staroobriadtsev v Zabaikal 'e:
XVIll-nachalo XX vv. (Ulan-Ude: Izdatel’sko-poligr. kompleks FGOU VPO VSGAKI, 2006).
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specifically.** Instead scholars focus their attention on the historically more
important dioceses of Tobol’sk and Tomsk.**> One partial exception has been the
work of Iuliia Lysenko, who analyzes the development of the church on the
Kazakh steppe, which extended beyond the parameters of Omsk diocese.
According to Lysenko, church-building on the steppe served not only the purpose
of addressing religious need, but also supported Russia’s projection of power and
prestige to its Muslim population.*® Lysenko offers a provocative argument that
highlights the motivation of certain participants in church-building. Yet, sources
from the state and the Holy Synod repeatedly stressed the needs of settlers as the
motivating factor for church-building and the significance of their role cannot be
overlooked.

Such a flurry of activity analyzing the Orthodox Church in Siberia has not

occurred in Western scholarship. The limited, though nonetheless strong, research

3* The work that does exist tends to be church publications. For example, S. V. Golubtsov, Istoriia
Omskoi eparkhii: Obrazovanie Omskoi eparkhii. Predstoiatel stvo Preosviashchennogo Grigoriia
na Omskoi Kafedre, 1895-1900 gg (Omsk: Poligraf, 2008); V vere li vy?: Zhitie i trudy
sviashchennomuchenika Sil 'vestra, archiepiskopa Omskogo, ed. Feodosii Protsiuk (Moscow:
Voskresen’e, 2006).

* Tu. Gizei, Tserkovno-prikhodskaia shkola Tomskoi eparkhii, 1884-1917 (Candidate diss.,
Kemerovskii gosudarstvennyi universitet, 2004); Valeriia Anatol’evna Esipova, “Prikhodskoe
dukhovenstvo Zapadnoi Sibiri v period reform i kontrreform vtoroi poloviny XIX veka na
materialakh Tomskoi eparkhii” (Candidate diss., Tomskii gosurdarstvennyi universitet, 1996);
Elena Makarcheva, “Soslovnye problemy dukhovenstva Sibiri i tserkovnoe obrazovanie v kontse
XVII-pervoi polovine XIX: po materialam Tobol’skoi eparkhii” (Candidate diss., Rossiiskaia
Akademiia Nauk, Novosibirsk, 2001). Nonetheless, shorter articles do exist on Omsk diocese,
drawing our attention to the important ways in which Omsk diocesan officials contributed to the
cultural development of the region. These articles focus, for instance, on the creation of parish
libraries, the temperance movement in the diocese and the educational levels of the clergy. For
example, O.V. Ushakova, “Dukhovenstvo Omskoi eparkhii i trezvennoe dvizhenie v 1907-1914
gg: po materialam Omskikh eparkhial’nykh vedomostei,” Tezisy dokladov i soobshchenii tret’ei
regional 'noi nauchno-metodicheskoi konferentsii (Omsk, 1994).

% Yuliia Lysenko, “Tserkovnoe stroitel’stvo v stepnom krae v nachale XX veka kak faktor
formirovaniia polozhitel’nogo obraza Rossii v regione,” http://image-of-
russia.livejournal.com/19208.html (accessed 04/07/2012).
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focuses primarily on the Orthodox Church’s missions to indigenous populations.®’
For hundreds of years, this constituted the primary work of the Church in the
region, as missionaries braved the harsh climate to spread their version of
salvation among the indigenous people. This research on Siberian religious life
has broadened our knowledge of the interaction between indigenous peoples and
the Russian Orthodox Church; it has not, however, contributed to our
understanding of Russian Orthodox Church’s role in colonization and how the
arrival of Russian settlers influenced the agenda (and significance) of church
activity in the region

This study makes use of a wide variety of sources from both the imperial
centre and the frontier. In the Russian State Historical Archive (RGIA), I searched
through the records of the Holy Synod of the Russian Orthodox Church, the office
of its Chief Procurator, the Siberian Railway Committee and the Resettlement
Administration. This group of sources provides the perspectives of both the
church and state in relation to the settler movement. In Moscow, the State Archive
of the Russian Federation (GARF) hold the personal papers of loann Vostorgov, a
central figure in the resettlement story. For the local perspective, | worked with
the Omsk diocesan consistory papers at the Historical Archive of Omsk Oblast’
(IsAOQ). In addition to these archival materials, this study draws on a wide range
of printed sources. A few key journals include: Omsk Diocesan News (Omskie

eparkhial 'nye vedomosti), which provides in-depth coverage of the issues deemed

37 For an example of research on the religious interaction between indigenous peoples and the
Russian Orthodox Church see Yuri Slezkine, Arctic Mirrors: Russia and the Small Peoples of the
North (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1994; Andrei A. Znamenski, Shamanism and Christianity:
Native Encounters with Russian Orthodox Missions in Siberia and Alaska, 1820-1917 (Westport,
Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1999).
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significant by local clergy; The Missionary Review (Missionerskoe obozrenie); the
Orthodox Evangelist (Pravoslavnyi blagovestnik), which illuminate how
colonization influenced the missionary activities of the Orthodox Church in the
region; Church News (Tserkovnye vedomosti), which provides the perspective of
the Holy Synod that oversaw church affairs emanating from the centre; and the
newspaper The Village Herald (Sel skii vestnik) and the journal Siberian
Questions (Sibirskie voprosy), which printed letters from settlers in Siberia and
also provides a secular perspective. This combination of sources provides multiple
perspectives on how colonization shaped the Siberian frontier.

Chapter one explores the church’s engagement with Siberia beginning in
1885. This year was significant, as it saw a concerted effort by church leaders in
Siberia to create a coherent vision of the church’s mandate in the region and to
collaborate with the state to bring this vision to fruition. Initially, Siberian bishops
aspired to spread Orthodoxy among the diverse indigenous peoples of Siberia and
to curtail the growth of Islam. They proposed and managed to obtain permission
to open two new dioceses, Omsk and Transbaikal, to deepen the institutional
presence of the Orthodox Church in the region. The implications of the state
opening Siberia to widespread settlement did not even enter into the conversations
of the bishops, who were conceptualizing their work according to a different set of
principles. They viewed the spread of Orthodoxy as a duty of the church to help
the state russify the region. Remarkably, the administrative improvements
proposed by Siberian bishops for aiding in the spread of Christianity had a

positive influence on colonization. Many settlers flocked to the western Siberian
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provinces, settling in the territories affected by the creation of Omsk and
Transbaikal dioceses, and as a result of these prior changes, the Orthodox Church
had a somewhat adequate administrative foundation for addressing their religious
needs.

This chapter also introduces Archpriest loann Vostorgov who played an
important role in organizing the church-state response to settlers in the region and
who trained clergy for work in Siberia. Despite his active presence within political
and religious life in late imperial Russia, Vostorgov has not received much
attention in scholarly literature. His controversial association with the Union of
the Russian People, an extreme nationalist and monarchist political party, is
perhaps one reason for the silence. In spite of his political activities and his
insignificant position within the church institutional hierarchy, Vostorgov wielded
unprecedented power in relation to the religious development of Siberia. The Holy
Synod sent him on numerous trips throughout the region to collect information on
the progress of resettlement and the future religious needs of settlers. Vostorgov
articulated a compelling vision of how state and church work in Siberia dovetailed
to strengthen the Russian empire.

How the enormous strain of creating a diocese in the midst of colonization
will be explored in chapter two. Bishops performed an important role in providing
leadership in this regard; unfortunately for Omsk diocese, eight men held this
position over a span of twenty years. Despite this frequent change in leadership,
Omsk bishops attempted to join the disparate spaces and population of the diocese

together through travelling almost annually to villages and building a direct
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relationship with parishioners. This chapter analyzes reports and recollections
written by bishops and members of their entourages about these trips, exploring
how the bishops worked to create a sense of community both for the faithful and
the local clergy.

Chapter three examines the collaborative relationship that developed
between church and state officials over the common interest of supporting the
religious life of the settlers. This modern partnership saw the Holy Synod, the
Resettlement Administration, diocesan officials, governors, and local tsarist
officials all working together to build churches and schools in Siberia. Merchants,
priests, bishops, peasants and other subjects of the empire were invited to
participate in funding building projects through the Emperor Alexander I1I fund,
which until started in 1894 and was administered by the Siberian Railway
Committee until 1905. In 1908, collaboration between secular and religious
officials took a giant institutional leap forward with the establishment of The Holy
Synod Special Council for Satisfying the Religious Needs of Settlers. The Holy
Synod and the Resettlement Administration joined forces to supply funding to
parishes throughout Asiatic Russia. Omsk diocese, as one of the primary locations
of resettlement, received a significant portion of funding. Not even World War I
impeded the flow of money to Asiatic Russia for the purpose of building
churches, parish schools and homes for the clergy.

Chapter four takes a closer look at the parish system. It examines why
local church and state officials, and settlers viewed parishes as being important in

the context of colonization. The education of children proved to be one of the
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unifying issues identified by all three groups. Fears ran deep that without
churches, the next generation would be estranged from the Orthodox faith.
Despite the significance placed on developing parishes, limited funds meant that
the religious needs of all settlers could not be satisfied. Religious and secular
officials collided over which compromises and innovations were appropriate to
employ under these desperate circumstances. Within this system, settlers
negotiated and interacted with the state and church over building the foundations
of their religious life. The diffusion of authority between secular and religious
officials provided settlers with many different avenues to pursue in the event that
they received a refusal from one of the parties, a situation which settlers exploited.
Peasant engagement in the process illustrates the continued importance of religion
to the lives of settlers. Communities wanted churches and they wanted priests,
even if they did not always want to pay for their religious life from their own
pocket.

The vision of the Orthodox faith as a unifying force in resettlement was
put to the test in Siberia. Chapter five explores how despite the great efforts to
accommodate and strengthen the Orthodox faith among settlers, cracks appeared
from the outset. Peasants arrived in Siberia from all parts of the empire. They
brought with them the traditions of their home provinces, which turned out to be
different from their neighbours’, despite ostensibly sharing the same faith.
Religious leaders hoped that after decades of living together these differences in
religious practice would cease to exist, especially under the strong leadership of

the clergy. Misunderstandings and tense relations between the clergy and
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parishioners illustrate the difficulty of this process of reconciliation, but also the
depth of peasant faith.

This theme of tension caused by difference was repeated among the
clerical population in Omsk diocese. A variegated collection of priests, both local
and from different parts of the empire, served in the diocese. Without a seminary
to train priests, Omsk diocese had to rely on Tobol’sk and Tomsk dioceses for
educated clergymen along with whoever arrived from European Russia looking
for work. From the start, Omsk diocese had difficulties in finding clergy for its
parishes. The expectation in the second half of the nineteenth century among
church officials that priests should be seminary-educated added to the dilemma.
To address this issue, the Holy Synod gave permission to Vostorgov to establish a
training program for priests in Moscow, transforming parish teachers, and lower-
level clergy from European Russia into priests for Siberia. The Moscow Pastoral
Courses opened in 1909 and provided hundreds of parishes with priests. In Omsk
diocese, the appearance of the Vostorgovtsy, as the priests trained by Vostorgov
were called, caused great controversy among local clergy. Spurred on by a bishop
who frequently expressed hostility towards Vostorgov, Omsk clergy challenged
the legitimacy of such interference in diocesan life. They contested the image
presented in St. Petersburg of local priests as being incapable of ministering to the
settler population because of their inexperience with the traditions of religious life
in European Russia.

Dissenters and sectarians haunted the dreams of local priests, the Omsk

bishop, governors, and the Holy Synod. Historically, the territory that became
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Omsk diocese had a significant population of Old Believers, and colonization
only served to increase that population and added thousands of sectarians.
Diocesan officials argued that colonization, in conjunction with the changes to
Russia’s religious structure after 1905, had contributed to the spread of these
faiths. Religious conversion symbolized more than simply leaving the Orthodox
faith: it represented the rejection of Russian culture and nationality. In the final
chapter, I show how such settlers created a potential threat in the minds of
religious and secular officials — people whose loyalty could not be confirmed and
who would one day sabotage the primary goal of colonization, which was to

integrate Siberia through its russification.
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Chapter 1: Rediscovering Russian Orthodox Destiny in the East

In 1885, Siberian bishops gathered in Irkutsk to discuss the future of their
region. The task of spreading Christianity among the indigenous peoples of
Siberia and strengthening local parishes dominated the bishops’ agenda. During
their conversations, the institutional expansion of the Orthodox Church emerged
as one solution that would allow the church to manage this seemingly endless
space. In the end, they proposed to establish two new dioceses: Omsk and
Transbaikal. As both of the proposed new dioceses would be created in territories
with established missions to the local non-Russian population, the bishops agreed,
in essence, to creating mission dioceses. For Siberian bishops, strengthening
Russian culture on the frontier translated into the conversion of the local
indigenous population and better serving the existing Russian Orthodox
population in the region.

The flood of settlers arriving by the late nineteenth century altered this
vision, inspiring members of the Orthodox Church — particularly those outside the
region — to reconceptualise the role of the church in Siberia. The conversion of the
local indigenous population, while still considered an admirable and noble
pursuit, occupied an understudy position to the primary purpose of attending to
the religious needs of the Russian settlers who made Siberia their new home. The
appearance of these settlers transformed the priorities of local diocesan officials
and offered activists in the Orthodox Church a new cause to trumpet. The Russian

empire provided fertile ground for Russian Orthodox patriotism, and people like
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Toann Vostorgov nurtured their nationalistic vision of the Russia’s destiny in
Siberia. Hope filled his gaze to the east, as Vostorgov promoted the vision that
like the Israelites, God intended for Russians settlers to act as his chosen people.'
In the west, the Church encountered constant reminders, in the form of Catholic
and Protestant competitors, of its struggle to establish dominance. In the east, it
was possible for the Russian Orthodox Church to aspire to global significance by
completing the work of the apostles. Recruited into state-church collaboration in
Siberia, Vostorgov could do more than dream and he worked diligently to help

Russia fulfil its destiny, publicizing his exploits along the way.

A History of Russians in Siberia

In spite of their absence from the agenda of the bishops in 1885, ethnic
Russians had occupied the land since the conquest of Siberia in the sixteenth
century by Ermak and his band of Cossack mercenaries. The Cossacks, a group of
peasant-soldiers who provided military service for the tsarist regime in exchange
for privileges, in fact, constituted some of the first settlers to the region. The state

granted lands to the Cossacks, in perpetuity, to encourage their settlement.” For

! John Strickland explores the rise of clerical patriotism and the use of the Israel analogy to
support their view that Russian Orthodox believers had been chosen by God and had a special role
to play in the future: see John Strickland, “Orthodox Patriotism and the Church in Russia, 1888-
1914” (PhD diss., University of California, Davis, 1999), 122-130.

* The Russian government eventually organized the Cossacks in the empire into eleven
communities: Don, Kuban, Terek, Astrakhan, Ural, Orenburg, Siberia, Semirechensk,
Transbaikalia, Amur, and Ussuri. In Siberia, although they were granted these large tracts of land,
by the mid-nineteenth century, the state had begun to alter this arrangement. In spite of these
changes, Cossacks communities existed in the steppe region and formed a significant portion of
the parishioners in Omsk diocese and by 1916, the Cossack population of Akmolinsk province
stood at 138 000 and 48,000 in the province of Semipalatinsk. George J Demko, The Russian
Colonization of Kazakhstan, 1896-1916 (Bloomington: Indiana University, 1969), 44. For an
analysis of the Cossack lands see Anatoli Remnev and Natal’ia Suvorova, “Russkoe delo’ na
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centuries, the Russian government had been content to extract Siberia’s vast
resources of fur and timber and to use the region as a place of exile for political
prisoners and criminals, instead of integrating it into the empire.> By 1744, Russia
stopped relying on the death penalty, thereby solidifying Siberia’s position as the
primary site for the banishment of criminals and those subjects of the empire that
the state deemed politically suspect.’ Particularly in the nineteenth century, the
tsarist regime relied on Siberia as a dumping ground for groups like the
Decembrists, members of the Petrashevsky circle (most famously Fyodor M.
Dostoyevsky) and revolutionaries of various stripes, including Bolshevik leader,
Vladimir Lenin. While the state stopped shipping criminals to Siberia in 1900,
religious and political offenders still received this punishment.’

Religious dissenters and sectarians also established communities in the
region, thereby expanding the Russian population. In the eighteenth century, men
and women who left the Orthodox Church could be banished to Siberia because of
their religious identity. Others had previously fled to Siberia to have the
opportunity to practise their faith out of the reach of the state. These
circumstances created a large population of Old Believers who lived, worked, and

prayed within their own communities.® Many chose to live off the beaten track,

aziatskikh okrainakh: ‘Russkost' pod ugrozoi ili ‘somnitel’nye kul’turtregery’,” Ab Imperio, no. 2
(April 2008): 157-222.

3 For more on Siberia as a place of exile, see Andrew Gentes, Exile to Siberia, 1590-1822:
Corporeal Commodification and Administrative Systematization in Russia (New York: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2008).

* James Forsyth, A History of the Peoples of Siberia: Russia’s North Asian Colony, 1581-1990
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 193.

> Ibid., 195.

% Ibid., 44.
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for instance, along the Altai Mountains and east of Lake Baikal;7 however, Old
Believers also inhabited more populated parts, as illustrated by their involvement
in the 1722 Tara revolt.® In the nineteenth century, the state complicated the
religious landscape of Siberia further, by exiling Skoptsy, and Dukbobors to the
region. On the one hand, state officials viewed dissenter and sectarian settlers as
exemplifying strong “colonizing abilities” such as “industriousness, thrift, and
sobriety.” On the other hand, their presence was also viewed as inimical to the
development of Orthodoxy in the region. As long as Russian Orthodox settlement
in the region remained underdeveloped, this contradiction could exist without
causing much concern.

Finally, Russian settlers arrived. Known in late imperial Russia by the
terms old-residents (szarozhily) or Sibiriaki, these migrants settled in Siberia
during the seventeenth to the mid-nineteenth centuries. In the early twentieth
century, the celebrated Polish anthropologist Maria Czaplicka described the
eclectic ancestral background of Sibiriaki as such: “The Sibiriaks are the
descendants of such contrasting social — and racial — elements as (1)

Cossacks...(2) hunters, adventurers and peasants...(3) criminal exiles...(4)

7 Ibid., 44. For more on the history of the Old Believer population in the Transbaikal region, see F.
F. Bolonev and L. M. Rusakova, Staroobriadtsy Zabaikal’ia v XVIII-XX vv. (Novosibirsk: AOZT
“Izd-vo Fevral’, 1994).

8 See N. N. Pokrovskii, “The Book Registers from the 1722 Tara Revolt,” Russian Studies in
History 49, no. 3 (Winter 2010): 8-41.

® Nicholas Breyfogle analyzed the state perspective and how it changed in the Caucasus. See
Nicholas B. Breyfogle, Heretics and Colonizers: Forging Russia’s Empire in the South Caucasus
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2005). The quotation is from Anatolii Remnev, “Colonization
and ‘Russification’ in the Imperial Geography of Asiatic Russia: From the Nineteenth to the Early
Twentieth Centuries,” in Asiatic Russia: Imperial Power in Regional and International Contexts,
ed. Tomohiko Uyama (New York: Routledge, 2012), 106-107.
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political exiles...”'° Some Sibiriaki families had lived in the region for
generations, while others had only recently established villages.!' Many of these
original agricultural settlements of Sibiriaki were located in western Siberia as its
fertile farmland and proximity to European Russia drew settlers; by the mid-
eighteenth century, a population of approximately 196,000 Russians had
established new lives in the region. This number stood in stark contrast to the
eastern part of Siberia, which had only 62,000 Russian inhabitants. The
construction of the Great Moscow Trakt (highway), which joined European
Russia to Siberia, offered the primary route to the region. Although started in the
eighteenth century, it took until the mid-nineteenth century to be completed and
impressively stretched from the Urals to Irkutsk, clearing a path for those who
wished to undertake the journey.'? Even if they desired to establish a new life in
Siberia, peasants had to overcome a formidable challenge: until 1861 serfdom tied
peasants to the land and thereafter the village commune created difficulties for
those who wished to leave the community.'

Russian settlers arrived to a land inhabited by an extraordinarily diverse
population. The indigenous population of Siberia encountered by the Russians
included the Buriats, Yakuts, the Altays, the Khaksay, the Tuvans, the Shors, the

Karagasys, Kazakhs among many others. " In the territory that would eventually

1 Marie Antoinette Czaplicka, The Collected Works of M. A. Czaplicka, Vol.3 trans. David
Norman Collins (New York: Routledge, 1999), 253-254.

! Willard Sunderland, “Peasant Pioneering: Russian Peasant Settlers Describe Colonization and
the Eastern Frontier, 1880s-1910s,” Journal of Social History 34, no. 4 (Summer 2001): 907.

12 Forsyth, 190.

" Ibid., 191.

' For more on the peoples of Siberia, see Yuri Slezkine, Arctic Mirrors: Russia and the Small
Peoples of the North (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1994); and M.G. Levin and L.P. Potapov,
eds., The Peoples of Siberia, trans.Stephen P. Dunn (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1964).
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be transformed into Omsk diocese, the Kazaks inhabited the southern provinces of
Akmolinsk and Semipalatinsk, while Tatars lived in the North, particularly around
the town of Tara."” The Russian state considered these populations to be inorodtsy.
According to Russian law, the term inorodtsy was used in reference to non-
Russians. As John Slocum argues, by the late nineteenth century, the word gained
a more pejorative meaning to denote that these groups belonged to a lower
culture.'®

Institutionally, the Orthodox Church developed slowly from the initial
establishment of a settled Russian presence in Siberia. The creation of the first
diocese of Tobol’sk and Siberia in the region transformed the town of Tobol’sk
into a religious and cultural centre. This transformation, albeit, was slow. In 1621,
the first archbishop of Siberia, Kiprian (Starorusenkov), arrived in this new centre
of Orthodoxy only to find its inhabitants engaged in sinful revelry.!” Despite his
dissatisfaction with the state of religious life, the proliferation of church buildings
must have warmed his heart; in 1625 approximately fifty churches existed and
this number tripled to 160 by 1702.'® As Valerie Kivelson has illuminated
eloquently, the Muscovite state concerned itself primarily with Christianizing the
landscape of Siberia instead of Christianizing its inhabitants.'® She argues that

through the expansion of architectural forms, Muscovy’s triumphant

Christian destiny reached from the Kremlin in Moscow to the Pacific
Ocean. Russian cities, forts, and winter shelters allowed cosmographers

" Ibid., 423.

16 John W. Slocum, “Who, and When, Were the Inorodtsy? The Evolution of the Category of
‘Aliens’ in Imperial Russia,” Russian Review 57, no. 2 (April 1998): 173-190.

'7 A. J. Haywood, Siberia: A Cultural History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 73.

'8 Marjorie Mandelstam Balzer, Russian Traditional Culture: Religion, Gender, and Customary
Law (Armonk, N.Y: M_.E. Sharpe, 1992), 88-89.

'° Valerie Kivelson, Cartographies of Tsardom: The Land and Its Meanings in Seventeenth-century
Russia (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2006), 150.
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and cartographers to read the Siberian landscape as an extension of

Russia’s forests, fields and villages, as a Christian paradise, the home of

the deserving and pious Russian people.”

Muscovy, therefore, engaged in its Christian mission through building churches,
while devoting less effort to converting the peoples of Siberia.

Over the next century, the interest of the state in converting the indigenous
population of Siberia waxed and waned. Under Peter the Great, the state pursued
the idea of Christianizing the population, even sending Ukrainian missionaries to
Siberia, who helped establish churches, monasteries, and engaged in mass
conversions.”' Tsar Peter I also encouraged the missionaries to translate the bible
into local languages and to live in close proximity to their potential converts.”
Catherine the Great undid many of Peter’s accomplishments in this regard,
confiscating church lands in Siberia (in addition to lands in European Russia),
thereby weakening missionary activities and rescinding many of the benefits
offered to natives who converted.”

The state’s inconsistent attitude toward conversion in conjunction with the
weak institutional presence of the church stymied the development of Orthodoxy.
By the end of the eighteenth century only three dioceses existed in Asiatic Russia:
Irkutsk, Orenburg, and Tobol’sk and Siberia. The expansion of the Russian empire

into Alaska and Central Asia, as well as the state’s growing investment in Siberia

during the nineteenth century, created a renewed interest in the east on the part of

* Ibid., 159.

! Yuri Slezkine, Arctic Mirrors: Russia and the Small Peoples of the North (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 1994), 48-50.

22 Sergei Kan, “Russian Orthodox Missionaries at Home and Abroad: The Case of Siberian and
Alaskan Indigenous Peoples,” in Of Religion and Empire: Missions, Conversion, and Tolerance in
Tsarist Russia, ed. Robert Geraci and Michael Khordarkovsky (Ithaca: Cornell University Press,
2001), 177.

2 Ibid., 178.
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the Church. In 1840, the Holy Synod established the diocese of Kamchatka, the
Kurile Islands and the Aleutian Islands. The Church followed the annexation of
Central Asia and the creation of the Governor-General position in Tashkent in
1867 quickly with the establishment of the Turkestan and Tashkent diocese in
1871. And by the beginning of the twentieth century, twelve dioceses existed,
eight of which had been formed after 1867.%*

These lands were not empty before the arrival of the Russians. In the
territory that would eventually form Omsk diocese, Kazakh tribes constituted the
majority of the local indigenous population. They closely interacted with Cossack
population, both as neighbours and as economic partners.”> In part because of
Catherine the Great’s policy of allowing Muslim clergy to spread Islam among the
nomadic Kazakhs, the population of the steppe was largely Muslim. Yet, symbols
of the Muslim faith, like mosques, were scarce in the provinces of Akmolinsk and
Semipalatinsk.”® In the eyes of the Russians, the absence of such a paramount sign
of faithfulness indicated that the Kazakhs held their religion in little regard. Many

Tatar mullahs also criticised the faith of Muslim Kazakhs, especially their lax

# Tobol’sk and Siberia~1640, Irkutsk—1707, Orenburg—1799, Tomsk—1834, Kamchatka and
Aleutian Islands ~ 1840, Enisei-1861, Yakutsk—1870, Turkestan—1871, Yekaterinburg—1885,
Blagoveshchensk—1899, Viadivostok—1899, Transbaikal-1894, and Omsk-1895. For a short
history on the opening of Yakutsk diocese, see Vladislav Soldatenko, “The Formation of the
Yakutsk Eparchy,” Greek Orthodox Theological Review 44, no. 1 (January 1999): 661-665. I did
not include the diocese opened in Alaska. For more information on the creation of this diocese,
see Itya Vinkovetsky, “Building a Diocese Overseas: The Orthodox Church in Partnership with the
Russian-American Company in Alaska,” 4b Imperio, no. 3 (July 2010): 152194,

¥ Iu. A. Lysenko, “Pravoslavie i Islam: Praktiki ethnokofessional’noi kommunikatsii na primere
Russkikh i Kazakhov verkhnego priirtysh’ia (XIX-nachalo XX v),” Vestnik arkhelogii,
antropologii i ethnografii 15, no.2 (2011), 197; Yuriy Anatolyevich Malikov, “Formation of a
Borderland Culture: Myths and Realities of Cossack-Kazakh Relations in Northern Kazakhstan in
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries” (PhD diss., University of California, Santa Barbara,
2006).

% Lysenko, 196. Larger town like Semipalatinsk and Akmolinsk had Mosques. See George
Kennan, Siberia and the exile system, Vol.1 (New York: Century, 1891), 158. As the Kazakhs were
a nomadic people, the absence of mosques in the rural areas is not surprising.
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attitude towards the sharia.?” Such shallowness of belief, argued many Orthodox
church officials, created a fertile field for conversion. In 1880s, a mission to the
Kazakh population was established in Tomsk diocese; in the 1890s, Tobol’sk
diocese followed suit. In 1895, stations from both missions would be joined to
form the basis of the Kazakh mission in Omsk diocese.?® The mission had an
enormous mission field: the province of Akmolinsk alone had a Kazakh
population of 366,879.%

In addition to the Kazakh population, the substantial population of Old
Believers who lived in the region also presented potential targets for conversion.
Yet, for local diocesan officials, missionary activity directed towards Old
Believers was low on their list of priorities. Before the 1880s, directives would
arrive from central authorities to undertake missionary activity; however, local
bishops and clergymen viewed engagement with Old Believers to be a waste of
their energy and resources. The Kazan congress in 1885 refocused the church’s
efforts to address the issue of dissenters in the region. In 1886, the Bishop of
Tobol’sk established three anti-dissenter missionary positions, which would
release local priests from addressing the Old Believer issue in their parishes. The

consistory assigned each man to a geographical territory, where he was

%7 Robert Geraci, Window on the East: National and Imperial Identities in Late Tsarist Russia
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2001), 196.

Z0o.v. Ignatenko, “Kirghiz dukhovnaia missiia,” Sovremennoe obshchestvo, Vyp.1 (Omsk, 1999),
118. For more on the mission and its role in the region, see Robert Geraci, “Going Abroad or
Going to Russia? Orthodox Missionaries in the Kazakh Steppe, 1881-1917,” in Of Religion and
Empire: Missions, Conversion, and Tolerance in Tsarist Russia, ed. Robert Geraci and Michael
Khordarkovsky (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2001), 274-310.

® u. Laskov, Statisticheskii i istoricheskii material po sel skoi meditsine v Akmolinskoi oblasti
(Omsk, 1911), 38-39. The Russian population at the time was 30, 544 According to the same
source, the population disparity changed dramatically by 1910, as the peasant population grew to
454, 166 and the Kazakh population increased to 525,092.
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responsible for holding conversations with dissenters. These men were rewarded
with a salary, a travelling budget and a handful of converts; during the first five
years of their existence, anti-dissenter missionaries in western Siberia managed to
convince a total of 453 Old Believers to return to the fold, out of a population of
approximately 45,422.%

Modest religious provisions served the Orthodox Russian population
living in the region. Throughout the nineteenth century, religious and secular
officials in the region lamented the state of Orthodox practice among Sibiriaki.
The Governor-General of Western Siberia praised the opening of Tomsk diocese
in 1834, as it offered the opportunity to address the absence of clergymen in the
region. The Orthodox Church had for a long time fretted that the isolation of the
Russian population from church life had made them coarse in their attitudes and
Orthodox only in name and not in practice.' Despite this concern, the Orthodox
Church had been expanding its physical presence in western Siberia. Towns and
forts had churches and the system of parishes spread throughout the nineteenth
century. During the 1880s, fifty-six new parish churches were built in Tomsk

diocese, which demonstrates the engagement of the Church in the region.

The Church’s Vision for Siberia

During the mid-1880s, the bishops in the empire revitalized the ancient

30 Viacheslav Sofronov, Missionerskaia i dukhovno-prosvetitel skaia deiatel 'nost’ Russkoi
Pravoslavnoi Tserkvi v Zapadnoi Sibiri: konets XVII- nachalo XX vv. (Tobol’sk: GOU VPO
Tobol’skii gosudarstvennyi pedagogicheskit institut imeni “D.I. Mendeleeva”, 2005), 127.

3! Alla Vladimirovna Litiagina, “Deiatel’nost’ Russkoi Pravoslavnoi Tserkvi v gorodakh Zapadnoi’
Sibiri vo vtoroi polovine XIX - nachale XX v..,” Voprosy Istorii 9 (2008): 93.

32 O.N. Ust’iantseva, Tomskaia eparkhiia v kontse XIX-nachale XX veka (Candidate diss.,
Kemerovskii gosudarstvennyi universitet, 2003), 229-230.
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Orthodox tradition of gathering to discuss issues pertaining to faith, church life
and church administration.>®> From the 1850s, the bishops supported the idea of
holding episcopal councils (pomestnye sobory); however, at the beginning of his
tenure as Chief Procurator in 1880, Konstantin Pobedonostsev expressed
apprehension at such a proposal, in part because his relationship with the bishops
was quite strained.** Difficult questions, formulated in part through the growing
complexities of church administration, led Pobedonostsev to change his mind and
by the mid-1880s, he had approved the holding of meetings in four cities: Kiev,
Kazan, Irkutsk and St. Petersburg. These events represented an acknowledgement
among Orthodox leaders that they must share information and coordinate action to
address the internal divisions and external developments threatening the Orthodox
Church’s position of dominance in the empire. In 1884, a gathering of the bishops
from the southwestern dioceses occurred in Kiev, where discussions on how to
protect Orthodox believers from the influence of inorodtsy and shtundists
dominated the agenda.’ The following year, the bishops held two separate
meetings in Kazan and Irkutsk. The meeting in Kazan lasted a little over two
weeks and brought together bishops from Kazan, Astrakhan, Saratov, Simbirsk
(current-day Ulyanovsk), Orenburg, Ufa, Perm, Yekaterinburg, and Sarapul (vicar
bishopric of Vyatka diocese). The main topics on their agenda included the

religious needs of these dioceses and methods to address the religious life of the

3 Vsepoddanneishii otchet ober-prokurora sviateishego sinoda za 1885 god (St. Petersburg,
1887), 17-18.

3* Gregory L. Freeze, The Parish Clergy in Nineteenth-Century Russia: Crisis, Reform, Counter-
Reform (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1983), 443—444.

3 Vsepoddanneishii otchet ober-prokurora sviateishego sinoda za 1885 god (St. Petersburg,
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inorodtsy, Russian sectarians and dissenters.

In 1885, bishops from the Siberian dioceses of Irkutsk, Kamchatka,
Tomsk, and Enisei, along with two vicar bishops met in Irkutsk to discuss ways to
promote the spread of Christianity among the inorodtsy population in Siberia and
to strengthen existing Orthodox congregations. The bishops gathered from 23 July
to 8 August.’ At the centre of the 1885 Irkutsk council was the Archbishop
Veniamin (Blagonravov), who served as the bishop of the Irkutsk and Nerchinsk
diocese from 1873 until 1892. He held the honour of being the chairman of the
meeting. Well-acquainted with the external mission in Siberia, Veniamin worked
for three decades in the Transbaikal region.’’ In the broader church debate on
missions, Veniamin stated his disagreement with those who argued that
conversion should be the concern solely of the church. Veniamin and others
presented the argument that conversion transformed the nationality
(natsional 'nost’) of foreign groups and therefore, the conversion of inoversty
(people of different faiths) to Orthodoxy also served the interests of the state by
turning these people into Russians.”® Converts should think of themselves as
Russians and shed their previous identity. As Archbishop Veniamin wrote,

Orthodoxy should struggle not only against an alien faith, but also against

an alien nationality — against the mores, customs, and the whole of the

domestic arrangement of alien life; it should convince the aliens of the
superiority of the Russian way of life, so that they will become Russian

3 Dittmar Schorkowitz also mentions the importance of the church’s mission to the Buriats to the
agenda of this meeting. See “The Orthodox Church, Lamaism, and Shamanism among the Buriats
and Kalmyks 1825-1925,” in Of Religion and Empire: Missions, Conversion, and Tolerance in
Tsarist Russia, eds. Robert Geraci and Michael Khodarkovsky (Ithaca: Comell University Press,
2001), 213.

3" Anna Peck, “The Image of Heathens: Archbishop Veniamin Blagonravov’s Perception of
Religion and Nationality in the Transbaikal,” Sibirica 10, no. 2 (2011): 50-72.

*% For more on the Bishop Veniamin’s idea on conversion in comparison to II’minskii, see Geraci,
73-174.
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not only in faith, but also in nationality.”**

Thus, assigning this work solely to the Orthodox Church made little sense; the
church and state needed to collaborate closely to achieve the full transformation
of the inoroditsy into Russians. Veniamin contended that the inorodtsy viewed
religious conversion as adopting both a new religious and secular identity.*
According to Veniamin, those who argued that this task should be left
solely in the hands of the church failed to recognize how Orthodoxy contributed
to the strength of the state. Veniamin stated that only Orthodoxy could have
gathered together the various tribes of Rus’into “one powerful Slavic-Russian

people.”"!

If Grand Prince Vladimir had followed contemporary thinking about
separating church and state activities, the greatness of Russia never would have
been achieved. If the state now allowed for division to fester in the empire, such
an act would contribute to the weakening of the state and the power of the
monarchy. The welfare, not of Orthodoxy, but of the state, depended on
collaboration between the state and the Orthodox Church to promote the
Russianness through conversion. In this environment, the state must support
missions materially.*” In many ways, this image of harmonious collaboration did
not provide an autonomous role for the church within the framework of the

growing empire. Instead, the church presented itself as a helpmate to the state in

Siberia.

** Slezkine, 121. Quoted from Veniamin, Zhiznennye voprosy Pravoslavnoi missii v Sibiri (St.
Petersburg, 1885), 7.

*“ Veniamin, 7. Debate existed in the church over the relationship between conversion and
Russification as exemplified through the figures of Nikolai I’'minskii and Veniamin, see Geraci,
Window on the East,73- 85.

H Veniamin, 12.

* Ibid.
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In addition to opening a line of dialogue on important issues facing the
church, the Irkutsk council proposed to strengthen the foundation of religious
administration in Siberia through the creation of two new dioceses. Two locations,
Omsk and Chita, were suggested as diocesan capitals. Veniamin had expressed
excitement at the prospects of a diocese in Chita before the meeting.** Both
territories had a long history of missions to non-Christian groups. On the Kazakh
steppe, the Russian Orthodox Church established the Kazakh mission and
expressed its concern about the spread of Islam in the region. In the Transbaikal
region, a mission to the Buriats had been established in the late seventeenth
century.** This proposal to add two new dioceses gained support as a method to
facilitate improving religious life in the parishes and the moral development of
parishioners, combatting heresy and spreading the faith among the indigenous
population.45

The idea of establishing two new dioceses originated from Siberia;
however, the decision on whether it could become reality lay in the hands of the
Chief Procurator and the Holy Synod. Pobedonostsev responded enthusiastically
to the agenda promoted by Siberian bishops. In his 1885 report, Pobedonostsev
referred to this meeting as “an important event in the history of the national
(otechestvennaia) church.”*® The dream of converting the many peoples of Siberia

enthralled Pobedonostsev and the bishops of Siberia. Pobedonostsev even

informed Tsar Alexander III of this gathering, relaying that secular and religious

“ RGIA, £.796, 0p.174, d.1047, 1.350b.

*“ See Schorkowitz, 201-202.

* Golubtsov, 27.

* Vsepoddanneishii otchet ober-prokurora sviateishego sinoda za 1885 god (St. Petersburg,
1887), 27.
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officials had gathered to discuss questions related to church-secular matters and
then the bishops continued alone to consider questions related to the church.*’
While Pobedonostsev shared this information in a straightforward manner, his
simple act of conveying this information to the tsar demonstrates that he viewed
this event as significant. A strong believer in the symbiotic relationship between
the church and state, Pobedonostsev rallied to garner support for projects he
thought would illustrate the usefulness of the church to state affairs. Despite his
keenness, Pobedonostsev recognized the difficulties involved in spreading
Orthodoxy through Siberia. In his report for 1890 and 1891, Pobedonostsev
remarked on how the expansive distance of dioceses in Siberia created problems
for missionaries working to enlighten nomadic inorodtsy. Adding to the problem
of distance was the reality that “neighbouring” churches often existed over a
hundred kilometres away from each other. Travelling these distances on rough
roads and in adverse climates made missionary work a truly “selfless deed.”*®
Even with the existence of Russian settlements in the region, Pobedonostsev’s
reports focused almost exclusively on the plight of Orthodox missions to non-

Russians in Siberia until 1900, when settlers made their first real appearance.*

The State Engages with Siberia

As the church reconsidered its role in Siberia, the state also started to

7 Konstantin Petrovich Pobedonostsev, Pis 'ma Pobedonostseva k Aleksandru III, tom 1 (Moscow:
Novaia Moskva, 19235), 82-83. Schorkowitz claims that the meeting was Pobedonostsev’s idea,
Schorkowitz, 213.

*® Vsepoddanneishii otchet ober-prokurora sviateishego sinoda za 1890 i 1891 gody (St.
Petersburg, 1893), 267-268.

¥ Vsepoddanneishii otchet ober-prokurora sviateishego sinoda za 1900 god (St. Petersburg,
1903), 148-151.
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reimagine the region. Initially, the state understood Siberia as a buffer zone
between European Russia and its Asiatic neighbours; yet, during the course of the
nineteenth century, Siberia was slowly transformed into a frontier region where
Russia could flex her imperial muscles. As historian Eva-Maria Stolberg notes,
after the humiliation of the Crimean War (1853), the Russian state “began to think
in geopolitical parameters that were defined by the rivalry with the British empire
in Central and East Asia.”° By the mid-nineteenth century, the Russian state
organized the eastern half of the Kazakh Steppe into provinces, with the
establishment of Semipalatinsk province and the Siberian Kirghiz (Kazakh)
province in 1854." The latter would become the province of Akmolinsk in 1867.%
In the 1880s, soon after his inauguration, Tsar Alexander I1I expressed his desire
for Siberia to be integrated into the empire and the importance of Siberia to the
future development of Russia.’ 3 Alexander III chose not Europe, but Asia as the
destination for his son’s introduction into state life. The epic 1890-91 trip of
tsarevich Nicholas, the future Nicholas I, to Egypt, India, Japan, and through
Asiatic Russia symbolized the rise of the East in the eyes of the monarchy for the
future of the empire.

As a close advisor to Alexander III and the lay chairman of the Holy
Synod, Pobedonostsev had a role in preparing the young tsarevich for his journey.

Pobedonostsev wrote a letter to Nicholas, describing the Orthodox landscape and

%0 Eva-Maria Stolberg, “The Siberian Frontier and Russia’s Position in World History: A Reply to
Aust and Nolte,” Review (Fernand Braudel Center) 27, no. 3 (January 2004): 247.
5l p:

Pierce, 21.
*2 Ibid., 48.
5 William Husband, “Happy Birthday, Siberia!: Reform and Public Opinion in Russia’s ‘Colony,’
1881-1882,” in The Human Tradition in Imperial Russia, ed. Christine Worobec (Lanham, Md.:
Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2009), 96.
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the religious and secular personnel he would encounter during his journey through
Siberia. The letter, written in February 1891, led the tsarevich through the various
dioceses he would visit, starting in the East and moving westward. The subjects
Pobedonostsev chose to highlight for the tsarevich offer insight into the themes he
viewed as fundamental for understanding the church’s activities in the region.
This letter also provides a snapshot of Siberia on the brink of its great
transformation; and over the next two decades, the themes identified by
Pobedonostsev only grew in importance: the nature of settler religiosity, the
shortage of churches, the absence of the most basic necessities for religious life,
sectarianism, dissenters, the development of missions to the inorodtsy, relations
between secular and religious leaders and Siberia’s administrative structure. The
letter confirmed to the future tsar the complexity of the environment he would
inherit.

According to Pobedonostsev, the overlapping of secular and religious
spheres caused difficulties for the religious development of Siberia. For instance,
in describing relations between the Bishop of Kamchatka, Gurii (Burtasovskii),”*
and the Governor-General of the Priamur, Baron Andrei Nikolaevich Korf,
Pobedonostsev acknowledged that disagreements frequently arose between them.
Pobedonostsev, not surprisingly, sided with the bishop and placed most of the
blame for this deterioration of relations on the Governor: “Unfortunately, Baron

Korf does not always clearly understand the significance of specific church

5 Bishop Gurii was a graduate of Kazan Theological Academy — an institution which produced
many of the religious leaders in Siberia and trained missionaries for the Siberian field. See Eugene
Clay, “Orthodox Missionaries and ‘Orthodox Heretics’,” in Of Religion and Empire: Missions,
Conversion, and Tolerance in Tsarist Russia, ed. Robert Geraci and Michael Khordarkovsky
(Ithaca: Comell University Press, 2001), 38—69.
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interests for Russia and [he] trusts sometimes more in the judgement of his
bureaucrats than the judgement of religious individuals.” In contrast, the
governor blamed the enthusiastic, yet misguided character of the bishop,
particularly in addressing issues related to sectarians and inorodtsy, for creating
problems between them. Pobedonostsev suggested that it was better to have an
active as opposed to an indifferent bishop; yet, conflicts between church and state
officials caused by their different approaches to these issues took place frequently.
As the working environment of these groups grew more complex with
colonization, placing the blame at the feet of others proved to be too tempting for
both sides.

Pobedonostsev’s letter reiterated his conservative view on the issue of
religious toleration. Highly critical of the government’s legitimization of non-
Orthodox faiths, Pobedonostsev offered the example of the Kazakh steppe to
illustrate for the tsarevich the harmfulness of this practice. According to
Pobedonostsev, the population of the steppe followed no religion “except crude
shamanism;” yet instead of promoting Orthodoxy, the state allowed Islamic
leaders free rein among the population. A similar scenario, argued Pobedonostsev,
played out among the Buriats and Lamaists.*® By legalizing and encouraging the
development of these non-Orthodox faiths among the local population, secular
officials acted in ways that were contrary to the interests of the church and state.

Pobedonostsev described the former governor-general of Eastern Siberia, Dmitrii

3 Pobedonostsev, 295. For more on Korf and his role in the province, see Kimitaka Matsuzato,
“The Creation of the Priamur Governor-Generalship in 1884 and the Reconfiguration of Asiatic
Russia,” The Russian Review 71, no. 3 (2012): 365-390. Veniamin also had issues with Korf and
his alleged proclivity towards non-Orthodox faiths. See Schorkowitz, 213.

%6 Pobedonostsev, 297-298.
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Anuchin (1879-1885), as a person who exemplified this harmful attitude towards
Orthodoxy. Arguing that Anuchin exhibited undue interest in the Buriats,
Pobedonostsev accused him of having “even admired their religious service —
wild and shocking, while toward our church, [he] showed indifference.”’ Under
the leadership of such a man, non-Orthodox faiths flourished in Siberia. Not all
secular leaders demonstrated such disregard for Orthodoxy; Pobedonostsev
praised A. P. Ignat’ev, also a former governor-general of Eastern Siberia (1885-
1889), whom he described as someone whose appointment to the region
“promised Siberia a better future: a man completely Russian, Orthodox,
practical.. 8 Unfortunately, Nicholas would not have the chance to meet
Ignat’ev in Siberia, as he had been transferred to Kiev. For Pobedonostsev, the
nationality and the religious identity of secular leaders proved to be an important
factor for predicting behaviour. Nonetheless, being “Russian” was not enough to
make one a reliable defender of the Orthodox faith as sometimes even Russian
officials behaved abominably in their treatment of religious matters.

Already in the early 1890s, Pobedonostsev identified the presence of
dissenters and sectarians as a major concern in Siberia. Yet, they appeared in
Pobedonostsev’s letter as one of many problems faced in Siberian dioceses.” This
stands in contrast to the early twentieth century, when the concern of Siberian
church officials about the spread of non-Orthodox, Christian faiths reached
hysterical levels.

Russian settlers in Siberia made only a brief appearance in

37 Ibid., 298.
% Ibid., 297.
% Ibid., 301.
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Pobedonostsev’s letter. He mentioned in passing migrants in the Far East, who
had undertaken settlement during an earlier period, commenting on their spiritual
decay as a result of their isolation from the church. To Nicholas, he wrote about
the need for churches, calling the settlements “wild”” and “morally undisciplined”
without the guiding hand of the church. ® Churches, according to Pobedonostsev,
created the necessary climate for the moral development of the population.
Nonetheless, building churches cost money and such funds were not available.
This dilemma would eventually spread to the rest of Siberia as the church and
state came to agree that church-building was essential for the development of the
region; yet, the logistics and financial costs of organizing and undertaking such
work on a large scale hampered their efforts.

The bishops in 1885 imagined Siberia’s future through the lens of local
conversion; they did not imagine, nor prepare for the migration of millions of
Russians to the region. Five years later, Pobedonostsev also appeared not to
understand the implications for the Orthodox Church of the state’s intense interest
in developing Siberia. Conceptualizing their work under a different understanding
of Siberia’s future, these men of the church prepared their battle plans for a
distinctly different environment. Fortunately, the administrative improvements
proposed by Siberian bishops for spreading Christianity among the local
population prepared the ground for settlers once colonization started. Pioneers
flocked to western Siberia, settling in the territories serviced by the new staff of
Omsk and Transbaikal dioceses.

In 1895, Omsk diocese officially was born. Preparations for this historic

% Ibid., 295.
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movement began in earnest in 1887, after Bishop Avraamii (Letnitskii) of
Tobol’sk diocese received a communication from Pobedonostsev requesting
information on a number of issues related to land division, the assignment of
Omsk as the diocesan see, and the financial support of the new diocese.®! As
Pobedonostsev’s request revealed, it would be difficult to establish a new diocese
in Omsk without the consent and assistance of church leaders in Tobol’sk diocese.
The Tobol’sk consistory quickly held a meeting about Pobedonostsev’s letter and
appointed an archpriest based in the city of Omsk, Konstantin Nedosekov, as the
head of the commission. Tobol’sk diocesan officials appeared sceptical of the
conclusions drawn by the Siberian council in Irkutsk two years earlier. They
questioned why Omsk should become its own independent diocese, arguing that if
the primary purpose of the proposed new diocese was to “spread and affirmation
of the Christian faith among the inorodtsy of the steppe region,” then why would a
vicar bishopric based in Omsk not suffice?®* The financial cost of establishing a
diocese was great, much greater than a vicar bishopric, which would constitute a
low-cost approach of testing the waters and establishing whether the region in fact
needed another diocese. The path of prudency suggested by Tobol’sk officials
revealed that they still viewed conversion as the primary undertaking of the
church in Siberia and had little inkling of the momentous change on the horizon.
The establishment of two vicar bishoprics under the authority of the Omsk bishop
within fifteen years of the opening of diocese demonstrated — in hindsight — the

absurdity of this proposal. At the time, however, such a proposal appeared

8! Golubtsov, 28-29.
82 N. Gorodkov, “Obrazovanie novoi Omskoi eparkhii,” Tobol skie eparkhial nye vedomosti 19
(1895): 321-322.
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perfectly plausible to religious officials in Tobol’sk who could not predict the
complete transformation of the steppe region just a few years away.

In the end, the Holy Synod refused the recommendation emanating out of
Tobol’sk and decided to support the vision proposed in the 1885 Irkutsk council.
The new diocese was carved out of the pre-existing territories of Tobol’sk and
Tomsk dioceses. Omsk diocese gained the territories of Akmolinsk,
Semipalatinsk, Tiukalinsk and parts of Tara and Ishim from Tobol’sk, along with
parts of Kainsk, Barnaul’ and Biysk districts from Tomsk. Notably, Omsk diocese
did not include the lands of the far north, where indigenous groups like the
Nenets, Khanty, and Mansi populations lived. That territory, along with the
Obdorsk Mission which served the population, remained in Tobol’sk diocese.
Within these territories Omsk received 148 churches from Tobol’sk territory and
11 churches from districts in Tomsk.5’

Omsk diocese inherited the sprawling steppe in the south, current-day
northern Kazakhstan. Specifically, the territories of Akmolinsk and Semipalatinsk
were added to the diocese, in which the Kazakhs constituted the largest non-
Russian population. The steppe was less developed than the territories to the
north, and for most of the nineteenth century, Cossacks constituted its only Slavic
colonizers. This situation changed in 1889 with the government’s new
resettlement law. Settlers started to pour into the region, establishing homes

primarily in the districts of Kokchetav, Atbasarsk and Akmolinsk.** The Orthodox

83 Golubtsov, 33, 44. For the Holy Synod document detailing the opening, see RGIA, £.796,
op.174, d.1047,11.1-103.

Pamiatnaia knizhka Akmolinskoi oblasti na 1914 god (Omsk: Akmolinskaia Oblastnaia
Tipografiia, 1914), 29. It should be noted that Kazakhs had already been renting their land to
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Church was unprepared for this influx. Prior to that point, the Orthodox Church
had mainly concerned itself with proselytizing among the indigenous population
in the region. With resources directed towards that endeavour, few churches
existed in the region; the provinces of Akmolinsk and Semipalatinsk had only
fifty-seven churches.®> How to care for this religiously underdeveloped region
became an important concern for the newly created diocese.

The arrival of settlers in Omsk diocese dramatically changed the
demographics of the region and added to its already diverse cultural environment.
From 1885 to 1914, millions of peasants relocated from Ukraine, Belarus, central
Russia, the Baltics and other places in the empire to Siberia and Central Asia to
take advantage of the opportunity to settle newly available lands. The majority of
these settlers arrived from ten provinces: Kiev, Mogilev, Orél, Chernigov,
Tambov, Voronezh, Ekaterinoslav, Kharkov, Poltava, and Kursk.? In addition to
including many of the provinces of the “Black earth region,” a high percentage of
provinces with Ukrainian speaking majorities were also well-represented. *
Although men outnumbered women in many villages, gender disparity was not
overly pronounced. As George Demko has shown, in the case of migration to

Kazakhstan, many peasants moved as a family unit.%® Settlement patterns turned

peasants arriving illegally. See Martha Brill Olcott, The Kazakhs (Stanford: Hoover Institution
Press, 1995), 88. Also see Abashin et al., 219.

& RGIA, £.796, 0p.174, d.1047, 1.21.

% Donald Treadgold, The Great Siberian Migration; Government and Peasant in Resettlement
from Emancipation to the First World War. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1957), 89.

%7 Even though the inhabitants of these Ukrainian speaking provinces were primarily Orthodox in
faith, Ukrainian cultural traditions were quite distinct from other parts of Russia. See the entry for
“Malorossy” in Entsiklopedicheskii Slovar’ (St. Petersburg: Brockhaus-Efron, 1890-1907).
http://www.vehi.net/brokgauz/index.html (accessed 23/03/2011).

8% George Demko, The Russian Colonization of Kazakhstan, 1896-1916 (Bloomington: Indiana
University, 1969), 91.
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out to be as diverse as the population migrating to Siberia. Some settlers joined
pre-existing Sibiriaki villages, where they faced hostility in their efforts to join the
community. Other settlers established their own settlements with fellow migrants.
Some villages had residents exclusively from one province (although usually from
a number of districts), while others had settlers from twenty different provinces

living in the same village.”

Establishing Diocesan Institutions
On 27 May 1895, Bishop Grigorii (Poletaev) arrived in Omsk to find

himself without an episcopal residence. Finding a place to live was only the first
of many challenges that the sixty-four year-old, who left his former diocese of
Turkestan and Tashkent, would face as the first bishop of Omsk. Travelling along
the Irtysh by steamship, the sound of the ringing of church bells welcomed
Grigorii to his new home. Despite the religious gesture, the city of Omsk hardly
had a storied religious history. A decade before the arrival of the bishop, the
American explorer George Kennan described Omsk as a place where “the largest
building is a military academy and the most picturesque building a police station;
in which there is neither a newspaper nor a public library.. 7% The city had begun
as a frontier fort in 1716, and administrative functions had always overshadowed
its spiritual role in the expanding empire. From 1838 to 1882, Omsk served as the

administrative centre of the Governor-General of Western Siberia, a development

% For more on the diversity of Siberian villages after colonization, see Treadgold, 132-140.
7 George Kennan, Siberia and the exile system, Vol.1 (New York: Century, 1891), 140.
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which stemmed from Mikhail Speransky’s administrative reforms of 1822.”' In
1882, another administrative change abolished the Governor-General of Western
Siberia and created the position of the Governor-General of the Steppe, who
controlled the provinces of Akmolinsk and Semipalatinsk.”? The Governor-
General resided in Omsk, where the Governor of Akmolinsk also had his
administrative headquarters.” The Trans-Siberian railway transformed the
fortunes of Omsk; before the establishment of the railway, travelling to Omsk
proved cumbersome as the Great Moscow Trakt missed Omsk, heading north
toward Tomsk. In contrast, the railway bypassed the old centres of Siberian
power, Tobol’sk and Tomsk, and connected Omsk to the rest of the empire. This
connection contributed to the phenomenal growth of the city: the population of
city stood at 37, 376 in 1897 and by 1910, the population had reached 127,865."*
During his tenure, Grigorii worked zealously to establish the basic
institutional structures of the diocese. Omsk diocese’s structure resembled that of
a typical Russian diocese. The bishop held the highest position and resided in the
diocesan capital. He had the responsibility of approving the opening of new
parishes and guiding spiritually the laity of his diocese. Administering and
governing the clergy, however, constituted his principal duty. The bishop ordained
clergymen, appointed them to parishes, and looked after their welfare. He also

punished those who had committed offences.”” Eight men held this position from

7! For more on Speranski’s administrative changes, see Marc Raeff, Michael Speransky, Statesman
of Imperial Russia, 1772-1839, 2nd ed. (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1969).

7 In addition, he also administered the province of Semirechensk.

7 The position of Governor of Semipalatinsk resided in the town of Semipalatinsk.

™ L. Dameshek and A. Remnev, Sibir’v sostave Rossiiskoi imperii (Moscow: Novoe literaturnoe
obozrenie, 2007), 348.

7 Freeze, 28-29.
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the founding of Omsk until the revolution: Grigorii (Poletaev), in 1895-1900;
Sergii (Petrov), in 1900-1903; Mikhail (Ermakov) in 1903-1905; Gavriil
(Golosov), in 1905-1911; Vladimir (Putiata), in 1911-1913; Andronik (Nikol’skii)
in 1913-1914; Arsenii (Timofeev) in 1914-1915; and finally, Sil’vestr
(Ol’shevskii) in 1915-1920.

The church consistory worked closely with the bishop, providing him
with information about the functioning of the diocese and resolutions that the
bishop could accept, reject, or amend. The consistory consisted of a small group
of white clergy, who typically were highly educated.”® Two main bodies helped
the bishop administer the diocese: the district board (dukhovnoe pravienie) and
the ecclesiastical deans (blagochinie). The deans, in particular, performed the
important function of supervising multiple parishes.”” They submitted reports on
the state of their districts to the bishop and those reports helped to shape the
actions undertaken in the diocese.

The bishop of Omsk reported to the Holy Synod. Created in 1721, the
Holy Synod, a body composed of bishops, ruled over Orthodox ecclesiastical
matters in the empire. The state also created the position of Chief Procurator, a lay
person mandated with the task of supervising the administrative side of the
church’s work. At meetings of state officials in the imperial capital, the Chief

Procurator would speak for the Holy Synod. A lay bureaucracy helped the Holy

' In the Russian Orthodox tradition, priests are divided into the categories of white and black.
White clergy refer to parish priests who are allowed (and expected) to marry. Black clergy are
monks. Bishops are only chosen from the black clergy.

l Freeze, 27-28.
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Synod with its tasks.”

Missionary activity in Omsk diocese, like in other dioceses across the
empire, was divided into two forms: the external mission and the internal mission.
The external mission focused on converting non-Orthodox — typically non-
Christian groups — to the faith. It targeted adherents to faiths such as Buddhism,
Judaism, Islam and other polytheistic religions.79 The internal mission focused on
strengthening the faith of Orthodox believers and bringing those who had lapsed
in their Orthodox faith — those who had joined heretical or sectarian groups like
the Old Believers, Baptists, and Molokans — back into the fold.

The absence of a seminary was a notable feature of the new Omsk diocese.
In Siberia, five theological seminaries existed to produce clergymen for service in
local parishes.®® Without a seminary, Omsk diocese was unable to train its own
clergy, ensuring its dependence on the neighbouring dioceses of Tomsk and
Tobol’sk for clerical candidates. The absence of a seminary also forced the local
clergy to send their sons outside the diocese for education. This issue plagued not
only Omsk, but also other dioceses in Siberia. For example, in 1894, Enisei
diocese received permission to open a new seminary in Krasnoyarsk. The reasons
given for the necessity of this act included providing the opportunity for priests’

sons of Enisei diocese to be educated and raising the educational level of the local

7 Freeze, 12-13. Deans struggled with this task of collecting data as they had to complete their
duties as priests and travel great distances to make their visitations to parishes under their
jurisdiction. See Gregory Freeze, Russian Orthodoxy on the Periphery: Decoding the Raporty
Blagochinnykh in Lithuania Diocese,” in Problemy vsemirnoi istorii, ed. B. V. Anan’ich (St.
Petersburg: Vilanin, 2000), 129.

7 Geraci and Khodarkovsky, 336.

% Tobol’sk opened in 1743, Tomsk in 1858, Irkutsk in 1788, Yakutsk in 1858 (which was
transferred to Blagoveshchensk in 1871), and Enisei in 1894. It should be noted that many of the
men attending these seminaries did not become part of the clergy, instead joining the ranks of the
state officials. See Freeze, The Parish Clergy in Nineteenth-Century Russia, 455.
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clergy. Before receiving its own seminary, Enisei diocese had relied on the
seminaries of Tomsk, located 555 kilometres away from Krasnoyarsk, and of
Irkutsk, which was a thousand kilometres away.®' Debates over the establishment
of a seminary would eventually become a significant source of tension between
Omsk ecclesiastical authorities and the Holy Synod as colonization created an
enormous demand for priests to serve in newly established parishes. The trickle of
priests who arrived in the diocese forced the bishop of Omsk to accept candidates
who in all likelihood would have struggled to find employment in European
Russia.

The diocese of Omsk had a unique trait in comparison to other dioceses in
European Russia. Unlike most European dioceses, where secular and religious
authority coincided with geographical boundaries, the territory of Omsk diocese
overlapped with four provinces and hence, four governors reigned: Tomsk,
Tobol’sk, Akmolinsk, and Semipalatinsk.82 Ruling over the governors of
Akmolinsk and Semipalatinsk stood the Governor-General of the steppe, who
wielded ultimate authority over the steppe region. In other words, the Omsk
bishop had to deal with five secular officials, all of whom had opinions on how
secular and religious life should be governed.®® The drawbacks of shared authority
would become apparent to both sides during the early twentieth century. The

difficulties of sharing administrative space intensified as the arrival of settlers

8" Vsepoddanneishii otchet ober-prokurora sviateishego sinoda za 1894 i 1895 gody (St.
Petersburg, 1898), 318.

82 Under the administrative system, Akmolinsk and Semipalatinsk were military governorships. In
1906, Akmolinsk changed to a governorship.

% The following men served as Governor-General of the Steppe: G.A. Kolpakovskii (1882-1889),
M.A. Taube (1890-1900), N.N. Sukhotin (1900-1906), I.P. Nadarov (1906-1908). E.O. Shmidt
(1908-1915), and N.A. Suhkomlinov (1915-1917). See Abashin et al., 424.
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necessitated more collaboration between these religious and secular authorities.

Transforming the region: The Trans-Siberian Railway
The building of the Trans-Siberian railway constituted one of the greatest
enterprises undertaken by the imperial Russian government. The decision to build
was not taken lightly; the Russian state spent a substantial amount of time
discussing the possibility of building it throughout the 1880s.%* The railway,
which eventually linked Moscow to Vladivostok, allowed for the transportation of
large quantities of natural resources and people to and from Siberia. Sergei Witte,
one of the architects of Russian railway policy under Alexander III and an
important figure in the Russian state, described the aspirations of the government
in the 1890s for its Siberian colony, which could only be fulfilled through the
establishment of the railway:
Up to now Siberia has not made significant progress in its economic
growth, despite the abundance of its natural riches...Such an unfortunate
situation has doubtless been brought about primarily by its disconnection
from European Russia. Siberia, although a part of Russia, has not
participated in the latter's civil, cultural, and economic progress, but
somehow has hardened in its centuries old immobility. To connect Siberia
by means of the railroad with the European Russian rail network, in such a
way as to bring it closer to European Russia — that is to give it access to
Russian life and to bring about those very conditions of existence and
development that are prevalent in the other parts of Russia...”’

Witte's intent, however, was not only to give Siberians the gift of access to

European Russia, but to give European Russians the gift of access to the resources

 For more on the debates of the state, see Steven G. Marks Road to Power: The Trans-Siberian
Railroad and the Colonization of Asian Russia, 1850-1917 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press,
1991).

% Quoted in Marks, 143.
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of Siberia. As land hunger consumed many parts of European Russia, both the
government and peasants identified migration to Siberia as one viable solution to
this problem.

The population increase in Siberia during the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries was staggering. During the first half of the nineteenth century
— from 1801 to 1860 — only 216,000 peasants migrated to Asiatic Russia. Settlers
would primarily follow the Great Moscow Trakt (highway) into the territory. By
the second half of the nineteenth century, the number of settlers arriving in Siberia
grew. According to Forsyth, approximately 35,000 arrived annually in the 1880s.
This number rose in the 1890s and turned into a flood in the early twentieth
century. Over the course of thirty years — from 1891-1910 — approximately
3,335,000 peasants made their way to Siberia.*® Omsk and Tomsk dioceses, in
particular, received a disproportionally larger number of settlers.®’” In 1897, the
Orthodox population of Akmolinsk province consisted of 232,401; by 1911, it had
increased to 831,899. Semipalatinsk province experienced a more subdued level
of growth, increasing from 67,620 to 183,490 during the same period.88 Regions
in the north of the diocese also received a steady flow of settlers, although some

settlers struggled to adapt to the environmental conditions of the taiga.*’

% Donald W. Treadgold, Great Siberian Migration (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1957),
33. Treadgold notes that the estimates of illegal migrants is approximately 700 000. Also, see
Forsyth, 191.

¥ Unfortunately, no figures exist based on the borders of the dioceses.

8 Aziatskaia Rossiia: Liudi i poriadki za uralom, tom.3 (St. Petersburg: Izd. Pereselencheskago
upravieniia Glavnago upravleniia zemleustroistva i zemledieliia, 1914), 241-242. Another source
offers the breakdown of the population of Akmolinsk in 1910. It places the population at
1,324,000, with 505,000 Kazakhs, 131, 000 Cossacks and 544, 000 Russian peasants. See
Sfravochnaia knizhka po Akmolinskomu pereselencheskomu raionu na 1912, (1912), 22.

¥ M.K. Churkin, “Zaledel’cheskaia kolonizatsiia Tobol’skoi gubernii v kontse XIX-nachale XX
wv,” in Problemy Izucheniia Kul turno-istorichestogo naslediia i perspektivy razbitiia Tarskogo
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Scholars have debated how to interpret the migration of millions of
peasant-settlers to Siberia. Willard Sunderland has drawn our attention to the
ambiguities of the process: state officials used the terms resettlement (pereselenie)
and colonization (koloniziatsiia) interchangeably to describe the purpose of the
endeavour.” Although agricultural considerations, particularly land-hunger in
Russia proper, influenced the state’s decision to promote the movement of
peasants, migration had quite clear and direct overtones of imperialism. As
Anatolii Remnev has argued,

In imperial policy, the prevailing stereotype held that one could only

consider those lands truly Russian where the plow of the Russian plowman

had passed. Peasant colonization became an important component of
imperial policy and peasants the most effective conveyers of imperial

policy.91
The opening of Siberia to large-scale settlement therefore provided the
opportunity to bring the territory permanently under Russian authority, which, as
Steven Marks argues, satisfied the desire of the Russian state to control Siberia
politically and militarily. Particularly after its humiliating loss in the Russo-
Japanese war, the Russian state focused greater attention on bringing settlers to
Siberia “to counterbalance the influence of Japan and other foreign powers. ..”"?
Therefore political, military, and economic considerations all contributed to the

decision to attach Siberia to Russian proper.”

Priirtysh’ia (2005), 82-86.

* Willard Sunderland, “Empire Without Imperialism? Ambiguities of Colonization in Tsarist
Russia,” Ab Imperio, no. 2 (April 2003): 104-105.

°! Anatolyi Remnev, “Siberia and the Russian Far East,” in Russian Empire: Space, People, Power,
1700-1930, ed. Jane Burbank, Mark Von Hagen, and Anatolyi Remnev (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 2007), 440.

*2 Forsyth, 192.

3 Stolberg, 253.
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Many elites in the Russian empire viewed colonization like their European
counterparts, as a means of bringing “progress and civilization” to primitive
regions.”* Within this ideology, the settler became a symbol of European
ingenuity, intrepidness, and strength of character. In the Russian case, members of
the peasantry constituted the state's colonizing force. For certain observers, the
peasantry formed an essential vanguard for Russia's civilizing mission, as they
viewed the peasant “‘as [a] super colonist blessed with admirable pioneer qualities,
an instinct for settling new places and a knack for interacting with and influencing
native peoples.”” In other circles, the arrival of large waves of peasant-settlers to
Siberia caused grave concerns as to whether this population could promote the
integration of Siberia with the metropole. Instead of representing the superiority
of Russian culture, religion, and nationality, the settlers served as a reminder of
Russia's economic and social backwardness and the disputed nature of a “unified”
Russian identity.96

As the plans for establishing Omsk diocese were underway, the state began
a project that would transform the region and the mandate of the church. This
created a scenario where the church planned for one future, and the state pursued
another. This disengagement of religious and secular agendas is not indicative of a
division between church and state, but rather a reflection of the ad hoc nature of
the state’s plans for colonization. Once the state commuitted itself to the idea of

consolidating its control over Siberia by settling peasants in the region, a plan for

* Willard Sunderland, “The ‘Colonization Question’: Visions of Colonization in Late Imperial
Russia,” Jahrbiicher Fiir Geschichte Osteuropas 48 (2000): 217.

% Ibid., 222.

% Jeff Sahadeo makes a similar argument with regards to Russian settlers in Tashkent. See Russian
Colonial Society in Tashkent: 1865-1923 (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2007).
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nurturing the religious life of the settlers was not far behind. In the diocese, the
appearance of waves of settlers created new challenges for the allocation of
diocesan funds, and although the diocese continued to support the external
mission and view converting the local Kazakh population as part of its mandate,
this task became less important.

Veniamin’s aspiration for the state and church to work together in
converting Siberia’s inorodtsy population gave way to a more vivid dream with
the arrival of settlers. From the beginning of colonization in the late nineteenth
century, state officials understood the incorporation of Siberia into the empire
through peasant migration as constituting something new. Many state officials
considered the population of old residents (starozhily) that had lived without the
oversight of the government to be a lost cause. In contrast, the state viewed
settlers as representing the only hope for the empire to bind Siberia to Russian
proper. Through transforming the land of Siberia into “nash’ (ours) and through
their enlightening influence on the local population, settlers were destined to
conquer the East by making it Russian.”” This process created an opportunity for
collaboration between the Orthodox Church and the state as equals. loann
Vostorgov, an archpriest based in Moscow, but born and raised in the Caucasus,
became one of the leading proponents of the Orthodox Church’s special role in the
East and also one of the key figures in the bureaucratic structure addressing the
religious situation in Siberia. During his relatively short career, Fr. Vostorgov

explored Orthodoxy’s relationship to Russianness on the imperial frontiers,

%7 For an argument focusing on the appropriation of the Siberian land imaginatively, instead of
physically, see Claudia Weiss, “Nash: Appropriating Siberia for the Russian Empire,” Sibirica S,
no. 1(Spring 2006): 141-155.
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particularly in regards to the role of the peasantry in colonizing the Caucasus and
Siberia. Vostorgov’s involvement in Siberia began in 1905, when the Holy Synod
assigned him to report on church schools in the region. The Holy Synod must
have been impressed with his report, as three years later it sent him once again to
Siberia to collect information on the settlement process. For the next few years,
Vostorgov would travel yearly to Siberian dioceses, where he would meet with
religious officials to assess the religious conditions of settlement.

From this practical work on the ground, Vostorgov began to explore ideas
of Russia’s calling in the East. He became convinced of the messianic destiny of
Russian peasants and the marriage between Russian Orthodoxy and imperial
expansion. Unlike Veniamin who did not envision an autonomous role for the
church within the framework of the empire, Vostorgov managed to present the
Orthodox Church less as a helpmate to the state and more as an equal partner.
Vostorgov envisioned a strong church fulfilling its messianic destiny in Siberia.
God had called upon Russians to form the “new Israel” and spread Christianity
throughout the pagan East.”® The settlement of Russians in this region was part of
God’s plan for the salvation of the East; Asia had spent too long in darkness.
According to Vostorgov, Russians were chosen by God to be like the apostles and
bring the Gospel to this untapped region. Only through the arrival of settlers in
Siberia and the Far East could God’s holy mission be fulfilled.”

Settlers simply had to arrive in the region in order to fulfil this destiny.

Untrained in the vocation of preaching God’s word, they would not engage in

2L Vostorgov, “Rossiia i Vostok,” Pribavieniia k Tserkovnym Vedomostiam 25 (1909):1145.
% Ibid., 1148; Ioann Vostorgov, Dobroe Slovo Pereselentsy (Moscow, 1909), 9.
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active ministry, but rather settlers would fulfil this duty by living among
nonbelievers. Vostorgov believed that even though settlers arrived in Siberia for
their own private reasons — escaping poverty and crowded lands — “...God [still]
created his holy will through them...”'® In other words, Vostorgov’s vision
attached to settlers an essential, yet passive role in spreading salvation throughout
the lands of Asia. Such a role had significance not only for the Russian empire,
but for the world as well. The conversion of the East to Christianity would change
the dynamic of the world, just as the conversion of the Roman Empire altered the
course of history.

In addition to transforming the religious map of the world, Vostorgov also
had more pragmatic reasons for encouraging the settlement of Russian Orthodox
peasants in the East. Like state officials, Vostorgov viewed Russia’s neighbours
suspiciously. Convinced that Russia’s Asiatic neighbours had designs on Siberia
to ease the stress of their growing populations, Vostorgov emphasized the
fundamental necessity for filling Siberia with Russian settlers.'”! Land, according
to Vostorgov, was the commodity that would protect Russia’s greatness. Losing
Siberia and the Far East would not only hurt the empire now, but would more
importantly compromise its future. With the population increasing yearly, land
would provide an outlet for the Russian population. The future progress of the
empire depended on its expansion into and development of Siberia. With enemies

lurking around the edges of the empire ready to take the land, Russia had to

100 Vostorgov, Dobroe slovo, 8.
1 1bid., 10.
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populate these territories.'” Yet, the enemies standing on the border with Russia
could one day be brothers in Christ. Vostorgov argued that if Russia “stands with
Christ and with the cross, then the East, accepting Christ, would meet with us as
brothers, and not as mortal enemies and predators.”103 Vostorgov, therefore,

understood the Christianization of the East as securing Russia’s place politically,

in addition to promoting peace in this volatile region.

Conclusion

By the early twentieth century, the East had captured the imagination of
the Russian Orthodox Church and the state. Although both had been engaged with
Siberia for hundreds of years, colonization reinvigorated their commitment of
binding Siberia to Russia proper. Settlers came to symbolize both the hopes and
anxieties attached to the process. This happened quite suddenly. Even at the end
of the nineteenth century, the Orthodox Church initially prepared for a different
type of future in Siberia. Still operating under the assumption that Orthodox
missions to the inorodtsy formed their primary duty, Siberian diocesan officials
focused their resources and attention on the indigenous population. Reflecting the
outlook of Veniamin, the Church marshalled its resources to be useful to the state.
The creation of Omsk diocese grew out of this mindset; yet this was not to be its
destiny. Over the next two decades, the trials and tribulations of settlers would
dominate Omsk’s story. Orthodox leaders in Siberia adapted quickly to this new

reality, even though from the outset they could not keep up with the

102 .
Ibid.,11-12.
19 1 I. Vostorgov, “Rossiia i Vostok,” Pribavleniia k Tserkovnym Vedomostiam 25 (1909):1150.
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transformation already underway. Addressing the religious needs of Russian
settlers required a phenomenal amount of resources, which this new diocese
simply could not muster. Despite the difficulties on the ground, the colonization of
Siberia provided the church with an exciting opportunity: to promote the
appetizing dream of a manifest destiny for the Russian people to save the “pagan”
East, and perhaps even a modernizing Russia. Such a destiny offered the

Orthodox Church a central role in colonization, not as a helpmate to the state, but

as an equal partner.
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Chapter 2: Omsk Bishops and the Realities of Imperial Expansion

The opening of Omsk diocese in 1895 garnered a mixed reaction among
the upper echelon of tsarist officials in the region. The Governor-General of the
Steppe, M.A. Taube reported, “By this mercy shown by the Emperor, the Steppe
at last realizes the cherished dream of thousands of local Orthodox Christians.”’
Echoing the excitement of Taube, in his 1895 report, the Military Governor of
Akmolinsk province conveyed his confidence that the opening of this new diocese
and the arrival of the bishop would have a positive influence on church
construction and the moral condition of the population.” In contrast, the 1895
report of the Military Governor of Semipalatinsk made no mention of the bishop’s
arrival or of Omsk diocese’s formation. He instead drew attention to the
difficulties associated with the influx of European settlers into his region.
According to the governor, the unfamiliarity of these settlers with soil conditions
and weather patterns on the steppe caused problems with establishing functioning
farms.” This assortment of reactions illustrates the hopes associated with the act of
creating the diocese and the challenges on the horizon for its successful
development. The territories encompassed by this diocese were in a state of
transition as the state encouraged colonization. The arrival of large numbers of
pioneers created economic, social, and cultural demands on the state to help the

settlers adapt to the conditions of their new homelands. The flood of settlers from

! Rossiiskii gosudarstvennyi istoricheskii arkhiv (henceforth, RGIA), f.bib-ka, op.1, d.91, 1.51.
? RGIA, f.bib-ka, op.1, d.1, 1.83.
3 RGIA, fbib-ka, op.1, d.85, 1.87.
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European Russia also created religious demands on the Russian Orthodox Church,
which could not provide adequate spiritual care to the Russian population already
living in the region. According to Orthodox leaders, both local and national, new
churches and parishes had to be established, new priests had to be trained, and
assigned to parishes and the faith of Orthodox parishioners had to be fortified
against incursion from non-Orthodox preachers seeking to challenge the practices
of the church. Many individuals, groups, and organizations engaged in
strengthening the religious institutions and identity of settlers on the frontier. At
the heart of this campaign to nurture the spiritual engagement of the Orthodox
population stood the bishop.

Dioceses all over the empire faced enormous challenges by the beginning
of the twentieth century. Urbanization, social and political tensions, and religious
pluralism created new barriers which interfered with the ability of religious
leaders to connect with their flock.* In the case of Siberia, the transitional state of
daily life caused by the movement of peasant-settlers to the region created more
problems. Pioneers faced the hardship of clearing land, building homes, and
growing crops on the Siberian steppe. Poor harvests sometimes caused by weather
conditions, and other times by the decision-making of peasants unfamiliar with
local farming conditions created life-threatening scenarios. Religious leaders
interpreted these environmental, economic and cultural challenges as well as the
immense space that separated villages from each other and from the diocesan

capital as creating barriers to the full engagement of the Orthodox Church with its

* For a description of the state of religious life in late Imperial Russia see the introduction to Mark
Steinberg and Heather J. Coleman. Sacred Stories: Religion and Spirituality in Modern Russia
{Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2007), 1-21.
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faithful.’> As settlers focused their attention and resources on survival, church
officials feared they would neglect their spiritual lives. Villages existed without
access to churches and clergy and without any indication that they belonged to the
ancient, powerful, and holy Orthodox Church. The expansive space also caused
problems for the supervision of lay piety by members of the clergy, a critical
element of the Orthodox Church’s strategy for fighting against laity
misinterpretation of Orthodox beliefs and practices.

Creating a sense of Orthodox community and belonging and the
institutions necessary to support that identity lay in the hands of the clergy and
diocesan officials. While the diocesan administration involved countless
individuals and numerous committees to oversee its day-to-day activities, the
bishop held the top position in this structure. As the administrative head of this
institution, the bishop had the duty of understanding the needs of parishioners
living under his jurisdiction and managing the resources of the diocese to address
those needs as best he could. The bishop also served the important function of
providing a bridge from the diocese to the Holy Synod and the Chief Procurator in
St. Petersburg.® In theory, he represented local religious needs to St. Petersburg;
however, in reality, the bishop had competition for the Holy Synod’s ear from
people like loann Vostorgov.

Administrative obligations, while both essential and time-consuming, did

* Gregory Bruess describes similar challenges faced by Archbishop Nikiforos in the late eighteenth
century in the under-developed diocese of Astrakhan in Gregory L. Bruess, Religion, Identity and
Empire: a Greek Archbishop in the Russia of Catherine the Great (Boulder: East European
Monographs, 1997).

8 Gregory L. Freeze, The Parish Clergy in Nineteenth-Century Russia: Crisis, Reform, Counter-
Reform (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1983), 22.
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not constitute the sole function of a bishop. As the spiritual leader of the diocese,
bishops had the moral duty to provide members of the clergy and parishioners
with a model of piety to emulate; he must comfort and guide them as they
encountered the struggles of daily life. The bishop also represented a vision of the
wider Orthodox community and by visiting villages he reminded parishioners that
they were a part of something bigger than their local communities. This symbolic
role was particularly important in a young diocese undergoing colonization as the
hardship of settler life challenged the faith of the most fervent believers.

The scholarship on the Russian Orthodox Church and faith has grown
immensely in the last two decades; however, our knowledge of Russian bishops in
late imperial Russia is still fragmentary. Recent years have witnessed the
publication of a number of biographies on individual bishops in the Russian
language and a few scholars have illuminated characteristics of the bishops as a
social group.” Gregory Freeze’s book on the parish clergy in nineteenth-century
Russia still stands as the most complete portrayal of the bishops. Yet, Freeze
focused primarily on the relationship between the bishops and the clergy — an
important relationship, but no means the only role of the bishops. These men
performed an important role within the diocesan community. As Nadieszda
Kizenko points out, unlike parish priests who interacted and worshiped with their
parishioners on a regular basis, bishops did not perform such an intimate role in

the lives of Orthodox believers. In fact, parishioners rarely had the opportunity to

7 Jan Plamper, “The Russian Orthodox Episcopate, 1721-1917: A Prosopography,” Journal of
Social History 34, no. 1 (2000): 5-34; O.V. Ushakova, “Zapadnosibirskii Episkopat v 1907-191
gg: k kharakteristike Episkopov Russkoi Pravoslavnoi Tserkvi kak sotsial’noi gruppy,” in
Slavianskoe Edinstvo: Mezhdunarodnaia Nauchnaia Konferentsiia (Omsk, 2000), 126-129.
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interact with their bishop.® Although it is true that parish priests performed a more
consistent role in nurturing religious life in their parishes through actively
educating parishioners, conducting services and rituals, and visiting their
parishioners, priests could also be too close to parishioners’ daily lives to inspire
religious fervour. Since bishops were not a part of the local community, their
relationship with parishioners was not tainted by their involvement in everyday
life. With the example of Father John of Kronstadt, a renowned parish priest in
Imperial Russia, whose deep piety inspired people internationally, Kizenko
insightfully illuminates how priests straddled both secular and religious worlds, as
men who performed a religious function, but who were also married and therefore
found themselves viewed as less spiritual (with Father John being an exception to
this rule). For parishioners, the inaccessibility of bishops in comparison to their
parish priests often made these men appear more holy.

Acting as spiritual fathers to their parishioners was not an easy task for the
bishops. Education, knowledge, lifestyle, and experiences separated bishops from
parishioners and from the local clergy as well. The Holy Synod selected bishops
from the black clergy, or those who had taken monastic vows. While they
originated from all over the empire, most men who became bishops attended one
of the four theological academies of the empire, in Kiev, St. Petersburg, Moscow
and Kazan. This experience provided them with a distinctive educational and

cultural outlook as they formed the elite of the Orthodox Church. Also, in

¥ Nadieszda Kizenko, 4 Prodigal Saint: Father John of Kronstadt and the Russian People
(University Park, Pa.: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2000), 45.
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European Russia, priests were usually locals and bishops typically were not.” In
the case of Omsk diocese, physical distance also prevented their engagement with
Orthodox believers. Omsk bishops aspired to overcome this distance between
themselves and the faithful. Religious officials writing about Omsk diocese often,
and accurately, employed the term vast (obshirnyi) in their descriptions. In
comparison to dioceses in European Russia, Siberian dioceses were decidedly
massive. For example, three dioceses where a large number of settlers originated
from, Riazan, Poltava, and Kiev, spanned approximately 36,992, 43,379 and
44,730 square kilometres respectively.'” Even the large diocese of Perm only
stood at 291,760 square kilometres. In contrast, Omsk diocese was one million
square kilometres. This difference in size was not lost on the bishops of Omsk, as
the majority of them had worked in dioceses in European Russia. Distance, in
their minds, constituted one of the most significant factors jeopardizing the
fulfilment of their pastoral duty.

Few options existed to tie together this seemingly boundless space,
especially as villages and settlements were in a constant state of transition once
colonization began. Traditionally, bishops in the Russian empire relied primarily
on trips through the diocese to assess the spiritual situation on the ground and
interact with parishioners. These long and arduous journeys provided only brief
glimpses of the domestic life of parishioners, as the large distances between

villages forced bishops to hurry to their next appointment. Using descriptions of

® Freeze, 25; Plamper, 12.

19 See entries for Kiev, Poltava and Riazan provinces in Entsiklopedicheskii Slovar’ (St.
Petersburg: Brockhaus-Efron, 1890-1907). http://www.vehi.net/brokgauz/index.html (accessed
23/03/2011).
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these trips conducted between 1897 and 1916, this chapter explores the physical
and spiritual challenges of Omsk diocese and the significance of the bishop’s
function as spiritual father to his parishioners. To address the problem of distance,
Omsk bishops eventually proposed and received permission from the Holy Synod
to divide the southern half of the diocese into two vicar bishoprics. This proposed
remedy could not solve the fundamental problem of distance; however, it did offer
more opportunities for parishioners to meet and worship with their bishops.
Distance was not the only obstacle preventing the full engagement of
bishops in Omsk diocese, as a revolving door of bishops added to the diocese’s
woes. In the span of twenty-two years, eight different men held this title. The
appointment of bishops took place in St. Petersburg, where the tsar chose prelates
from a list drawn up by the Holy Synod. The Holy Synod would indicate its top
candidate to the ruler; however, the tsar did not always submit to its counsel.!!
According to church rules, bishops should hold their office until death; however,
by the end of the nineteenth century, this practice had ceased to be the norm.
Instead, the Holy Synod and Chief Procurator frequently moved bishops to reward
those who performed their duties well. Some viewed this change as being
positive, as it rewarded those who showed real promise, while others criticized
this trend for breaking canon law and harming the relationship between bishops
and clergymen, as well as between bishops and parishioners.'? In many ways the
predicament of bishops reflected similar changes that had taken place among

governors in the empire. Governors also frequently were transferred and by the

" Plamper, 17.
2 Ibid., 17-18.
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end of the nineteenth century, a greater emphasis on merit, specialization and
expertise existed within their ranks."® This turn towards the professionalization of
the top secular and religious positions in the empire produced both positive and

negative consequences.

The situation in Omsk diocese illustrated both the costs and, to a much
lesser extent, the benefits of such a system. On average, Omsk bishops served in
their position for 2.75 years, which was short by the standards of the time. By the
reign of Nicholas II, the average number of years in a diocese for Orthodox
bishops was 5.50 years.'* With such a limited tenure, it would be impossible even
in an established diocese for an experienced bishop to fully grasp the personalities
and geographies that constituted his diocese and the local flavour of empire-wide
religious problems. Within this hierarchical system, Omsk diocese occupied one
of the lowest rungs. The men sent to serve as bishop of Omsk reflected the junior
position of the diocese in the empire: it was a place to prove one’s worth and
move on. The high turnover of Omsk diocese can be attributed to a number of
factors. First, the weather could hardly be worse. The biting cold of the winter,
complete with dangerous blizzards, gave way to the hot and unpredictable
weather of the summer. Second, being sent to a poor, underdeveloped diocese
with a laundry list of problems appealed to very few bishops. The bishopric of
Omsk could hardly be called a high profile job. It might be geographically close

to the centre of the empire, but culturally, politically, and religiously, it was very

13 Thanks to Victor Taki for drawing my attention to the similarities between bishops and
governors. For more information on the role of provincial governors, see Richard G. Robbins, The
Tsar s Viceroys: Russian Provincial Governors in the Last Years of the Empire (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 1987).

14 Plamper, 18.
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far removed from the powerful political capital of St. Petersburg and the spiritual
capital of Moscow. Yet, the very dioceses exhibiting the most undesirable traits
also tended to be those in desperate need of outstanding leadership. A few of the
men appointed to Omsk demonstrated such exceptional personal characteristics;
however, nearly every bishop was unproven when he arrived. Only two of the
bishops had ever held a full bishop position before Omsk. This is not to say that
they completely lacked experience. All had served as vicar bishops, which meant
that they were bishops responsible for particular cities without the powers and
responsibilities of a full bishop. Despite their novice status as bishops when they
started the job, biographical details from the lives of the eight men who occupied
the top position in Omsk diocese reveals that before their appointment they had
achieved a high level of education and a long record of religious service across
the empire. Many had extensive experience with missionary work, a characteristic
held in high esteem for leaders in the region. The similarities in these biographies
illustrate how the Holy Synod chose men with limited credentials in leading the

diocese, but with ample experience administering religious life.

By the time he became the first bishop of Omsk, Grigorii (Poletaev) had
already completed a full life in the Russian heartland and in the imperial
borderlands. Born in 1826 to a clerical family, Grigorii graduated from the
Nizhegorod seminary. In 1854, he received a master’s degree in theology from the

Kazan Theological Academy, which was well-known for training missionaries to
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Muslim populations.'® Grigorii began his career in Kazan, teaching at the
Academy, before becoming the rector of the nearby Ufa seminary in 1867. Five
years later, Grigorii transferred to central Russia, where he joined the staff of
Vladimir seminary; five years after that, he journeyed back east, this time into the
heart of Siberia to become the rector of Irkutsk seminary. After spending ten years
in Irkutsk, Grigorii served as a member of the St. Petersburg theological
censorship committee in 1888. His sojourn in the capital was short, as in 1891, the
Holy Synod ordained him as the bishop of Kaunas, a vicar bishopric in Lithuania.
A year later, Grigorii moved to the other side of the empire, as the Holy Synod
appointed him the Bishop of Turkestan and Tashkent. Even though he had only
four years of experience as a bishop, the Holy Synod chose Grigorii as Omsk’s
first bishop and entrusted him with the tremendous task of building the
institutional framework of this new diocese.'®

Grigorii’s successor, Sergii (Petrov), also had a detailed resume from
working in the borderlands. Sergii was the only Omsk bishop who did not
graduate from a theological academy; instead, following the completion of his
seminary degree, Sergii decided to study history at Moscow University.!” After
graduating, he joined the Altai mission to the Kazakhs in 1892, eventually

becoming the head of the mission after it was transferred to the control of Omsk

diocese. Sergii spent four years in this position, living in the town of

'3 A. Zhuk, Predstoiateli Omskoi eparkhii Russkoi Pravoslavnoi Tserkvi: Biograficheskii
spravochnik (Omsk, 2006), 12-13. For more information on Kazan Theological Academy, see
Paul Werth, At the Margins of Orthodoxy: Mission, Governance, and Confessional Politics in
Russia’s Volga-Kama Region, 1827-1905 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2002).

' After performing this duty for five years, Grigorii retired and served in monasteries in the
Moscow area.

'7 Zhuk, 18.
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Semipalatinsk and engaging in his archaeological hobby. He also learned the
Kazakh language, a skill he demonstrated while travelling through the region as
the bishop.18 In 1899, Sergii received a promotion to the position of vicar bishop
in Tomsk; two years later, he became the bishop of Omsk. His term as bishop
proved to be short, as the Holy Synod transferred Sergii to Grigorii’s old position
as the Bishop of Kaunas in Lithuania in 1903. It appears that despite his long
tenure in Siberia and intimate knowledge of the region, Bishop Sergii desired a
warmer climate and requested to be transferred back to European Russia."’

Training and experience in the western borderlands characterized the
background of the next bishop. Mikhail (Ermakov) held the position of Omsk
bishop from September 1903 until December 1905. A graduate of the Kiev
Theological Academy, he relocated to Mogilev in eastern Belarus in 1893,
eventually moving to the northwestern Ukrainian province of Volynia. In both
locations, he served as rector of the local seminaries. Before his appointment to
Omsk, the Holy Synod ordained Mikhail the bishop of Kaunas in Lithuania. After
two years in Omsk, the Holy Synod transferred Mikhail to the vicar bishopric of
Grodno in Belarus.?

Gavriil (Golosov) has the distinction of being the longest serving Omsk
bishop during the imperial period, from December 1905 until February 1911.

Born in laroslavl, Gavriil completed his seminary education in his home province

before entering the St. Petersburg Theological Academy in 1863. Four years later,

'8 «poseshchenie Ego Preosviashchenstvom Sergiem, Episkopom” Omskie eparkhial 'nye
vedomosti (OEV), n0.20 (1901):11.

1 Bor Ger-mov, “Poseshchenie Ego Preosviashchenstvom, Preosviashchenneishim Sergiem,”
OEV, 1n0.19 (1903), 24.

2 Toann Goloshubin, Spravochnaia kniga Omskoi eparkhii (Omsk: Tipografiia Irtysh, 1914), 901.
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Gavriil finished his degree and became a teacher at the seminary in Ufa and then
in Tver. In 1882, he moved to the position of abbot of a newly established
monastery. As abbot, he received recognition from Father John of Kronstadt for
two teaching books he wrote.”' At the age of forty-seven, Gavriil received his first
appointment as a vicar bishop in the diocese of Tver in 1886. Ten years later, he
moved to the diocese of Vologda, where Gavriil served as the vicar bishop before
being transferred to Poltava diocese. His time in Poltava was short-lived, as
within the year, the Holy Synod had assigned Gavriil to Omsk diocese as the
bishop.

The chosen replacement of Gavriil, Vladimir (Putiata), demonstrated a
significantly different background and career path than the other bishops. An
aristocrat by birth, Prince Putiata had a keen intellect, excelling in the study of
French, English, German, Italian, Greek, and Latin, and a reverence for female
company.** Putiata’s elite status was confirmed and enhanced by joining the
Preobrazhenskii regiment at the age of twenty-two. Despite keeping company
with the highest of society, Putiata renounced the secular world in 1899 and
entered the Kazan Theological Academy.”

Putiata’s intellectual capabilities distinguished him during his studies.
After graduating from Kazan and taking his monastic vows, Vladimir received a
position in the Russian Orthodox Church serving the Russian embassy in Rome.

The vast scholarly resources available in Rome, in addition to his language skills,

21

Zhuk, 27.
2 Metropolitan Manuil (Lemesevskij), Die Russischen Orthodoxen Bischdfe von 1893 bis 1965,
Teil II (Erlangen: Erlangen Lehrstuhl fiir Geschichte u. Theologie d. Christl. Ostens, 1981), 234.
23
= Zhuk, 31.
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allowed him to complete a master’s dissertation about the Church in Italy. His
strong intellect, however, could not hide Vladimir’s weak moral compass. His
womanizing among high society helped to cut short his tenure in Italy. After
engaging in similar behaviour in the Russian embassy in Paris, Vladimir returned
(or was returned) to Russia. In 1907, he was ordained the bishop of Kronstadt, a
vicar bishopric under the authority of the bishop of St. Petersburg. * Vladimir
remained in this position until he became the bishop of Omsk in 1911. His career
in Omsk was lively, but short-lived — two years later, the Holy Synod transferred
him to Polotsk in Belarus as a vicar bishop. In 1915, he received the more
prestigious bishopric of Penza, only to be removed from the position two year
later after complaints from local clergy and believers.

After bishops of questionable character, Putiata and Golosov, the Holy
Synod sent to Omsk an upstanding and outstanding bishop in terms of ability and
moral character. In March 1913, Bishop Andronik (Nikol’skii) became the head of
Omsk diocese. He held this position only briefly — until 30 July 1914. Born in
Iaroslavl diocese in 1870, Andronik was a graduate of laroslavl seminary and of
Moscow Theological Academy.”’ In 1895, he was appointed as an aid to the
inspector of the Kutaiskii seminary. The following year, he became a homiletics

teacher at the Aleksandrovsk Missionary seminary in the Northern Caucasus and

* D. Pospielovsky, “The Renovationist Movement in the Orthodox Church in the Light of
Archival Documents,” Journal of Church & State 39, no. 1 (1997): 85. Pospielovsky also touches
on Putiata’s role in post-revolutionary church conflicts. See Edward Roslof, Red Priests:
Renovationism, Russian Orthodoxy, and Revolution, 1905-1946 (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 2002).

> Sergii Shirokov, Biograficheskii slovar’ missionerov Russkoi Pravoslavnoi Tserkvi (Moscow:
Izd-vo Belyi Gorod, 2004), 216-218.
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later, an inspector there.”® In 1897, the Holy Synod appointed Andronik to the
position of missionary in Japan. The trip to Japan took several months and
exposed the young monk to places almost unimaginable to the son of a sacristan.
During his travels through Italy, Greece, and North America, he saw first-hand the
state of Christianity outside of Russia and participated in pilgrimages to important
sites in Christian history.

While his work among the Japanese congregation elicited great joy from
Andronik, his stay in Japan was short. In 1899, Andronik was reassigned to the
Aleksandrovsk Missionary seminary to serve as the rector. A few years later, the
Bishop of Ufa requested the transfer of Andronik to the position of rector in his
seminary. Andronik stayed in Ufa until the Holy Synod ordained him, at the age of
thirty-six, the bishop of Kyoto. This time, Andronik journeyed through Siberia for
his return to Japan. The congregation in Osaka was small, providing Andronik
with an intimate setting to become acquainted with local families. Frustrated by
the slow progress of his missionary work and with his health jeopardized by the
weather, Andronik requested to return to Russia. The Holy Synod granted his
appeal and appointed Andronik as vicar bishop in the diocese of Novgorod.
Andronik dedicated himself to this new position, visiting local villages and
conducting conversations with parishioners. In 1913, the Holy Synod once again
transferred the now 43-year-old to Omsk diocese as the new bishop. Almost a
year after his appointment, Andronik once again moved dioceses, becoming the

bishop of Perm, a position where he remained until his execution by the Cheka in

% Andronik, Pishu ot izbytka skorbiashchego serdtsa (Moscow: Sretenskii monastyr’, 2007), 6.
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Arsenii (Timofeev) held the position of bishop until 4 June 1915. A serious
illness forced Arsenii to take an extended holiday®® and eventually caused the
Holy Synod to transfer him out of the position in Omsk diocese to allow him to
rest.”? The Holy Synod appointed Sil’vestr (Ol’shevskii) as Arsenii’s replacement
in the summer of 1915. The son of a deacon, Sil’vestr was bom in the village of
Kosovka in Kiev province on 31 May 1860. In the 1880s, he attended Kiev
seminary and upon graduating, entered the Kiev Theological Academy. With a
degree from the Theological Academy in 1889 he became a diocesan missionary
in Kiev province. The following year, Sil’vestr switched diocese (to Poltava), but
not jobs as he had developed a strong reputation for his work combatting the
Shtundist movement.*°

Unlike the other bishops of Omsk, Sil’vestr’s career developed primarily
in one diocese, Poltava, where he served in different capacities for twenty-four
years, giving him an intimate knowledge of the functioning of diocesan life. In
addition to his role as diocesan missionary, Sil’vestr served as a teacher in the
seminary, an inspector of parish schools, president of the diocesan council, the
diocesan supervisor of parish schools, and finally, as a vicar bishop in 1911.
Before the Holy Synod appointed him as bishop of Omsk, he also held a vicar

position in the diocese of Orenburg.

27 On 17 January 1999, the Russian Orthodox Church canonized Andronik as a new martyr.

8 OEV, no.13 (1915): 1-2.

2 «Arsenii,” OEV, no.10 (1917): 23-24; Zhuk, 46.

3V vere li vy?: Zhitie i trudy sviashchennomuchenika Sil 'vestra, archiepiskopa Omskogo, ed.
Feodosii Protsiuk (Moscow: Voskresen’e, 2006), 29. For more information on the development of
the Baptist faith in the Russian empire see Heather J. Coleman, Russian Baptists and Spiritual
Revolution, 1905-1929 (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2005).
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For most bishops, Omsk turned out to be the pinnacle of their personal
careers, rather than a stepping stone. Only Andronik, who went on to receive a
more desirable position as the bishop of Perm, used his work in Omsk to further
his career; all of the other bishops either retired from their episcopal duties or
received vicar positions in other dioceses as their next appointment. Their short
tenure of service made it difficult for bishops to accomplish any substantial
changes. Other dioceses in Siberia had similar difficulties, although not to the
same extent as Omsk. To offer a comparison, the Siberian diocese of Transbaikal,
which was formed at approximately the same time as Omsk, had five bishops
during this period, each serving at least four years, except for one who left

because of illness.>'

The Realities of Building a Diocese

Descriptions of the new diocese were steeped in references to the
transformative power of Russia’s gaze toward the east. Local clergy promoted an
image of the steppe as a land without meaning until the creation of the diocese.*
Despite this belief in the transformative power of Orthodoxy, the realities of
establishing a functioning diocese on the steppe soon became apparent. Bishop
Mikhail concluded his 1904 report to the Holy Synod by emphasizing how the

vast space of the diocese (over a million square kilometres), its ethnic diversity,

and its youthfulness (just under 10 years of existence) caused difficulties for

3 Igor Smolich, Istoriia Russkoi Tserkvi, Vol. 1 (Moscow: Izd-vo Spaso-Preobrazhenskogo
Valaamskogo monastyria, 1996), 693-694.
32 «“Gospodi Blagoslovi,” OEV, no.1 (1898): 1-2.
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managing the diocese. As he summarized:
The vastness of the diocese, the absence of convenient transportation
routes besides the Great Siberian road and the Irtysh [river] makes
supervision over churches, clergy, and congregations quite difficult and
sometimes due to climate conditions (bitter frost and snowstorms)
completely impossible.”
Distance, population, accessibility, and weather posed problems for bishops in
European Russian dioceses as well; however, the conditions in Siberia amplified
them. Bishops struggled to understand where they should start in the daunting task
of responding to the needs of parishioners and creating a vibrant Orthodox
community. To gather information about the state of churches and parishes and to
interact with their parishioners, Omsk bishops embarked on annual trips through
their territory. Omsk bishops were not unique in this endeavour, as bishops across
the empire had historically engaged in visitations in their dioceses. Although such
trips were part of Orthodox religious culture, by the late nineteenth century, they
happened with less regularity in many dioceses.>* In fact, since the early
nineteenth century, Orthodox bishops in Russia had questioned the usefulness of
such excursions in terms of assessing and addressing the needs of their dioceses.*’
Despite this trend among their European brethren, Omsk bishops regularly
performed this duty. In their reports to the Holy Synod, the bishops described

these trips using the term surveying (obozrenie). In the unofficial section of Omsk

Diocesan News, priests described these trips using a variety of terms such as

3 RGIA, £.796, 0p.442, d.2041, 1.260b.

3 Freeze, 33-34. For a description of the role of visitations in Orthodox culture, see John Anthony
McGuckin, The Orthodox Church: An Introduction to Its History, Doctrine, and Spiritual Culture
(Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2011), 332.

33 Freeze, 34.
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surveying, trip (poezdka), and visitation (poseshchenie). This buffet of descriptive
terms perhaps indicates the multi-faceted functions among Orthodox officials.

While these trips served multiple purposes, bishops devoted much of their
time to spiritual interaction with parishioners, which illustrates the importance of
this duty in their eyes. The bishop and his entourage used these trips to experience
firsthand the state of religious life in local villages. As the bishop was entrusted to
nurture Orthodox life, he had a duty to support the creation of new settler
communities, and by observing the resettlement process he could determine the
work that still needed to be done. In a sense, these trips were an information
gathering excursions to provide the bishop with an understanding of the state of
Orthodoxy in his diocese, which he would share with the Holy Synod. Such
information, theoretically, could help both the Holy Synod and the bishop respond
to the needs of local parishioners.

In addition to educating the bishop on the conditions of his parishes, these
trips also introduced him to local conditions of travelling and the physical
landscape of the diocese. The distances were vast and the quality of transportation
routes was inconsistent. The sheer logistics of travel posed problems and
illustrated the types of difficulties faced by parishioners in their everyday lives.
Bishop Sergii’s trip through Semipalatinsk province in 1901 took forty-six days,
during which he covered 2985 kilometres, visiting fifty-four villages, two
cathedrals and forty-six parish churches.*® Two weeks after returning home to
Omsk from this trip, Bishop Sergii set off again to survey the southwestern part of

the diocese. This trip lasted a month as he covered over two thousand kilometres

% RGIA, £.796, op.442, d.1965, 1.100b.
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by carriage, visiting one cathedral, eight city churches and eleven village
churches. During that year, Bishop Sergii travelled a total of ninety-two days,
covering over six thousand kilometres by steamship, on foot, on a raft, by carriage
(4500km) and finally, by the railway (500km).?’ In 1904, Bishop Mikhail spent
two and a half months travelling through Semipalatinsk and Akmolinsk provinces.
Over the course of two trips, he visited forty-five village churches, eleven prayer
houses, and five mission stations belonging to the Kazakh mission. Bishop
Gavriil’s journey to the northern and northwestern portion of the diocese in 1907
took twenty days of travel, during which time he covered over nine hundred
kilometres.*® During the summer of 1913, over the span of forty-seven days,
Bishop Andronik visited 112 villages.”® In 1916, Bishop Sil’vestr travelled several
thousand kilometres over the course of two trips which totalled approximately
sixty days.*® For the majority of the trip, Sil’vestr travelled by the usually modes
of transportation: carriage, steamship, and railway. For the approximately nine
hundred kilometres, Bishop Sil’vestr benefited from the technological
advancements of the late nineteenth century and rode in an automobile belonging
to local state officials.*!

Even with technological advancements, weather patterns shaped the

travel schedules of bishops and their entourage. Weather concerns forced Omsk

7 RGIA, £.796, 0p.442, d.1965, 1.100b.

3# RGIA, £.796, op.442, d.2225, 1.1.

% Vasilii Vinogradov, Poezdka Ego Preosviashchenstva, Preosviashchenneishago Andronika
(Omsk, 1913), 1. Vinogradov also published some thoughts on the trip in OEV: See V. Vinogradov,
“Yo otvete blagovestvovaniia poezdka Ego Preosviashchenstva, Preosviashchenneishago
Andronika, Episkopa Omskago i Pavlodarskago, po eparkhii dlia obozreniia tserkvei
Petropavloskago i Kokchetsvskago uezdov,” OFV, no.23 (1913): 29-34; OEV, no.24 (1913):13-34.
“RGIA, £.796, op.442, d. 2791, 1.20b.

' IsAQO, £.16, op.1, d.164, 1.269.
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bishops to travel in the spring, summer, and early fall. They typically began their
travel itineraries at the end of April and had settled back into the diocesan capital
by the end of September. While each area of the diocese had its own particular
weather trends, one can generalize that summers were very hot and winters
extremely cold with heavy snow in certain regions. In addition to being painfully
cold, winter travel posed countless hazards; abrupt snowstorms and blizzards
could snow in villagers for a week. None of the Omsk bishops risked any
extensive travel in winter, with the exception of Bishop Sil’vestr, who took four
trips to visit parishes between September and December in 1915. Although a
summer travel schedule provided better conditions for the bishops, as most of the
bishops noted in their reports, farmers in Omsk diocese attended church more
often during the winter when they had free time than during the spring, summer,
and fall when their crops needed attention.*? Despite this, large crowds still
gathered during their busiest season to greet the bishops.

On these trips, the bishops and their entourages hardly travelled light. Out
on the endless Kazakh steppe, they carried provisions for their physical
sustenance and for the spiritual nourishment of parishioners. Many Siberian
parishes were impoverished and the bishops had to bring their own supplies for
performing rites and services. The clergy packed liturgical books, incense, icon
lamps, a chest with holy relics, antimensia (which was a rectangular cloth
necessary for celebrating the Eucharist), a baptismal chest (krestil ‘nyi iashchik),
censer, compact coal, vestments, and candles. For Bishop Mikhail’s trip, they

packed over a thousand metal and silver crosses and six thousand religious

2 RGIA, £.796, 0p.442, d.2716, 1.240b.
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brochures and papers.*> An entourage accompanied the bishop and one of the
participants typically documented the excursion for the diocesan gazette.
Descriptions of the bishop’s travels could occupy several issues in a row — in the
case of Bishop Mikhail gracing fourteen issues detailing every village visited — or
only a short article on one event during the bishop’s trip. In the case of Bishop
Andronik, the travel log kept by Vasilii Vinogradov was not published in the
diocesan gazette, but rather in book form. To document the churches in the region,
one member of Bishop Mikhail’s entourage brought a camera with him.*

The clergy who wrote these accounts did not provide reasons for their
publication or their intended audience. They also tended not to follow an
obligatory storyline, one that speaks to an intention of edifying the clergy in the
values of the diocese. Instead, many of these accounts read like travel-literature,
introducing the clergy to parts of the diocese they would never personally see,
thereby creating in their minds an imagined community of believers in the
diocese. As the clergy of Siberia consisted of a large number of men who arrived
in Siberia from different parts of the Russian empire, this introduction to the
diversity of Omsk’s landscape, population, weather, and travel conditions offered
an enticing picture of the potential for this historically “unorthodox” land, while
simultaneously illustrating in vivid details the religious challenges that Russian

colonization had created. Following the bishop step-by-step through his journey

 “Pervaia poezdka Ego Preosviashchenstva, Preosviashchenneishago Mikhaila, Episkopa
Omskago i Semipalatinskago, dlia obozreniia tserkvei eparkhii,” OEV, no.15 (1904):17-18.

* 1bid.,18. A book might have been published on the basis of this trip. I found a citation, but not
the physical book. Pervaia poezdka Ego Preosviashchenstva, Preosviashchennieishago Mikhaila,
Eliskopa Omskago i Semipalatinskago, dlia obozrieniia tserkvei (Omsk: Tip. K.1. Demidovoi,
1904).
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and interactions with his parishioners exposed the clergy to a detailed picture of
local religious life in the diocese: the successes and failures of other clergy in
performing their pastoral duty and the techniques of the bishops for edifying and
comforting the faithful. The trips represented the bishop’s work on the ground,
reminding priests and parishioners of their membership in the diocese and

creating, in the minds of the priests, an image of the diocese.

Travelling through the Diocese

Fanfare and prayers typically accompanied the departing bishop from
Omsk. On the morning of 26 May 1897, Bishop Grigorii embarked on his first
tour of the diocese. Before setting out on his journey, he met with a large audience
of clergymen and laity to pray for a successful and safe trip. The bishop blessed
those gathered and reminded them to engage in heartfelt prayer for rain, which
had been sparse all summer. After performing this ceremony, Grigorii and his
entourage began the journey.*

Travelling by four spacious carriages, the party set out over the Irtysh
River accompanied by the ringing of the city’s church bells. A smooth, hard road
lay beneath the wheels of their carriage, which carried the group away from
Omsk. Travelling by carriage provided a unique way to experience the landscape

of the diocese for the bishop and his entourage. The view from the carriage

* “Obozrenie Ego Preosviashchenstvom, Preosiashchenneishim Grigoriem, episkopom Omskim i
Semipalatinskim tserkvei i prikhod v 1897 god,” OEV, no.10 (1898): 2. Bishop Mikhail’s trip
began in a similar manner, except he took the steamship. See “Pervaia poezdka Ego
Preosviashchenstva, Preosviashchenneishago Mikhaila, Episkopa Omskago i Semipalatinskago,
dlia obozreniia tserkvei eparkhii,” OEV, no.15 (1904): 18-19.
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allowed them to look out over, as one participant described, “the boundless
Siberian steppe,” where stood “groups of wilted, frozen birch trees disfigured by
the heat and the frost.” The grass, browned and scorched by the hot summer sun,
also spoke to the extremity of the elements and the scarcity of rain near Omsk.
The initial description of the journey offered in the pages of the Omsk Diocesan
News continued with this forlorn tone as the carriages darted forward, into the
dust kicked up by the horses, into the staggering heat of the early morning, and
into the endlessness of the land that lay before them. As Grigorii’s companion
wrote, “The monotomy of the steppe without end and edge causes

melancholy.. " Direct interaction with the surrounding environment not only
brought out poetic musing from priests, but also confirmed the difficulty of the
task that lay ahead of them.

The delegation made its way southwest through the province of
Akmolinsk. This province consisted of five districts: Omsk, Petropavlovsk,
Kokchetav, Akmolinsk and Atbasarsk. The total territory of the province stood at
594,673 square kilometres, with the largest district of Akmolinsk occupying a
staggering 226,494 square kilometres.?” The bishop’s carriages made their first
stop twenty kilometres outside of Omsk in the village of Sosnovka, which had
been founded in 1896 by German colonists primarily from Samara province.*®
After experiencing ten years of poor harvests in Samara and hearing about

Siberian land in letters from their fellow-countrymen (zemliaki), these colonists

% “Obozrenie Ego Preosviashchenstvom, Preosiashchenneishim Grigoriem, episkopom Omskim i
Semipalatinskim tserkvei i prikhod v 1897 god,” OEV, no.10 (1898): 2-3.

7 Spravochnaia knizhka po Akmolinskomu pereselencheskomu raionu na 1912 (1912), 3.

*® Materialy po pereselencheskomu khoziaistvu, Omskii uezd (St. Petersburg, 1907), 15-16.
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decided to try their luck on the frontier. At this village the bishop’s entourage
changed horses, which provided one reason for the stop.49 Despite the prosaic
reason for stretching their legs in this German village, the bishop readily took the
opportunity to chat with this non-Orthodox population in his diocese. The article
described the villagers as excited to see the bishop and noted that they asked to be
blessed. The bishop obliged in this request and also toured their homes. These
German settlers shared with the bishop their hardships with finding adequate
water. They complained that although many lakes existed on the steppe, they were
all rich in salt and therefore useless for drinking. Even the water from the well
dug by the state was salty, forcing them to dig holes in the ground, let the winter
snowfall fill them and drink the melted snow. The bishop advised them to pray
zealously to God to send rain. According to the description in the Omsk Diocesan
News, rain began to fall on the village as the bishop drove away in his carriage.*
Whether or not this small sign of the bishop’s holiness actually took place, the
setting of the frontier created openness for interaction between different ethnic
and religious groups who shared similar struggles with the environment.

A Russian Orthodox village, Borisovka, was the bishop’s next stop.
Located eighty-seven kilometres from Omsk and forty kilometres from the nearest
railway station of Marianovka, this village consisted of settlers from Poltava,
Kharkov, Penza, Saratov, Samara, Stavropol, and Kiev provinces who put down

roots during multiple waves of settlement between 1893 and 1895.%! Located

% «“Obozrenie ego Preosviashchenstvom, Preosiashchenneishim Grigoriem, episkopom Omskim i
Semipalatinskim tserkvei i prikhod v 1897 god,” OEV, no.10 (1898): 3.
50 :
Ibid.,3.
5! Materialy po pereselencheskomu khoziaistvu, Omskii uezd (St. Petersburg, 1907), 18-19.
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along the western banks of Lake Shcherbakty — a name given by the local Kazakh
population — the settlers experienced many of the same hardships as their German
neighbours. Drinking the saline water proved impossible from the large lake. A
large group of villagers along with a local official greeted the bishop on his
arrival. They stood at the entrance of their newly built, but yet-to-be consecrated
church. The bishop’s entourage witnessed firsthand the scarcity of churches in
Omsk district, as this church was meant to serve four other surrounding villages,
all more than twenty kilometres away and with approximately 950 male souls.”
After receiving the traditional Russian greeting — bread and salt — the bishop
entered the wooden church and was greeted by the dean and a sacristan with a
cross and holy water. The priest, an import from European Russia, had not yet
arrived. Grigorii began his spiritual duties right away, conducting a prayer service.
Later, Bishop Grigorii performed an evening service, which was attended by
many of the parishioners.

The next day, peasants filled the church to witness the consecration. The
church was built through the Emperor Alexander I1I fund and contributions of
parishioners.”® During the service, the bishop gave communion to all the children,
and afterward he delivered an edifying sermon on the comfort offered by the
church to settlers whose lives inevitably are filled with misfortune and sorrow.
Bishop Grigorii acknowledged the role of the state in providing funds for the

church and supporting settlers in creating their new community on the steppe. In

52 “Obozrenie Ego Preosviashchenstvom, Preosiashchenneishim Grigoriem, episkopom Omskim i
Semipalatinskim tserkvei i prikhod v 1897 god,” OEV, no.11 (1898): 3.

53 The Emperor Alexander II1 fund was a state initiative to build churches across Siberia. This fund
will be addressed in detail in the next chapter.

88



his sermon, he said,
In this faraway place, where you found a second homeland (rodina), the
government came to your aid: it helped not only in your farm but also
looked after your soul, {and] built for you and your children this beautiful
church...**
By reminding parishioners of their indebtedness to the state, the bishop
emphasized the community’s connection to a world beyond their local space.
Visits of the bishop offered peasants an opportunity to ask questions on
religious issues that had significance for their daily lives. While leaving the
church, a peasant took the opportunity that the bishop’s visit afforded him and
asked “Does the Holy Bible allow for work on holidays?” The bishop responded
with a question, “Do you know the fourth commandant of the law of God?” The
peasant read the law and Grigorii continued his explanation:
...God gave you six days in which you must work for your body: to
plough, mow, harvest, and generally to engage in household work. The
seventh day... God appointed that you work for God and for your soul: go
to church, pray to God, engage in conversations useful for the soul, read a
useful book — if you can read — visit the poor, sick or prisoners in prison,
help the downtrodden...”
The bishop engaged the parishioners in a long conversation on this topic. As the
bishop would later find out from a local official, this question had apparently
caused debate and consternation among the peasants. Weeks earlier they asked the
same question of the Military Governor of Akmolinsk, who provided a similar

answer as the bishop. Grigorii expressed his surprise that this village, filled with

settlers from Ukrainian provinces who traditionally demonstrated deep piety and

% “Obozrenie Ego Preosviashchenstvom, Preosiashchenneishim Grigoriem, episkopom Omskim i
Ssemipalatinskim tserkvei i prikhod v 1897 god,” OEV, no.10 (1898): 6.
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unquestioning devotion to the laws of the Russian Orthodox Church should
question this law. For Grigorii, the only plausible answer was that the Lutheran
neighbours of Borisovka had tempted the parishioners with their bad habits.

Mikhailovka — one of the villages served by the Borisovka church — also
found itself on the bishop’s itinerary. This village, twenty-five kilometres away
from Borisovka, had been established two years prior to the bishop’s visit.
Families from Chernigov and Khar’kov settled at that spot after exploring other
parts of Siberia, including, for the peasants from Chernigov, a four-year stint in
Tomsk province.*® Dressed in their holiday costumes, these pioneers greeted the
bishop with salt and bread and sang hymns with harmony for him.>” The bishop
inquired about settler life in this new place, advised them to visit the parish church
at Borisovka often, and encouraged the settlers to establish a school. As one of the
bishop’s last stops in the southem part of his diocese, Mikhailovka was located
over a hundred kilometres away from Omsk; in comparison, the town of
Akmolinsk, current-day Astana, which lay south of Mikhailovka was located 880
kilometres from Omsk. On this trip, Bishop Grigorii experienced only a small
fraction of the southern portion of his diocese before turning his attention to
parishes north of the Trans-Siberian railway.

The carriages carried the bishop and his entourage across the Trans-
Siberian tracks and headed north into Tiukalinsk district in Tobol’sk province.
This region lay north of Omsk and consisted of a mixed population of old

residents and new colonists. Bishop Grigorii began his exploration of the district

%6 Materialy po pereselencheskomu khoziaistvu, Omskii uezd (St. Petersburg, 1907), 44-45.
37 “Obozrenie Ego Preosviashchenstvom, Preosiashchenneishim Grigoriem, episkopom Omskim i
Semipalatinskim tserkvei i prikhod v 1897 god,” OEV, no.11 (1898): 2-3.
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with the settlement of Lyubino, lying picturesquely along the banks of the Irtysh,
a mere thirty-six kilometres from Omsk.”® This settlement was divided into two
parishes to accommodate its large population, which consisted of early pioneers
who arrived well before the influx of settlers after 1890. Lyubino’s parishioners
built their first church in 1854; it burnt to the ground in 1879.%° They quickly
rebuilt the church, named for St. Sofia, in 1880. The ringing of the bell in Lyubino
called parishioners to church and the presence of the bishop at St. Sofia drew a
large crowd. People lined the street with bouquets of flowers in their hands. At
half past nine, the bishop emerged from the priest’s home, dressed in his holy
vestments and holding a mitre. In front of him walked the local priest, wearing his
full vestments with a cross on a platter and singing; other clergy members
surrounded him as this procession made its way to the church for the liturgy,
which lasted two hours.*

Bishop Grigorii’s stay in the village of Bol’shemogil’skoe revealed
competing ideas between parishioners and the bishop over necessary Christian
practices. During matins, many of the parishioners, in particular the young people,
chose to walk about outside in the rain instead of participating in the service. This
irked the bishop, who interpreted their actions as neglect of their Christian duty.
After matins, Grigorii reminded them that attending only the liturgy was not
enough and that they should surround themselves with God’s word through full

participation in church life. Just as important as attending themselves, was the

38 “Obozrenie Ego Preosviashchenstvom, Preosiashchenneishim Grigoriem, episkopom Omskim i
Semipalatinskim tserkvei i prikhod v 1897 god,” OEV, no.12 (1898): 9.

* Goloshubin, 596.

% «“Obozrenie Ego Preosviashchenstvom, Preosiashchenneishim Grigoriem, episkopom Omskim i
Semipalatinskim tserkvei i prikhod v 1897 god,” OEV, no.12 (1898): 9.
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attendance of their children, who also needed to be instructed and inspired by
God’s word.®! Despite the bishop’s concern, these parishioners had shown their
piety in other ways. For instance, the parishioners built, at their own expense, a
wooden church in 1885, complete with a bell-tower and a home for the priest.%

Bol’shemogil’skoe’s inhabitants took the bishop’s words to heart as the
next day a full church greeted him for the liturgy. After the service, the bishop
admonished parishioners for not paying their priest his allotted 140 roubles. The
parishioners promised the bishop that they would comply with the agreement.
Such examples of tensions between the bishop and parishioners illustrate how
actions interpreted by the bishop as showing indifference on the part of
parishioners, could also indicate local practices, where people attend the liturgy
and not matins and where parishioners viewed the priest as having already
received his fair payment.

As the route weaved to the northwest of Omsk, the bishop stopped in
seven villages along the way. All of these villages were located over a hundred
kilometres away from Omsk, with the furthest village lying 180 kilometres from
the diocesan capital.® A mixture of old and new settlements, these parishes
exemplified the transitional nature of Omsk’s landscape as established
communities had to contend with the integration of the newly arrived. For
example, the parish of Kniazevskoe included villages with settlers from the

provinces of Chemnigov, Smolensk, Orlov, Tver, Poltava, Vitebsk, and three

8! «Obozrenie Ego Preosviashchenstvom, preosiashchenneishim Grigoriem, episkopom Omskim i
Semipalatinskim tserkvei i prikhod v 1897 god,” OEV, no.13 (1898): 5.

%2 Goloshubin, 602.

¢ Distance information collected from Goloshubin, 601, 603, 605, 607.
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villages with old residents.** Bishop Grigorii petitioned the Holy Synod to
approve the building of a church and the opening of a new parish in the region,
contending that the distance between villages and the parish church was too far.
The distance, the bishop feared, would prevent settlers from practising their
faith.®

Grigorii’s journey illustrates both the transitional and underdeveloped state
of religious life in Omsk diocese in 1897. In the district of Tiukalinsk, the
bishop’s entourage witnessed the poverty of the new settlers off the beaten track
and their desire to build churches. The poverty of settlers shocked members of the
entourage, as did the desperate desire of parishioners for financial help from the
state in building their churches and supporting their clergy.®® In certain regions
along the railway and those villages on major routes, churches were continuously
being built. The station of Isil’kul’, which initially did not have a church, quickly
received money and materials to build a quaint wooden church with a capacity for
450 people.67

These trips provided local clergy with the opportunity to interact with the
bishop, to learn from the bishop’s interaction with the parishioners, and to bolster
the priest’s authority among his parishioners. On these trips, priests and their
families regularly billeted the bishop, feeding him, and providing him not only

with a place to sleep, but also a place to relax after gruelling days of travel and

% Goloshubin, 606.

% RGIA, £.796, 0p.176, 2ot., 2st., d.1573, L1

% “Obozrenie Ego Preosviashchenstvom, Preosiashchenneishim Grigoriem, episkopom Omskim i
Semipalatinskim tserkvei i prikhod v 1897 god,” OEV, no.13 (1898): 6.

87 Goloshubin, 42; A. I. Dmitriev-Mamonov and A.F. Zdziarski, eds., Guide to the Great Siberian
railway Published by the Ministry of ways of communication, trans. L. Kukoi-Yasnopolsky (St.
Petersburg: Artistic printing society, 1900), 189.
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ministry. Local priests would often accompany the bishop and his entourage to
surrounding villages. It is important to note that the clergy were also being
scrutinized on these trips as a section devoted to the clergy and their moral
character appeared in the annual reports sent by the bishops to the Holy Synod.

Sixteen years after Bishop Grigorii’s historic visit to the western section of
his new diocese, Bishop Andronik undertook a similar journey out west, this time
beyond Omsk district into parts of Petropavlovsk and Kokchetav. Over the course
of fifteen days in September, Bishop Andronik visited thirty-nine churches. A
number of days, he visited four churches in a row, travelling quickly by carriage
between locations. His travelling companions included the diocesan supervisor
(nabliudatel’), Vasilii Vinogradov, who recorded the interactions between the
bishop and his flock during the journey.

In contrast to Grigorii, Bishop Andronik relied on the Trans-Siberian
railway to carry him to parishes west of Omsk. Leaving the diocesan capital at
seven in the evening, Andronik travelled by train to the station of Mamliutka,
located west of the town of Petropavlovsk. Arriving the next morning at the
station, the bishop moved quickly to the parish of Stanov, where he began his
assessment parishes life. The route taken by the delegates stretched straight down
deep into the steppe with the furthest point located over 465 kilometres away from
Omsk.®® The exploration of Petropavlovsk and Kokchetav, two of the main areas
of settlement in the region, provided an opportunity to witness religious

conditions at the height of the colonization movement.

% [ only have information on Kniazevskoe, which is 465 kilometres away from Omsk. The Bishop
also visited Chistopol’skoe which was further away. See Goloshubin, 299.
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The places they visited demonstrated the diversity of settlement
throughout Akmolinsk province and the growth of spaces for religious worship,
albeit at a slow pace. A few of the Cossack settlements had existed for over a
hundred years and only within the past ten years had built a prayer house or a
church. Villages established by pioneers between 1890 and 1900 typically took
over five and sometimes up to seventeen years to build a place of worship. In
contrast, the more recent settlements had churches within two or three years.

A number of priests emphasized the sacrifices made by the local
population in relocating to this part of the empire. In his welcome speech to the
bishop, Simeon Petrov, the priest of Chistopol’skoe spoke of the steppe as a
desolate land where only the Mongolian tribe lived and where the light of
Christianity failed to shine until the arrival of Russian settlers.*” K. Kolesnikov,
the local priest ministering to Stavropol’skoe village, welcomed the bishop with
the following words:

Your arrival, your eminence, revived the hearts of these poor, suffering

people. For a long time, they have not seen their bishop, living in the

remote Kazakh steppe. And here, now, in you, your eminence, God sent
them comfort in all the sorrows, failures and misfortunes of Siberian life.

Now, they do not consider themselves alone and abandoned in a remote

Siberian region...”

Andronik acknowledged the transformative power of the settlers in the region
which he communicated to the Chistopol’skoe parishioners after a service. In

response to Petrov’s speech, he said:

Twenty years ago, this was a space inhabited by Kazakh nomads and
predatory animals. Now your diligence has created a beautiful church,

% Vinogradov, 29.
7 Ibid., 41.
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topped by a cross. This cross, shining on the church and visible from afar,

serves as a symbol — a sign that here dwells Orthodox — believing people

honouring the cross of the crucified Christ — the Giver of Life.”!
The bishop appeared quite impressed by the inhabitants of Chistopol’skoe.
Located approximately 480 kilometres from Omsk, this village boasted a large,
beautiful, stone church built through the hard work of the parishioners. The bishop
expressed his joy at this sight and his desire that other settler communities follow
the example of Chistopol’skoe by dedicating their limited resources to creating a
sacred space for the community.

Chistopol’skoe stood in contrast to neighbouring Kniazevskoe where the
seed of sectarianism had been sown. Eighteen kilometres away, this parish of
settlers included pioneers primarily from Poltava, Samara, and Voronezh.”? Three
years after establishing the village, the inhabitants built a wooden prayer house in
1903. Ten years later, the local priest communicated to the bishop the
community’s unhappiness at having to host him in such a modest venue. Poverty
and not religious indifference, according to the priest, explained the situation. Yet,
the priest also mentioned the existence of “enemies of Orthodoxy” as a local
problem and the bishop spoke on the issue of sectarianism to the people,
reminding parishioners that they should not engage with sectarians and should not
attend their meetings.”

Parishioners demonstrated great joy in meeting the bishop. Large crowds

typically met the bishop and participated in services. The accuracy of these

" Ibid., 33.
2 Goloshubin, 299.
7 Vinogradov, 28.
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