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Abstract 

Medieval Culture and Modern Exile: The Middle Ages in the Russian Religious Émigré 

Imagination  

Brittany Pheiffer 

 

This study looks at how three religious thinkers in the Russian émigré community, Nicholas Berdyaev, 

Georges Florovsky and George Fedotov, imagined the Medieval as a model for Russian culture abroad in 

interwar Paris. Each thinker constructs a narrative of origin for the current crisis of the Russian diaspora, 

a crisis that is, for all three, primarily spiritual. Images and texts from the medieval provide a blueprint for 

religious life in Paris and a broader corrective to the religious and theological fallacies of modernity. 

Looking at polemical and scholarly texts, I demonstrate how the émigré community self-consciously 

created and perpetuated the (new) Middle Ages as a historical reality and an imagined golden age. I argue 

that their medieval models functioned to create a narrative of historical and cultural continuity with 

Russia, the West and antiquity. 
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Scope of the project 

This study examines the work of three religious thinkers of the Russian diaspora who 

emigrated to Paris after the Russian Revolution: Nicholas Berdyaev (1874-1948), Georges 

Florovsky (1893-1979) and George Fedotov (1886-1951). Each had his own journey out of 

Russia—voluntary or not—to eventually arrive in Paris in the 1920s. In a city teeming with 

Russian refugees and an ever-growing network of institutions created by or for the diaspora, 

these three men restarted careers interrupted by the Russian Revolution and the transformation of 

their homeland by the Soviet regime. Their writings from Paris represent a self-conscious 

attempt to carry on religious and cultural discourses from pre-Revolutionary Russia and, in 

particular, to articulate the role of Orthodoxy in shaping Russian (diasporic) identity.  

The three figures analyzed here are part of a much larger community of Russian religious 

thinkers who were active in Paris at the same time. This convergence of religious thinkers in 

interwar Paris is sometimes referred to as the Paris School, despite the difficulty of pinpointing 

collective theological or ideological affinities beyond an inheritance of Russian intellectual 

discourses and a commitment to Orthodox religious traditions and teachings.1 Moreover, the 

boundaries between religious and philosophical or literary circles were porous, as Russian 

intellectual life abroad—as in pre-Revolutionary Russian—was sustained by exchanges between 

a diversity of thinkers and writers whose works dealt with religion, spirituality, and culture, not 

to mention literature, aesthetics, politics, and history. It follows that the primary sources for this 

study—works published before and during their sojourn in Paris—draw on myriad texts from 

 

1 For this reason, amongst others, I refrain from using the term “Paris School” to describe the greater community of 

Russian religious thinkers in which my three main subjects were working. For a further clarification of the origins of 

the notion of a Paris School and the problems with this term, see Paul Valliere, “The Paris School of Theology: 

Unity or Multiplicity?,” ‘La Teologia ortodossa e l’Occidente nel XX secolo: Storia di un incontro, Seriate, Italy, 

October 30-31, 2004. 
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Russia and the West to construct a solution to what I would propose are two central and 

irreducible concerns: articulating the nature of Russian identity and the role of Orthodoxy in the 

modern world. These two concerns are the anchor for exploring a network of related themes: the 

relation of Orthodoxy to the state or politics, the national or universal features of Orthodox 

practice, the cultural sources for legitimating Russian identity in contrast to other nations. As will 

be outlined, these concerns predate the Revolution, and a preexisting discourse on both 

Russianness and the nature of Russian Orthodoxy shifts in the 1920s to accommodate identity-

building outside of Russia and to encourage a lived Orthodoxy in a Western milieu.  To 

contextualize the post-Revolutionary writings as the reception and reworking of a longstanding 

Russian intellectual tradition, this study considers the influences of German Idealism, late 

imperial historiography, Slavophile polemics, Oswald Spengler’s cultural morphology, Russian 

Symbolists and the thought of Vladimir Soloviev. 

Like the Fall of Rome or of Byzantium, the Russian Revolution was seen as an absolute 

break, ushering in a new epoch of history. The mass exodus of Russians to the West brought 

about a new phase in the centuries-old debate over the value and development of Russian 

culture vis à vis the West and modernity. The idea that Russia’s 19th- and 20th-century high 

culture is imported rather than indigenous is an enduring theme in Russian intellectual history.2 It 

follows that the diaspora grappled with questions of what constitutes real Russian culture and 

how this Russianness could be safeguarded in exile.3  In the context of the Revolution, the Civil 

 
2 The 19th-century rise of Slavophilism is certainly the clearest advent of a specific debate regarding the influence of 

Western culture. However, this anxiety about internal and external culture dates much earlier, to events such as 

Peter’s reforms, or even the Old Believer schism in the aftermath of Nikon’s reforms (which were an attempt to 

hellenize Orthodox practice in Russia).  

3 Unlike many discourses of nationalism that fixate on language as an essential feature of communal identity, 

Russian language plays a very small role in these émigré medievalisms. Others have written on how linguistic 

conservatism played an important role in the literary culture of the Paris émigrés , but for the study at hand, it 

appears that the main actors were neither anxious about the demise of the Russian language nor too reticent to 

embrace French as their everyday language. This was not universally the case for émigrés, as some cultural elites, 
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War and a newly-created diaspora, one propensity of the displaced Russians was 

to medievalize—to imagine the medieval in the post-medieval—as they consciously and 

unconsciously created images and narratives of the medieval that could, at least in part, explain 

their present. Russian medievalizing in Paris was a response to the lived reality of exile and the 

larger cultural and political implications of a rupture that ended a lengthy (perceived) period of 

continuity under the dynastic monarchy that had governed the nation from the Middle Ages into 

modernity. In this attempted or imagined recovery is not only a reflection of what was lost, but a 

projection of how that loss would figure in the context of modernity (all the more so as the 

Revolution was interpreted as the zenith or culmination of modernity). Any analysis of Russian 

medievalism is thus inseparable from Russian attempts to define what it means to be Russian and 

what type of Russian identity or community can endure this epochal transition and exist either 

outside of Russia or under the Soviet regime.4 

Scholars from history, art history, literary studies and religious studies have offered 

convincing accounts of late imperial and early Soviet intellectual and cultural history that clarify 

the milieu and motivations of the Russian diaspora.26 These accounts have shown how the 1917 

Revolution was neither the beginning nor the end of major themes in Russian social, cultural, 

religious and intellectual life. The work of Leonid Livak in particular elucidates how the 

diaspora was influenced by French cultural institutions in the development of Russian cultural 

lifeabroad.5 Studies such as Boris Groys’ The Total Art of Stalinism and Irina Paperno and Joan 

 
such as Bunin, did worry about the demise of the Russian language and Russian literary traditions (not to mention 

reactions to Soviet language reforms).  

4 The emigres in this study did not acknowledge the USSR or the RSSR as the legitimate political body of the 

Russian people. There were brief moments during the Civil War when they were torn between an anti-tsarism and a 

reluctant embrace of reform, but this political ambiguity ended by the mid-1920s. 

5 Leonid Livak, How It Was Done in Paris: Russian Émigré Literature and French Modernism (Madison: 

University of Wisconsin Press, 2003). 
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Delaney Grossman’s Creating Life document networks of intellectual continuity over periods of 

(perceived) political and ideological rupture in Russian and early Soviet history, especially when 

dealing with questions of the relationship between art, life and society.6 My study builds on these 

works that chart pre-Revolutionary cultural projects and their transformation in the early 20th 

century.  

The three focal points of my study are distinct constructions of the medieval within 

religious frameworks that mine the pre-modern past for sources of authentic cultural expression, 

taking into account the role of the church, the legacy of the church fathers and the saints, and 

above all, the Orthodox faith as an intrinsic part of Russian identity. The Middle Ages was an 

inspiration for many other figures in the Russian diaspora in Paris: medieval tropes, narratives 

and artistic devices are found in the works of Nikolai Remizov, Natalia Goncharova, Mikhail 

Larionov, Dmitri Merezhekovsky and Iliazd, amongst others. Their playful and polemical 

appropriations of the past can be analyzed with the same hermeneutic lens I use now to evaluate 

the medievalisms of Berdyaev, Florovsky and Fedotov. However, this study limits itself to 

examining the medieval as a foundation for particular constructions of Orthodoxy and Russian 

religious identity.  

Berdyaev’s call for a new medieval in his philosophy of history, Florovsky’s imagined 

community of Byzantine theologians and Fedotov’s hermeneutic of Holy Russian hagiography 

all use medieval culture as a model for contemporary and future Russian culture. For them, the 

Medieval is a link to a more legitimate Russian culture and, at times, to Byzantium. In returning 

to this intersection of the Slavic and the Byzantine, Russian émigrés sought to recover shared 

 
6 Boris Groys, Total Art of Stalinism: Avant-Garde, Aesthetic Dictatorship, and Beyond, trans. Charles Rougle 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992) and Creating Life: The Aesthetic Utopia of Russian Modernism, eds. 

Irina Paperno and Joan Delaney Grossman (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1994). 
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cultural and theological values that were lost through a series of political-cultural crises: Russian 

autocephaly, the rise of Muscovy, the fall of Constantinople, the reign of Peter the Great and 

Russia’s turn westward.7 Consequently, if medievalism is “in the air until somebody draws a 

shape around [it],”8 Russian medievalism must be drawn according to geographical and 

chronological boundaries. The medieval survives into the present in certain “Eastern” 

embodiments: the Hagia Sophia of Kiev, the Greek-language texts of the Byzantine fathers, the 

cultic sites of Northern Old Russia. By contrast, the modern and the West are inextricable, united 

in the legacy of Peter the Great, whose modernization of Russia in the early 18th century was 

simultaneously a process of westernization. Modernity is treated by all three thinkers as 

primarily a period of acute spiritual crisis: social, political and cultural problems—communism, 

capitalism, heterodoxy/heresy, nihilism and humanism—are the result of a mass falling away 

from the true sources of religious truth and Christian creativity. Accordingly, for every figure in 

this study, the Medieval offers a model for being Russian and being Orthodox that is a corrective 

to disorientation and dehumanization of the individual in modernity.  

For each thinker in this study, the medieval does not replace the modern, it engages 

critically and constructively with modernity to outline the current demands and possibilities of 

Christian life. Berdyaev, Florovsky and Fedotov seek to find an idiom to express the past in the 

present, to revitalize rather than escape the present.  Daniele Beaune, in describing the project of 

the émigré journal, The Way,9 a central intellectual institution for the religious thinkers in Paris, 

 
7 As will be discussed in the following chapters, Russia’s turn to the West is always a key point of historical rupture, 

but occurring at different points in each medievalizing narrative.   

8 Leslie Wortman, in an interview entitled “Speaking of medievalism,” in Medievalism in the Modern World: Essays 

in honor of Leslie Workman, eds Richard Utz and Tom Shippey (Turnhout: Brepols, 1998), 446. 

9 For an excellent study of The Way, see Antoine Arjakovsky, The Way: Religious Thinkers of the Russian 

Emigration in Paris and Their Journal 1925-1940, (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2013). 
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notes how the founders’ goal was “to enrich religious studies in the post-revolutionary context 

that eschews any nostalgia for the past.”10 These future-oriented visions of the Medieval are 

rooted in the profound faith each man maintains in the salvific role of Christianity in the world. 

While they have very different ideas of how that role will play out—from the apocalyptic 

creativity of Berdyaev to the conservative theological project of Florovsky—for all three, every 

moment of history is ultimately framed within a divine ordering of the universe, undergirding 

their intellectual and religious writings with a fierce hopefulness for the future of Russia.  

 

Overview of the sources 

In my first chapter, I look at the most explicit of the three Russian medievalisms—the prophetic 

call for the return to the Medieval in Nicholas Berdyaev’s The New Middle Ages. This long 

essay, published in Berlin in 1922 and again in Paris in 1924, conceives of the Russian 

Revolution and subsequent exile as a Dark Age, a “first” Middle Age that bears within the seeds 

of possibility for a Renaissance. This apocalyptic reading of Russian history—hardly novel to 

Berdyaev’s oeuvre—is based on a complex of theories that understand time as cyclical and 

bound to seasons of ascent and decline. With Jakob Boehme and Vladimir Soloviev looming in 

his imagination, Berdyaev calls for a chivalric self-restraint and creative pathos that can usher 

the Russian people through the medieval present and into a glorious rebirth. This renaissance has 

the potential to reconcile the East and the West while refuting the modern fallacies of capitalism, 

communism and fascism. Berdyaev’s medievalism can be read as part of a prophetic tradition of 

medieval returns that sees religious and social restoration as the vehicle for a larger national and 

 
10 Beaune, G.P. Fedotov, ce qui demeure, PhD Diss., Université de Provence, 1990, 22. 
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even global revival. The New Middle Ages—like the original—is an intermediary epoch, a 

necessary stage in a dialectical move forward in history.  

The second chapter examines the historical and theological works of Georges Florovsky. 

I first chart Florovsky’s theory of culture informed by Eurasianism and his Orthodox 

commitments. His rejection of material culture and his search for transcultural models, 

accompanied by an evolving theory of revelation and divine election, culminate with Florovsky’s 

indictment of medieval Russia (drevnaia Rus’).25 Florovsky understands medieval Russia as a 

spiritual and cultural failure, leading to the Latinization of Muscovy and then the 

Protestantization of Russia under Peter the Great. A return to the true sources of Orthodoxy (and, 

by extension, of human culture) requires a return to Byzantium. Only in the cultural, linguistic 

and apostolic tradition of Byzantine Christianity, rich in Christological dogma and seeped in 

ancient Greek wisdom, could Russian Orthodoxy rediscover the vitality it squandered in 

medieval Kiev. Florovsky’s medievalism is a rejection of one medieval—Old Russia—in favor 

of another—Byzantium. His Byzantinism, which I refer to as medievalism (as it is a subset of the 

broader phenomenon), functions like similar Western medievalisms that strive to simultaneously 

restore the connection to antiquity and to recreate a society perceived as wholly Christian (in 

contrast to the paganism of antiquity or the secularism or sectarianism of modernity). 

My third chapter looks at G. Fedotov, a medievalist and the most politically committed 

figure in this study. Fedotov was trained in French medieval studies but pivoted to teach and 

research medieval Russian hagiography in Paris. This intellectual reorientation was paired with 

deeply held religious convictions: he saw in the lives of the pre-modern saints a model for 

Russian religious and national renewal. Medieval Russia, with its monasticism, decentralized 

government and close ties to Byzantine culture, was for Fedotov the Golden Age of Russian 
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history. From the vast religious institutions of Kiev to the sparser network of monasteries and 

sketes throughout the Russian North, medieval saints, both laypeople and clergy, exemplified a 

specifically Russian expression of Orthodoxy. Fedotov’s project of recovering medieval Russia 

required developing a hermeneutic to address the so-called “silence of Ancient Rus’” and 

creating a theory of culture that privileges folk customs and the local cultic practice over top-

down and elite religious culture.  

My conclusion looks at how these three men identify similar concerns facing their 

community and in the own intellectual projects—particularly the dilemma of internal and 

external culture and the nature of history—yet find radically different solutions to them. Coming 

from a shared discourse and tradition of Russian religious thought, they diverge in their 

estimations of Russian medieval culture, material culture and the uniqueness of the Russian 

people in the history of Christendom. In turning to medieval sources for religious culture, 

Fedotov develops a historiography of the individual (specifically, the saint) that undergirds his 

argument for national expressions of Orthodoxy. Berdyaev links the creative expression of the 

person as an ontological being to the possibility for a national spirit as an analogical expression 

of human particularity. Florovsky develops a Hellenocentric understanding of universal and 

national cultures that allows the Byzantine model to be transported to modern day Russian 

culture. In all three instances, these histories of Russia and of Russian Orthodoxy highly 

privilege spiritual culture or theology, underscoring how Orthodoxy can safeguard Russian 

culture and Russianness beyond the territory of the historical Russian state. A return to the 

Middle Ages requires reactivating a medieval mode of being through spiritual discipline and in 

this recovery of a historically specific and sanctified self-restraint, the Christian is properly 

carrying out their task in divine history. Their medievalizing narratives reveal a complex 
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hermeneutics of canon-building and a transformation of the present day disenfranchisement of 

modern Russians into a timeless embodiment of Christian asceticism. 

Imagining the medieval before the Revolution 

The Russian intelligentsia and cultural elites had been questioning and challenging 

Russia’s place in European modernity for centuries and at times some took a medievalizing 

approach. Critics of Russian state and society such as Petr Chaadaev (1794 –1856) and Vissarion 

Belinsky (1811 –1848) saw the medieval as a specter holding back civic and intellectual life. 

Historians of Russia—such as Karamzin—tried to make sense of the vastness and wealth of the 

Russian Empire in contrast to its cultural inadequacies, alternatingly placing the blame on the 

Mongol occupation, the Byzantine legacy or an inherent Slavic inability to self-govern. The 

failure to have had their own renaissance or reformation problematized Russian identity in 

relation to Western narratives of epochs and civilization. The visible influence of imported 

Western innovations since Peter the Great’s time—be it Dutch naval technology, French letters, 

British political thought, or Italian architecture—raised the question of what was original and 

valuable in Russian culture. In Chaadaev's famous opening lines from his first philosophical 

letter, he laments:  

It is one of the most deplorable traits of our strange civilization that we are still 

discovering truths that are commonplace even among peoples much less advanced 

than we. This is because we have never moved in concert with the other peoples. 

We are not a part of any of the great families of the human race; we are neither of 

the West nor of the East, and we have not the traditions of either. We stand, as it 

were, outside of time, the universal education of mankind has not touched us.11 

 

Several figures from the Slavophile school—such as religious thinkers Aleksey Khomiakov 

(1804-1860) and Konstantin Leontiev (1831-1891)— responded to this indictment of Russian 

 
11 P. Chaadaev, “First Philosophical Letter,” 1829, in Mark Raeff, Russian Intellectual History: An Anthology, (New 

York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1966), 159. 
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history by reactively emphasizing the ideal qualities of the Russian pre-modern, seeing the 

Byzantine legacy and institutional Orthodoxy as meaningful and necessary pillars of Russian 

society. These narratives and those who crafted them in the 19th century are well known and their 

criticisms or defenses of Russian culture all take into account the contrast between East and West 

and a certain (imagined) incompatibility between the Russian character (be it essential or a 

historical accident) and Western culture.12 

In the late 19th century several trends emerged to challenge the dichotomy of Western 

progress and Russian stasis or lack of culture. The discovery of the icon—itself a complex 

affair—inspired not only a new respect for Byzantine and pre-modern Russian art but also 

provided Symbolist, Futurist and Neoprimitivist artists with a wealth of inspiration in the late 

19th and early 20th century.13 Romantic nationalism drew on Slavic folk tales,  the quasi-

historical bogatyrs and medieval saints as inspiration for literary and artistic projects. New public 

institutions and initiatives supported by the Romanovs or wealthy patrons served to exhibit 

Russian history and culture as a collective national asset and evidence of a unified cultural (and 

dynastic) entity stretching back hundreds of years. Revivals of medieval techniques and motifs 

flourished in the artists’ colonies of Abramtsevo and Talashkino and Neo-Primitivists and 

Futurists alighted on the visual power of Old Russian folk art and iconography. Painter Vasily 

Kandinsky (1866-1944) and theologian Pavel Florensky (1882 – December 1937) each saw in 

 
12 For more on the Slavophiles, see Susanna Rabow-Edling, ed. Slavophile Thought and the Politics of Cultural 

Nationalism, (New York: SUNY Press, 2007).  

13 See Chapter 5 of Icon and Devotion: Sacred Spaces in Imperial Russia, by Oleg Tarasov, translated and edited by 

Robin Milner-Gulland, (London: Reaktion, 2002). 
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medieval art the possibility of a fully realized Gesamtkunstwerk—the cathedral’s “totalizing 

aesthetic environment” as a synesthetic prototype with transformative spiritual potential.14  

The beginning of the 20th century witnessed provocative and at times radical 

medievalisms in the late Symbolist and Avant-Garde circles of artists. The artistic collective and 

publishing house Mir Iskusstva (The World of Art) combined opulent art nouveau publications 

and spectacles with themes from Russian folktales and medieval history. Modern interpretations 

and curations of medieval Russian materials were exhibited throughout Europe, include Paris, as 

part of a program of exporting and celebrating Russian culture. 15 Late imperial institutions also 

supported a growing body of research into medieval and Byzantine studies, encouraging a 

generation of new scholars, including Vasily G. Vasilievsky (1838-1899) who founded the 

school of medieval studies at St. Petersburg University and also started the influential Russian 

journal of Byzantine Studies.16 Ivan Greaves (1860—1941), Fedotov’s mentor, was an important 

medievalist in St. Petersburg in later generations, teaching there from 1903–1923 and again from 

1934–1941.17 

 
14 Maria Taroutina, “Iconic Encounters: Vasily Kandinsky's and Pavel Florensky's 'Mystic Productivism',” 

Postmedieval 7, no 1 (March 2016): 55-65. 

15 The most salient examples are the World of Art exhibits that began in 1899 in St. Petersburg and Moscow, the 

Russo-French production of Coq d’Or in 1914 in Paris and the 1913 Exhibition of Lubki in Moscow. See Sarah 

Warren, “Crafting Nation: The Challenge to Russian Folk Art in 1913,” Modernism/modernity 16, no. 4 (2009): 

743-765. 

16 For more information see Litavrin, G, “Vasilik Grigor’evich Vasil’evskii—osnovatel’ Sankt-Peterburgskogo 

tsentra vizantiovedeniia,” Vizantiiskii Vremennik, Vol 55 (80), 1994, Part 1, 5-21. 

17 Not to mention several renowned medievalists who began their education in imperial Russia but who would have 

lengthy careers abroad, such as Myrrha Lot-Borodine and George Ostrogorsky. Lot-Borodine’s academic career 

began in 1909 in Paris and for the next thirty years she would write about Western medieval literature, especially 

Arthuric texts, as well as on Eastern Orthodoxy and liturgical practices. She is a point of contact between Russian 

and French medievalists, having been a student of Étienne Gilson, a professor of medieval thought, who would later 

befriend many of the Russian intellectuals in Paris. She claims her own study of theosis arose from a conversation 

with Florovsky at Berdyaev’s home in Clamart. See “Ma mère, Myrrha Lot-Borodine (1882-1954) Esquisse 

d'itinéraire spiritual” by Marianne Mahn-Lot, in Revue des sciences philosophiques et théologiques 2004/4 (Tome 

88), 745- 754.  



13 

 

At the same time, a growing fascination in Russia with things Eastern and Asian created a 

discursive framework for the discovery “Oriental” objects and ideas. Historian Marlene Laruelle 

shows how the convergence of theosophy, military action in the Far East and European 

philosophy bolstered a turn towards the Orient in philosophical and academic circles.18 Figures 

such as Leo Tolstoy (1828-1910), Nikolai Roerikh (1874-1947) and Madame Blatavsky (1831-

1891) looked to the East for new artistic and religious visions. These turns to the East seemed 

validated by similar trends in Western discourses that finally recognized the unique value of 

eastern thought.19 Within Orthodox circles, a resurgent interest in mysticism and a related 

recovery of Heyschasm as a national tradition dovetailed with the popularity of religious writers 

such as Dostoevsky who stressed the role of monasticism and spiritual fathers in the cultural 

fabric of the nation.20 

In 1891, Soloviev gave a public lecture “On the Decline of the Medieval Worldview” that 

had the effect—in the words of Semyon Frank—of a bombshell.21 Soloviev’s indictment of the 

medieval was in dialogue with Nikolai Fedotov (1829 –1903), the Russian cosmist and esoteric 

thinker. Berdyaev emphasizes this dialogue in his own account of Soloviev’s thought (he also 

repeatedly invokes Fedorov as a prophet in his writings during the First World War and the Civil 

War). Beyond his debate with Fedotov, Soloviev was also responding to certain Slavophile 

 
18 Laruelle, Marlene “The Orient in Russian Thought at the Turn of the Century” in Russian between East and West: 

Essays on Eurasianism, ed. Dmitri Shlapentokh (Leiden, Brill: 2007), 18. 

19 “The discovery of psycho-analysis and the Freudian unconscious, combined with the vulgarization of the 

Nieztschean discourse on the superman and God’s death as well as the fashionable Bergsonian vitalism, 

irrationalism, Schopenhauerian pessimism, and intuition constituted a natural ground for orientalistic fashions.” 

Laruelle, 19. 

20 Laruelle, 20. Hesychasm was a religious movement and mystical tradition, especially popular in monasteries, that 

centered the spiritual life on the practice of constantly reciting the Jesus Prayer. 

21 For the context around the lecture, see George Young, The Russian Cosmists: The Esoteric Futurism of Nikolai 

Fedorov and His Followers, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012) 99. 
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tendencies to idealize the Russian medieval and an imagined social harmony that existed in local 

communities. What is the problem with the medieval for Soloviev? “The false medieval 

worldview” was rife with “anti-Christian dogmatism, individualism, and spiritualism.”22 

Soloviev welcomed the secularization of modernity as a cleansing force to prepare for a renewed 

religious culture. While Soloviev’s reception was hardly uniform in the Russian émigré religious 

thought, there is a general acceptance that some shift took place in the medieval, and the further 

away it become, the greater the rise of modern evils, such as capitalism, industrialization, 

Marxism, Communism, and Fascism. Soloviev linked the medieval to the Enlightenment and his 

critiques foreshadow 20th century debates about the disenchantment of man in modern Western 

history.23 For Soloviev, the medieval was the beginning of the end; for the three religious 

thinkers here, their own writings before and after the Revolution evidence the precariousness of 

the Medieval’s status as either a harbinger of lost cultural purity or the initial descent into 

centuries of cultural and spiritual atrophy. 

 

Paris: a center of Russian Orthodoxy 

Paris of the 1920s and 1930s offered enormous resources for a cultured Russian—there 

were around 40,000 Russians living in the environs of Paris and dozens of Russian language 

publications, covering news, religion, literature and politics. There were also many resources 

beyond Paris, with another 60,000 Russians living throughout France, and by the late 1920s, 

 

22 Soloviev, “On the Decline of the Medieval Worldview,” Freedom, Faith, and Dogma: Essays by V. S. Soloviev 

on Christianity and Judaism, trans. Vladmir Wozniuk, New York: SUNY Press, 2009, 169. 

23 See for example the major works of German philosopher Hans Blumenberg on the advent of modernity, 

Legitimacy of the Modern Age and The Genesis of the Copernican World or a more recent analysis of perceptions of 

modernity in Jason Ā. Josephson-Storm, The Myth of Disenchantment: Magic, Modernity, and the Birth of the 

Human Sciences, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2017). 
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various Russian organizations had partnered with French groups to achieve cultural, 

humanitarian and political programs.24 In 1924, France recognized the Soviet Union as the 

legitimate successor of the Russian Empire and there was a modest but not insignificant 

possibility for people to travel between France and the USSR, bringing print materials with them, 

as well as exchanging impressions and personal anecdotes of the life of Russians abroad and in 

the new Soviet experiment.  

The present study takes geographical and national displacement as a personal experience 

that found avenues of expression and reflection through collaborative projects of the larger 

Russian community. There are important collective diasporic tendencies as well as institutional 

alliances and undertakings—Eurasianism, St. Sergius Orthodox Seminary, the Fellowship of St. 

Alban and St. Sergius. Nevertheless, I approach the Russian cultural production examined here 

as first of all a reflection of the personal creativity and commitments of each figure, enacted 

within a community and under the influence of like-minded (or not) compatriots. Berdyaev, 

Florovsky and Fedotov knew each other and were actively involved in the intellectual and 

religious circles that flourished in Russophone Paris. Berdyaev and Florovsky enjoyed a close 

friendship until 1932, when it cooled and eventually ended with Florovsky’s 1936 publication of 

The Ways of Russian Theology (whose assessment of Russian thought infuriated Berdyaev). 

Florovsky and Fedotov began teaching in Paris in 1926 at the newly created Saint-Serge 

Orthodox Seminary and would be colleagues there for over a decade. Berdyaev settled in a 

spacious home in the Parisian suburb of Clamart, where he hosted regular gatherings of religious 

thinkers, philosophers and writers. Both Florovsky and Fedotov would attend the gatherings 

 
24 For an extensive discussion of the logistics of the Russian immigration and the establishment of various local 

programs (in France and beyond), see Chapter :“The humiliated and the insulted: exile” in Raeff, Russia Abroad: A 

Cultural History of the Russian Emigration 1919-1939, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990.p 16-46.  
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there, strengthening their friendships with Berdyaev and the diverse people who inhabited his 

world. The YMCA was a crucial support system for Russian writers and intellectuals in these 

years and it funded many of the émigré publications in the 1920s, 1930s and later.25 For 

example, the journal Put’ (The Way), to which all three men contributed, was funded by the 

YMCA and edited by Berdyaev, who was granted nearly complete creative control.26  

Throughout this study, I use the term émigré as the generic term for the displaced 

Russians in Paris. The émigrés naturally constituted a diaspora and some of them were exiles, so 

these two terms also appear. Nevertheless, émigré is the most fitting term because it was the 

common nomenclature in France and furthermore denotes the large and diverse population of 

Russians who found themselves living outside of Russia after the Russian Revolution, regardless 

of political affiliation. My usage of émigré encapsulates some of the particulars of the Russian 

experience of displacement—rather than immigrants who have permanently relocated, certain 

interwar Paris émigrés still held out some hope of returning to Russia. In 21st-century parlance, 

émigré also carries—appropriately here—markers of class distinction, indicating an economic or 

cultural elitism that rhetorically excludes “immigrants.” 

Berdyaev, Florovsky and Fedotov all began their careers or their studies before the 

Russian Revolution and so they immigrated to Paris with at least a notional understanding of the 

imperial phenomenon of Russia Abroad.27 Berdyaev had traveled throughout Western Europe 

years earlier and Fedotov had already carried out research in France and Germany. As Kåre 

 
25 For an extensive background on the YMCA and Russian publishing in Paris, see Matthew L. Miller “A Hunger 

for Books: the American YMCA Press and Russian Readers,” Religion, State and Society, 38:1, 2010, 53-73.  

26 For more on this journal and the community of writers around it, see the dedicated monograph by Antoine 

Arjakovsky, The Way: Religious Thinkers of the Russian Emigration in Paris and Their Journal 1925-1940, Notre 

Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2013. 

27 Berdyaev and Fedotov, both older than Florovsky, had already spent time in Europe before the Revolution.  
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Johan Mjør notes in his study of Russian historiography in Paris, the post-Revolutionary Russian 

émigrés were part of a tradition of Russians producing Russian culture abroad.28  The Russian 

elites of the 1920s had been intellectually (if not financially) prepared to be cultural guardians 

and ambassadors abroad. In centers of Russian emigration such as Paris, Berlin, Belgrade and 

Prague, new Russian emigres took up the mantle of “Russia Abroad” according to the models 

laid out by preceding generations, but not without innovating them. In some ways, the trauma of 

the Revolution and exile was mitigated, at least for the cultural elites, by pre-existing paradigms 

of exilic cultural production. As Marc Raeff summarizes it: 

They [Russian émigrés] were determined to act, work, and create as part and 

parcel of Russia, even in a foreign environment. They needed “producers” and 

“customers” of cultural “goods” and values maintained in exile. Russia Abroad 

was a society by virtue of its firm intention to go on living as “Russia,” to be the 

truest and culturally most creative of the two Russias that political circumstances 

had brought into being. Though it was a somewhat distorted society in strictly 

sociological terms [...] the émigrés did think of themselves as a “country” or 

society. They strove to act creatively as if the emigration represented Russia in the 

fullest cultural and philosophical sense.29  

 

Cultural elites who spoke French or German and had ties to European elites displayed less 

anxiety about the diminishing of their own Russianness simply by virtue of distance. For their 

community, however, the threat of losing a Russian identity was very real. The Russian religious 

thinkers in Paris strove to craft a mythology of the Russian people that preserved Orthodox 

Christianity, resisted the Soviet cooption of Russian identity and invoked a prophetic role of 

Russia for the West. In terms of the last point, the émigrés were searching for ways to be Russian 

outside of Russia and for that precise Russianness to have relevance and value to the European 

 
28 Mjør points out that he is building on Claudia Weiss and Leonid Livak’s work that examine how a community in 

diaspora is built. Mjør, Introduction to Reformulating Russia, (Leiden: Brill, 2011). 

29 Marc Raeff, Russia Abroad: A Cultural History of the Russian Emigration 1919-1939, (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1990) 5. 
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environment in which they found themselves indefinitely.30  

  For the three thinkers in this study, the source of genuine culture and religious life was 

based on Orthodox Christianity, but they grappled in different ways with how a universal 

religion found local (Russian) expression without problematically privileging nationalism over 

creed. To this end, narratives of Russian history were essential to the project of articulating the 

relationship between Russian identity, Orthodox faith and collective or national character. The 

different narratives are inspired by history, but are so indebted to personal, ideological or 

dogmatic concerns that analyzing them as medievalism (the medieval imagined by the post-

medieval) better allows for an analysis that is as concerned with imaginative and hermeneutical 

inventiveness as the relationship to (factual) history. The émigré projects of recreating a 

medieval abroad has prophetic, teleological and messianic dimensions. By pinpointing distinct 

examples of the exilic fascination with the medieval, this study exposes idiosyncrasies within a 

community of Russian religious thinkers and ultimately, in understanding how these 20th-century 

figures used the Medieval, I propose that we can better understand them and their work in the 

context of Russian intellectual history.  

It is crucial to underscore that in this study of these religiously motivated diasporic 

hermeneutics and narratives of national identity are I am first and foremost treating them as 

subjects of intellectual and cultural history rather than theology. While I examine all three 

writers within the context of Orthodox thought and polemics, the intent of my study is not to 

validate their works as orthodox or heterodox. Insofar as I point out inconsistencies within their 

systems, I aim to show what conceptual concessions they were willing to make in order to 

 
30 The overlap between the medieval and some form of genuine Russian cultural expression varies throughout each 

case study, but there is never a complete distinction between medieval culture and some essence of Russianness.  
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safeguard other, at times less intellectually robust, convictions. Lastly, each of these men have 

had a meaningful influence on Orthodox and Russian religious studies long after their deaths. 

During their time there, Paris was a center of Russian cultural production and Orthodox activity. 

The center of this cultural and religious activity later shifted to the United States, where many of 

the Russian émigrés from France would relocate during or immediately after the Second World 

War.31 The present study does not chart out the connections between the works discussed here 

and their afterlives in America and wider Anglophone Russian studies, but such connections are 

copious and invite further analysis beyond the scope of the present project.  

 

Towards defining the Russian medieval 

Medievalist and novelist Umberto Eco prefaced his study of medievalism by asking, “Before 

rejoicing or grieving over a return of the Middle Ages, we have the moral and cultural duty of 

spelling out what kind of Middle Ages we are talking about.”32 What is the Medieval—and thus 

medievalism—within the context of Russian cultural history? Can “Medieval” accommodate all 

of Russia’s pre-modern history as it does in France or Germany? How does Russian medievalism 

intersect with European medievalism and “global” medievalisms? In the present, there are more 

than one “real” Middle Ages that exist as fodder for imitation, invention and critique: the 

Western medieval, the Byzantine medieval and the Russian medieval. These three medievals in 

turn contain within them a plethora of “little Middle Ages” - from Florence of the 13th century to 

 
31 The center of this intellectual Russophone Orthodox community was on the East Coast where a new Orthodox 

seminary (St. Vladimir’s) was established. Florovsky would later serve as dean of the seminary in the 1950s. The 

Slavic departments at several East Coast universities would also welcome Russian émigrés from Paris, for example 

Fedotov taught at Columbia and Florovsky at Princeton.  

32 Umberto Eco, Travels in Hyper Reality, trans. William Weaver (New York: Harcourt and Brace, 1986), 72. 
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the conciliar programs under the Byzantine crown to the local cultures in Kiev, Moscow and 

Novgorod.  

There is one unwavering point of chronological clarity: the Russian medieval begins with 

the Christianization of Rus’, a process officially begun with the Baptism of Rus’ in 988, when 

Grand Prince Vladimir and his family converted to Christianity.33 As Byzantine priests baptized 

the Rus’ and Byzantine missionaries developed the first Slavic alphabet, Orthodox Christianity 

was the defining characteristic of Russianness and earliest basis for Russian history. In the 

triumvirate of epochs—ancient, medieval, modern—Russia inherits ancient culture through 

Byzantium. This is another crucial “middleness” of the Russian medieval—the link to 

Byzantium, and by extension to Greece. Byzantium is at once a foreign and an internal(ized) 

culture. Especially in analyzing the thought of Florovsky, the continuity with Byzantium 

becomes a contested feature of medieval Russian culture. In the 20th-century context of our 

study, the question arose as to how much Russian medieval culture was an extension and 

evolution of Byzantine culture.34   

In marking the beginning of the Russian medieval and thus the invention of 

medievalisms, we encounter another terminological hurdle—this is “Rus’” itself, the name for 

the Slavic civilization that pre-dated the Mongol invasion and the creation of the Muscovite 

state. Rus’—called Kievan Rus’, Old Rus’ (drevnaia Rus’) and Holy Rus’ by the figures in this 

study—was the civilization stretching from Kiev to Novgorod (and beyond) from the 9th until 

13th century. One terminological point that presents a superficial complication is that the Russian 

 
33 Even this “fixed” date requires a simplifying of the historical complexity of the conversion of the Eastern Slavs to 

Christianity. In fact, Vladimir’s grandmother, Olga, a Varangian woman who ruled as regent, converted to 

Christianity in the 950s after a trip to Constantinople and would exercise a great influence over her family. 

34 In Florovsky’s extensive discussion of the Byzantine, which he does not often refer to as medieval, we can easily 

think of it as post-ancient, an analogue to the problems of periodization in medievalism. 
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term “drevnii,” which denotes pre-modern Russia, can also mean “old” or “ancient.” This term—

drevnii—is used only in the context of the Slavic civilization of Rus’; the ancient world is 

anticheskii and the Western Middle Ages is denoted by the calque srednevekovie (lit. “middle 

centuries”). Thus the Slavic civilization centered around Kiev until the 14th century, by many 

accounts the golden age of the Russian medieval, is called “ancient” (drevniaia) in Russian, 

while in a Western context the same period is referred to as medieval (srednevekovyi).35 Thus 

“ancient” (drevniaia) is used synonymously for ‘of Rus’’ and the term “medieval” is applied to 

coeval cultures beyond Rus’.36 This text uses the conventional academic term “Old Russia” to 

refer to drevniaia Rus’ and I clarify the terminological usages of each writer in their respective 

chapters. While it is common in Russia, Belarus and Ukraine to see Rus’ as a shared origin, the 

assumption that these three modern nation-states are but fragmentations of an earlier united 

culture is highly politicized.37 For the figures in this study, the shared history and culture of these 

three East Slavic groups was assumed and the term “Russian” is used as earnestly to describe 

Kiev as Moscow or St. Petersburg. 

 
35 Early 20th century Russian historiography confirms this chronology of the Russian medieval and also reveals the 

terminological problems related to “ancient” and “medieval.” Zenkovsky, in English, locates the Russian medieval 

in the 11th-17th century, Vernadsky uses “ancient” (drevnaia) to refer to both antiquity (Greece) and medieval 

Russia, but then also uses “medieval” (srednevekovyi) to refer to the latter. In some historiographies, Rus’ describes 

the culture that survives under the Mongols until 1480. Earlier histories of Russia, such as Karamzin’s, refer only to 

an “ancient” (drevniaia) Russia, which is replaced by a modern one. George Vernadsky, A History of Russia (New 

Haven, Yale University Press, 1969), Serge A. Zenkovsky, Medieval Russia’s Epics, Chronicles and Tales (New 

York: Dutton Press, 1974). 

36 Brief examples of this terminological interchangeability: Fedotov refers to a 10th-century heresy, the Bogomils, as 

being medieval, but the context is Old Russian (lit: ancient) hagiography, G. Fedotov, Sviatye Drevnei Rusi 

(Moscow: Moskovskii rabochii, 1991), Chapter 4. In Chapter 6, he refers to 11th-century Western saints as “early 

medieval.” In chapter 7, he refers to the medieval as the period from Old Rus’ until Peter’s reforms. In The Russian 

Religious Mind, Fedotov refers to cultures contemporary to Old Rus’ (such as Bulgaria) as medieval. 

37 For a more in-depth discussion of the historical and polemical distinction between Russia and Rus’, see Daniel 

Rancour-Laferriere’s “Russia vs. Rus’” in Russian Nationalism from an Interdisciplinary Perspective: Imagining 

Russia (Lewiston, NY: E. Mellen Press, 2000). 



22 

 

Rus’—whatever its demarcations—is always medieval. The latest date for the end of the 

Medieval is the reign of Peter the Great (1696-1725). In Russian historiography, two events—

Christianization and the Reforms of Peter—represent the most pivotal moments in Russia’s story 

until the Revolution. Thus, while some of the figures in this study, such as Fedotov and 

Florovsky,38 argue for an earlier decline of the medieval as a truly middle age, mediating 

between the ancient (here, pre-historic) and modern, the Russian medieval starts in the late 10th 

century and ceases entirely by the early 18th century.39  The boundary between the medieval and 

modern shifts with each chapter, but as a general rule the medieval functions as the non-modern; 

it is a corrective to the cultural forms, practices and values lacking in modern Russian and 

European culture. 

The Russian Middle Ages are largely characterized as being a society organized around 

the church: monasticism, the liturgy, and the lives of saints stand out as paradigmatic institutions 

and cultural products of the period. The Russian medieval is also marked by political 

circumstances: the loose federation of Slavic princes, the Mongol “Yoke” and the slow political 

and military consolidations of Muscovy (Peter’s consolidation of power and enormous 

bureaucratic reforms being the beginning of modern rule par excellence.) For the medievalizing 

imagination of the 20th century, the Russian Middle Ages contains such dissimilar subcultures as 

 
38 Florovsky marks the tenure of Petr Mogila (1596-1646) as the cultural shift that orients Russia from the East to 

the West; Fedotov reads Ivan III’s political consolidation and “colonization” as the end of the political medieval; the 

cultural medieval ends with Peter’s reforms. 

39 This Medieval can be divided into three main historical sub-epochs: Kievan Rus’ (9th-13th century), the Tatar-

Mongol Yoke (13th century until 1480) and Muscovy (1480—1547 or 1613). In 1547 Ivan IV, Grand Prince of 

Moscow and All Rus’ was crowned tsar, creating by proclamation the “tsardom of Russia” to include his recent 

territorial victories, especially Kazan’. However, despite “creating” Russia in 1547, the end of Muscovy as a 

historical entity is sometimes marked by the end of the Rurik dynastic, dated either during the Time of Troubles 

(1598-1613) or the ascension of Mikhail Romanov to the throne in 1613. Like the Renaissance in the Western 

imagination, Muscovy is a site of transition, belonging in some accounts to the Medieval and in others to early 

modernity.   



23 

 

holy Kiev with its monastic piety or the bawdy, semi-pagan peasantry existing in the hinterlands 

of Russia.40 The “indigenous”--as opposed to Byzantine--Russian Medieval is characterized by 

peasant culture (traditional arts and crafts, folktales, local cultic practices and saints) and 

syncretic religious rituals (blending Orthodoxy and paganism). The Russian medieval is 

imagined as profoundly bound to the landscape and climate; as will be discussed, this is in no 

small part inspired by the Eurasianist discourse. Nevertheless, Eurasianism aside, Russian 

identity is linked to the expansive wilderness of the Russian territory, the severity of the elements 

and the intimacy between humans and their natural surroundings. 

  

The field of medievalism 

I orient my study by using the critical framework of medievalism to understand 

Berdyaev, Florovsky and Fedotov from a synchronic and diachronic perspective. It emerged as a 

field of scholarly inquiry simultaneously in Europe and North America and Umberto Eco’s short 

treatise, “Dreaming of the Middle Ages,” marks the advent of medievalism as a critical tool for 

analyzing various types of Western cultural production. The essay appeared in English in 1986 

and proposed a taxonomy of medieval returns and reinventions that considers the many problems 

with periodization, textual analysis, cultural appropriation and eurocentrism in the worlds of 

Medieval Studies and literary and cultural studies. Eco’s work signaled the increased legitimacy 

of this line of “medievalizing” inquiry—a “reflexive offshoot of the discipline [of Medieval 

Studies]”41—that proposed new categories of analysis and classification for understanding how 

 
40 Treatments of Ireland have been very analogous, see Medievalism in the Modern World: Essays in Honor of 

Leslie Workman and Kathleen Biddick’s The Shock of Medievalism (Durham: Duke University Press, 1998). 

41 D’Arcens, Introduction to Cambridge Companion to Medievalism, ed. D’Arcens (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2016), 1.  
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and why the medieval is represented the way it is.42 Medievalism, for Eco and others, is a critical 

phenomenon for the identity creation of the Western subject. In Eco’s words, “If it is true—and it 

is—that the Middle Ages turned us into Western animals, it is equally true that people started 

dreaming of the Middle Ages from the very beginning of the modern era.”43  

As medievalism has encroached upon Medieval Studies, the institutional centers of 

inquiry have moved from philology, history and theology to literary theory and cultural history. 

In similar fashion, this study situates itself within the larger discourse of 19th- and 20th-century 

Russian intellectual and cultural history rather than Russian Medieval Studies. Even 

acknowledging the sometimes contrived divide between studying medievalism and studying the 

Middle Ages, my object of inquiry is modern medievalism and I do not attempt to posit 

new arguments about the historical (“real”) Middle Ages (Russian, Byzantine or otherwise). As 

Cole and Smith contend in the introduction to the theoretically ambitious volume, The 

Legitimacy of the Middle Ages, “medieval modes are sustained within modernity, but also… no 

theory of modernity can be complete or legitimate without a constant reckoning with ‘the 

medieval.’” They wager that it is “paradoxical” how our histories of the Middle Ages give 

“coherence to various theories of the modern.”44  In the case of Russian cultural history, the 

Medieval not only provided cultural models for a theory of (Russian) modernity, but it also 

offered a cultural template that could potentially be superior to Western modernity. 

 
42 The first use of the term of medievalism was likely in 1844 by Ruskin but it would be nearly a century before the 

term came into regular use. 

43 Umberto Eco, Travels in Hyper Reality, 65. 

44 Andrew Cole and D. Vance Smith (editors), Introduction to The Legitimacy of the Middle Ages (Durham: Duke 

University Press, 2010), 2. For example, this paradox, for Cole and Smith, arises from the secular modern’s 

hermeneutical approach to the religious Medieval. 
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Eco proposes “Ten Little Middle Ages,” or ten ways of recalling, reinventing or re-

consuming the medieval to demonstrate how the Middle Ages can assuage modern problems, 

polemics or longings.45  These ten examples are a repartee between the past and present, 

intersections of unconscious appropriation and playful innovation.46 Eco emphasizes one 

motivation and one method that are especially pertinent to 20th century Russian medievalism: 

anxieties about time and bricolage. Certain medievalist creations are a blend of time with 

timelessness: the historical medieval blurs with an imagined epoch outside of time. The resulting 

imagined medieval subsequently represents a space outside of time, a pre-history or extra-history 

that shares intuitive aesthetic similarities with the historical medieval.47 For Florovsky and 

Fedotov, the respective medieval cultures of Byzantium and Old Russia blend historical 

specificity with a transhistorical or universal relevance. Eco’s idea of neomedievalist bricolage, 

or the patching together of various pieces of the medieval is also found in the Russian returns to 

the past. This patchwork or bricolage is done, in Eco’s estimation, so that we can “live in” the 

medieval in the present:48 Eco uses architecture as an example of bricolage that echoes Fedotov’s 

 
45 From “Dreaming the Middle Ages” in Eco’s Travels in Hyper Reality. 

46 Eco’s taxonomy also proposed neomedievalisms, which exist in today’s academic inquiry outside the realm of 

medievalism or new medievalism. Medievalism, or post-medieval inventions of the medieval, by definition requires 

some imaginative work to fill in the gaps between what we know and the desired totality of historical knowledge. 

The neo-medieval refers to the self-conscious, ahistorical use of the Medieval, the absence of any attempts at 

historical authenticity. It is most obvious in popular imaginings of the Medieval that rely on Authurian legend and 

derivative Tolkein-esque fantasy. This 20th and 21st century neomedievalism is self-consciously ahistorical, often 

counter-cultural and fantastical. 

47 This timelessness normally betrays an affinity with the magical. For this reason Arthurian legend and Excalibur—

combining English history with the magic of Merlin—are so compelling to the modern Western imagination. 

48 “The Middle Ages have never been reconstructed from scratch” and thus  “since the Middle Ages have always 

been messed up in order to meet the vital requirements of different periods, it was impossible for them to be always 

messed about in the same way.” Eco, Travels in Hyper Reality, 67-68. Bricolage and pastiche are not exclusively 

neo-medieval, as we see from Glencross’ analysis of the medievalizing chivalric romances of the French 18th 

century, Glencross, 339. A similar process of imitative innovation and reception happens with adaptations of 

chivalric romances in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Muscovy, which having been adapted, acquired the status 

of fairy tales which in turn inspired 19th century revivals of Russian folk themes. Pushkin’s “Skazka o tsare Saltane”, 

for example. 
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discussion of the Kievan and Muscovite cityscapes, concealing within themselves clues to their 

true medieval identity.  

In Eco’s treatment of medievalism, the historical Middle Ages (the “real” Middle Ages, if 

you will) are themselves more clearly circumscribed, more tangible and demarcated, than 

modern medievalisms, which multiply and morph, evading his attempts at classification.52 Of 

course, people of the 5th century did not abruptly begin new modes of cultural production 

with the end of the Roman Empire; nor did Western Europe enjoy a historical or cultural 

homogeneity that would invite easy analysis regardless of clear geographical or historical 

divisions within that long millennium. Thus it is no surprise that, at the same time that scholars 

such as Workman examined modern imagining of the Medieval, others challenged the very 

periodization that gave us the Middle Ages in the first place. The establishment of 

Constantinople or the Fall of Rome normally mark the beginning of the Medieval which endures 

for a millennium, until the Fall of Constantinople in the 15th century. Alternatively, the end of the 

Middle Ages is retroactively aligned with different events in the 15th and 16th century, depending 

on the polemic of rupture or continuity at hand. Norman Cantor’s studies, along with 

Richard Southern’s The Making of the Medieval, are now classics which charted the invention of 

the Middle Ages as a cohesive cultural epoch that culminates in the fall of Byzantium, the 

Renaissance, the Reformation or the Enlightenment. The ancient, medieval and modern are 

defined by transitions of profound magnitude, where the nature of society, culture and even 

human thought itself is transformed. To use any of these markers is to self-consciously ascribe 

exaggerated symbolic importance to a single event (which itself may span months or years), and 

inevitably these epochal demarcations tells us as much about the modern act of interpretation as 

the medieval reality.53  Regardless of the ultimate marker of the divide between the medieval and 
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the modern, the medieval is always on the other side of something, defined by rupture and 

change.  

The symbolic import of these boundaries and the imagined social cohesion disrupted by 

them is a powerful imaginative tool for all three men in this study. These markers 

of epochal change are loaded with historical absolutism: certain events so fundamentally 

changed the world that history demands a new conceptual framework and, in the case of the 

thinkers studied here, the shape of human psychology and spiritual identity experienced a 

fundamental, even “ontological,” change with these changing epochs.49 The idea of an essential 

character of a historical type of person is analogous to contemporary discourses about the 

essential nature of certain peoples. The most important intellectual movement that constructively 

challenged existing paradigms with new essentializing narratives of tribal or national cohesion 

was Eurasianism.  

Eurasianism was one of the earliest and most organized intellectual responses by the 

Russian diaspora to the question of post-Revolutionary Russian identity. Invoking a blend of 

polemicizing rhetoric, scientific hypothesizing and historiographic imagination, the Eurasianists 

proposed a new geo-spatial basis for Russian identity: Eurasia. A self-consciously émigré project, 

the Eurasianists approached history, culture, religion and politics from the conviction that 

Eurasia—the territory from Western Russia through the Steppe, Mongolia, Siberia and reaching 

towards the Far East and the Iranian Peninsula—was an organic cultural and geographical unit. 

Founding member Petr Savitsky, an economist by training, explained the demarcations of Eurasia 

based on geographical features. He identified Eurasia as a “land-ocean” which encompassed four 

 
49 See the next chapter of this study for a discussion of Berdyaev’s notion of an ontological dimension of history and 

national identity. 



28 

 

distinct climates (tundra, forest, steppe, desert) which formed the basis for distinctive but 

compatible cultural temperaments.50 Using an array of linguistic, anthropological, and geological 

categories, the Eurasianists defended the physical and cultural unity of Eurasia and in turn argued 

for the creation of a political entity that would reflect this unity. Drawing on arguments from 

Spengler,51 the Slavophiles, the Russian Religious Renaissance and the ideological debates of the 

inter-revolutionary period, the Eurasians offered what they believed was a third way in the long-

standing debate of East and West. Eurasianism as an intellectual project and a diasporic community 

was formative for Florovsky. Fedotov contributed to several Eurasian publications and was 

inclined towards Eurasianist motifs in some of his writings from the early 1920s. For Berdyaev, 

Eurasianism was deeply problematic and a frequent object of editorial criticism.  

To medievalize inherently raises questions about the value of one period of culture and its 

relation to human history. The purpose of this study is not to legitimate the authenticity of these 

boundaries of the Medieval, but to examine them. For better or worse, the Medieval is a 

productive category, a meaningful term for those who use it, a “dignified adjective to mark the 

focus of their studies,” as one medievalist explains.52  This multiplicity of societies and cultures 

that can be accommodated by “medieval” is part of what makes the field of medievalism so 

dynamic.  

 

 
50 See Savitsky’s article “Continent-Ocean: Russian and the World Market: in Iskhod k Vostoku (Exodus to the 

East), Sophia: 1921, 104-125. 

51 Spengler not only posits that Russia is not European, but also rejects the validity of Europe as a construct at all. 

He rejects Europe and its periodization as stable reference points in global history. Yet he still relies on traditional 

cultural paradigms: in place of Europe, he prefers East and West in the analysis of his paradigmatic high cultures. In 

Spengler’s words, “’East’ and ‘West’ are notions that contain real history, whereas ‘Europe’ is an empty sound. The 

Decline of the West, trans. Charles Francis Atkinson, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991), 16. 

52 Utz “Academic Medievalism and Nationalism,” in Cambridge Companion, ed. D’Arcens, 110. 
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Case studies of Western Medievalism 

Over the past three decades, the field of medievalism has documented a compendium of 

medievalizing turns in literature, art, philosophy, theology and politics, largely in the 

Anglophone, Germanophone and Francophone world. Case studies range from the miniscule—a 

single poem, a fragmented image—to the magnificent—a cathedral, a literary genre, a 

coronation.  Copious studies of 18th and 19th century French medievalism as a reaction to the 

French Revolution invite comparison with 20th century Russian medievalizing in reaction to a 

similar destruction of religious and political institutions and the dispersal of the national cultural 

elite. More recently, new studies attempt to chart out—self-consciously retroactively—a 

theoretical framework to contain the past thirty-odd years of medievalist scholarship and to chart 

how medievalism is defined as “the ongoing process of recreating, reinventing and reenacting 

medieval culture in postmedieval times.”53 This simple formula belies a host of conflicting 

positions as to the nature of this “recreating, reinventing and reenacting.”  Debates center not 

only on how the Medieval is manipulated in historical case studies, but how the scholar should 

approach the historical Middles Ages (the “real Middle Ages”), medievalism, and her own 

subjective position, analyzing past projections onto a period and culture of which she, too, can 

have only an imperfect knowledge.54  

The past thirty years has also seen other humanistic disciplines focus on the role of exile 

on cultural production, inspired by postmodernism, postcolonial studies and the increasingly 

 
53 Medievalism: Key Critical Terms, eds. Emery and Utz (Woodbridge: Boydell & Brewer, 2017), 2. See also Key 

Terms in Medievalism; Cambridge Companion to Medievalism; See also, David Matthews, Medievalism: A Critical 

History (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 2015); Tison Pugh and Angela Jane Weisl, eds., Medievalisms: Making the Past 

in the Present (New York: Routledge, 2013). 

54 Bloch and Nichols, introduction to Medievalism and the Modernist Temper, ed. R Howard Bloch and Stephen 

Nichols (Johns Hopkins Press: Baltimore, 1996), 2. 
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popular academic impulse to investigate the margins and marginalia of history.55 Literary and 

cultural studies have sought to analyze the creative responses to the dynamic between rupture 

and continuity, whether temporal, geographical or cultural and better understand how modern 

writers, thinkers and artists make sense of their present with explicit reference to the reception of 

their individual or collective past. These inquiries are centered in the Western tradition and are 

conscious that such an orientation can invite methodological inadequacies if the tradition itself is 

not also challenged and critiqued.56 While recent exilic studies have addressed the social, 

political and cultural upheavals experienced in the former Soviet Union and across the Eastern 

Bloc, the medievalists’ curiosity begins to wane at the Danube and is virtually non-existent by 

the Volga. To date, no sustained study of medievalism in Russian literature or culture exists.57 

The present study corrects this gap and proposes an analysis of certain modes of Russian cultural 

production in exile, specifically within the Orthodox milieu, as forms of medievalism.58 

Anglophone studies of medievalism are heavily indebted to Leslie Workman, an 

independent scholar and one of the pioneers in the academic study of medievalism who arrived 

at medievalism, like Eco, from the world of Medieval Studies.59 Workman first saw how 

 
55 Theorists such as Nico Israel and Homi Bhabha have proposed a critical theory that can accommodate not only the 

movement of ideas, but the attendant impact of the movement of the bodies creating those ideas. See Nico Israel, 

Outlandish: Writing between Exile and Diaspora (Palo Alto: Stanford University Press, 2000) and Homi Bhabha, 

The Location of Culture (London: Routledge, 1994). 

56 The most obvious critiques are in the methodologies of Orientalism and postcolonial studies. Medievalism as a 

field, as will be discussed at length, has garnered some tools from these traditions to challenge and augment its 

Eurocentric foundations. 

57 For application of “new medievalism”—or the resuscitation of medieval models in political science, see Dina 

Khapaeva’s work on Russian political discourse of the 21st century, esp “Triumphant memory of the perpetrators: 

Putin's politics of re-Stalinization,” Communist and Post-Communist Studies 49, no. 1, (March 2016): 61-73. 

58 In general, the study at hand avoids the debate over New Medievalisms and its critics and the postmodernists 

critiques of (neo)-medievalism that have, at their heart, the problem of the instability of any form of knowledge. 

59 Trained as a historian, Workman began publishing on the phenomenon in the late 1970s and dedicated nearly 

thirty years to publishing works on medievalism at large in European culture. He founded the journal Studies in 

Medievalism. 
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medievalism was both ubiquitous and unrecognized in 18th- and 19th-century English culture and 

he aimed to make medievalism a literary and cultural phenomenon as intellectually robust and 

recognizable as Romanticism (and not, as some have contended, a subset thereof).60  Early in his 

conceptualization of the medievalizing mentality, Workman asked, is medievalism born out of a 

perceived cultural continuity or rupture? He had initially identified medievalism by spotting 

instances within the 18th and 19th English literary tradition where authors and artists emphasized 

how their contemporary English culture was a continuation of medieval English culture. This 

was most obviously in contrast to French medievalism, where the post-medieval author or artist 

was striving to recover or reimagine a culture lost in the fall of the ancien régime, severed from 

the present by the violence of the French Revolution. These two modes of recovery—one 

seeking to defend and maintain an unbroken genealogy and the other seeking to close a gap—

manipulate the narratives of modernity to different ends. In the first instance, modern culture and 

the modern nation state derive legitimacy from their medieval lineage.61 In the second, the 

critique of modernity is part of a larger narrative of national disjunction and decay that requires 

radical recovery of its social, religious and cultural foundations. For example, Victor Hugo’s 

1831 novel Notre Dame of Paris and Marcel Proust’s 1904 treatise “The Death of the 

Cathedrals”—arguing for the Cathedral as a site of the Gesamtkunstwerk of the Catholic 

liturgy—are two of the most iconic defenses of an endangered Gothic aesthetic that represents 

broader French medieval culture.62  

 
60 Workman founded the journal, Studies in Medievalism in 1976. It continues to release new issues (now under the 

editorial leadership of Karl Fugelso), and publish the proceedings of conferences and world congresses. The 

journal’s publisher, Boydell and Brewer, also has a dedicated series of monographs on medievalism. 

61 In most cases, this medieval lineage bears legitimacy because it links the modern to classical or late antique 

powers—the Eastern or Western Roman Empires, the Teutonic tribes, or the Celts.  

62 See specifically “The Gothic Cathedral,” in Elizabeth Emery and Laura Morowitz, Consuming the Past, 

(Burlington: Ashgate, 2003), 85-110. 
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These lines of inquiry are related an a similar distinction as to how national identities are 

embedded within discourses of the medieval: does the Middle Ages tell the story of the origin of 

a unique people, or of an era of transnational union when local characteristics were eclipsed by 

some other essential and broader cultural identity?63 The first “national” return focuses on 

recovering a national culture that for any variety of reasons has been lost, forgotten or 

compromised (for example, neo-Gothic revivals in France and Germany).64 In examining returns 

to the medieval past that attempt to recover a national purity,  visual and literary appropriations 

of the Medieval become placeholders for political, social or religious aspects of an idealized 

civilization. This is at times facilitated by the dynamic exchange of ideas and ideology (and 

sometimes compensation or patronage) between artists and intellectuals who want to place 

themselves within a medieval tradition and those in power who seize the opportunity to mobilize 

narratives of medieval legitimacy and national continuity.65  In the case of the second, 

transnational type, Pan-European narratives create a continuity with ancient Greece or Rome, 

invoking a classical and Christian culture as the foundation of European culture before its 

 
63 See Bloch and Nichols, 13; and Glencross, 340. 

64 In various French and German narratives, the Gothic became the most productive symbol of the national Middle 

Ages, a testament to the creativity, authority and majesty of a bygone society. Despite the fact that the French, the 

Germans and the British had neo-Gothic revivals, these revivals were nationalistic rather than pan-European. For 

example in Germany, the Byzantine was appropriated as an imperial intermediary, linking the Germanic tribes who 

ransacked of Rome to more gentile princes of medieval German states. Byzantine motifs blended with legends of the 

Holy Grail and Wagnerian dreams of spiritual revivification of the nation.  For the British, the Byzantine was a 

sensuous aesthetic ideal, divorced from religion, theology and theocracy.  For others, the Byzantine Empire was 

always a deviation from the West, tangential to a pan-European Golden Age that resists Eastern Orthodoxy or the 

threat of Asiatic influence. In nearly all European medievalizing imaginations, the Gothic and the Byzantine 

heralded a time when monarchs were divinely appointed and wielded unlimited power.  See J.B. Bullen, Byzantium 

Rediscovered, (London: Phaidon, 2003), 182ff. 

65 Medieval institutions and customs, such as guilds, state patronage and artistic anonymity, served as templates for 

cultural production, informing how modern artists understood their relationship to their material, their audience, 

their craft and to their culture at large. “Periods of art are those in which a process of development has been set up 

by which certain ideals have been followed for generations and centuries, so that possibilities of thought-expression 

have been continuously explored and built up. In such great art are crystallised the aspiration and consciousness of 

an era of national life.” William Lethaby, Medieval Art: From the Peace of the Church to the Eve of the Renaissance 

312-1350, (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1904), 1. 
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fracture into national or ethnic states and principalities. This latter type of expansive 

medievalizing often includes various narratives of the Byzantine as well.  

John Ganim’s study of Medievalism and Orientalism explores how each phenomenon is a 

reaction to “an uncomfortable sense of instability about origins, about what the West is and 

where it came from.”66 Ganim examines how the Orient functions as a spatial medieval, creating 

a “doubled Middle Ages”67 based on the “hybrid identity, the twinned association of 

medievalism and Orientalism.”68 Focusing on Western appropriations of and interactions with 

the Middle East, Asia and Islam, Ganim’s study invites comparisons with Russia and its 

complicated relationship with the East and West.  In surveying academic and popular literature 

of the 18th and 19th century, Ganim draws a crucial distinction between how the Medieval and the 

Oriental were conceptualized—“the Medieval is accorded a direct connection to modernity, 

explaining the origin of national and civil identity, while the Orient is a living museum of the 

past, bracketed off from modern development or even excluded from the potential for 

development.”69 This distinction is profoundly complicated in the Russian discourse, which 

struggles to define the cultural-geographical and historical boundaries of Russia within the 

narratives of East/West and medieval/modern. In the case of Russian medievalism, the return to 

Byzantium—another “doubled Middle Ages”—simultaneously orients the Russian identity 

towards the (occasionally non-Asiatic) East and creates a narrative of historical continuity. 

However, this narrative works not to link the Russian medieval to the modern, but to antiquity, 

grafting it to the history of ancient Greece and the early church. 

 
66 Ganim, 3. 

67 Ganim, 5. 

68 Ganim, 3. 

69 Ganim, 87. 
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Kathleen Davis discusses how the Middle Ages, like modernity, has been vaulted from a 

European category to a global category of time. On the one hand, the divide between medieval 

and modern is applied to cultures from wholly different histories—this application is especially 

obvious in Berdyaev’s construction of a philosophy of history. On the other hand, the Middle 

Ages is “a mobile category, applicable at any time to any society that has not ‘yet’ achieved 

modernity or, worse, has become retrograde.”70 Davis uses the idea of mobility to examine how 

“global medievalism” is interested not only in how the Medieval is imagined in non-European 

cultures, but how it repeats, resists and reshapes dynamics of colonialism and Orientalism. 

Because the Middle Ages could be imagined as “the wellspring of eternal, national virtues” and 

also “the ash heap of smouldering, alien vices,” the term “medieval” is deftly applied to “to 

translate medieval tropes across chronological gaps, geographical distances, and linguistic 

difference.”71 Global medievalism is a two-way street—it can be a mode of European “binding” 

of the non-Western Other, or the non-Western appropriation of the European Middle Ages. The 

Russian example exists somewhere between these two modes: as a culture that constantly 

problematizes its own place in the Western world, Russian culture and intellectual history uses 

medievalizing narratives to justify and undermine traditional Western narratives of progress. 

Moreover, the émigré hope in a revival of a medieval mode of being Christian is liberated from 

political and social institutions beyond the church, making them highly portable cultural models, 

or what literary scholar Kathleen Davis calls “mobile medievalisms” that allow the medieval 

ideal to be activated across time and space.72  

 
70 Kathleen Davis, “Sense of an Epoch” in The Legitimacy of the Middle Ages, 40-41. 

71 Candace Barrington, “Global Medievalism and Translation,” Cambridge Companion to Medievalism, 183. 

72 Kathleen Davis, “Sense of an Epoch” 41. 
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Lorretta Holloway and Jennifer Palmgren analyze Victorian medievalism as a 

phenomenon that sought historical stability in a time of enormous social and political change. 

They call the medieval an “amorphous anchor” which “moved, changed shape, and/or altered its 

material properties, depending on who needed it at any given moment.”73 This flexibility in 

individual and collective medievalisms leads Holloway and Palmgren to assert that the 

“Victorians re-invent the Middle Ages rather than return to them.”74 This inventiveness is most 

apparent in the Italian Middle Ages that Berdyaev conjures up in The Meaning of the Creative 

Act and which later serves as the basis for his synthesis of an imagined medieval with the 

spiritual trials of modern Russian.   

 

The problem of historical subjectivity in medievalism 

One of the earliest and still enduring conceptual problems with medievalism as a form of 

scholarly inquiry is the degree to which a medievalism adheres to or reflects the “real” Middle 

Ages. Are historically-focused or materially-informed analyses of the Medieval safely ensconced 

in Medieval Studies, and the more imaginative and inventive receptions of the Medieval clearly 

cordoned off into "medievalism"? Workman’s thought resisted this bifurcation between detached 

academicism and creatively engaged modern inventions of the Medieval.75  Medievalism 

continues to overlap with reception history and thus, within the Western European context, 

 
73 Lorretta Holloway and Jennifer Palmgren, eds. Introduction to Beyond Arthurian Romances: The Reach of 

Victorian Medievalism, (New York: Palgrave McMillan, 2005), 2. 

74 Holloway and Palmgren, 3. 

75 Richard Utz and Tom Shippey, Medievalism in the Modern World: Introductory Perspectives (Turnhout: Brepols, 

1994), 4. Utz and Shippey describe Workman’s career as an attempt to “reveal the obstacles in the way of 

establishing medievalism as a conceptual framework that would be inclusive of the various ways in which post-

medieval minds remembered the Middle Ages" –even those minds most committed to academic and intellectual 

rigor.  
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certain modes of “receiving” the Medieval have been distinguished from the contemporary 

understanding of medievalism.76 Some historians as medievalists assert the legitimacy 

of their “intervention and control,”77 knowing that their task is concerned with narration and not 

description. This narrative process pulls out medieval sources not to classify them in an 

encyclopedia volume or a cabinet of curiosities, but so that they can be “reworked and reclaimed 

in both form and content for differing purposes and to differing audiences.”78 

This conceptualization of the historian as an interactive, rather than spectating, figure in 

relation to the Medieval was most forcefully argued in Norman Cantor’s 1991 Inventing the 

Middle Ages. In some ways, Cantor’s now-iconic study confirmed Workman’s early position and 

detailed the creative reception involved in the modern apprehension of the Medieval. 

Cantor, however, took his claims even further: he argued that the Middle Ages themselves were 

a construct and that historians and philologists were hardly objective scientists.  Instead, 

historians are inventive participants in a creative project that ultimately gave us the notion that 

such a thing as the Middle Ages could even exist as a coherent cultural and political epoch. 

Cantor stresses the power of the Medieval Studies scholar: it is through the scholar’s expertise 

that the public gains access to the Medieval:   

To outsiders, such academic debate [on the precise development of medieval 

civilization] can seem to be hairsplitting chatter of cloistered professors. But a 

closer look reveals much that is at stake in these debates, because during their 

course hypotheses are tested, ideas refined, and ultimately a consensus is reached. 

 
76 In some accounts, the study of medievalism began as a type of reception history, a subfield within German 

Mittelalter Rezeption, a field concurrently emerging in the 1970s. Matthews, 6. Following Arnoldo Momigliano’s 

schema , Glencross points to another dichotomy of the antiquarian and the historian, where “The antiquarian was 

distinguished from the historian in post-Renaissance European culture by an approach based on description rather 

than narration and by a study of the particular rather than of the general or the exemplary, in both senses of the 

latter. The result of these preferences of method and of taste was to value specific detail and the otherness of the 

past, rather than to seek its relevance for and its relation to the present.” And his actions are “a self-validating, 

autonomous and almost autistic activity.” Glencross, 339-340. 

77 Glencross, 339. 

78 Glencross, 337. 
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Academic medievalists constitute the interpretive community to which the 

popular writers about the Middle Ages…defer in their highly imaginative 

writings.79 

  

Cantor’s study is not only about academic authority and epochal paradigms; he specifically looks 

at how a select number of Anglophone scholars contributed to the invention of the Middle Ages 

as a reaction to the World Wars and a reflection of their own religious, hermeneutical and 

political commitments.80 In short, the line between Medieval Studies and medievalism 

grows even blurrier. In many ways, Cantor’s critique of historians of the Medieval and 

Workman’s patronage of medievalism fueled the shift in Medieval Studies from analyzing 

medieval sources to understand the Middle Ages to analyzing how one conceptualized sources 

from the Middle Ages in relation to our modern position.  

A final distinction for this study relates to the relationship between the scholarly 

medievalist and the “real” Medieval that is the object of their attention. In describing the 

medieval, does the scholar attempt to relate to his material as if he could bridge the distance 

between self and subject matter? Or does he self-consciously frame medieval cultural production 

in the context of modernity? In short, for the scholars in this study, the answer is yes and yes. 

Two scholars discussed, Fedotov and Florovsky, are explicitly committed to recovering medieval 

thought and exposing how modern ignorance has distorted knowledge of the Medieval. They 

self-consciously address the reception history of the Russian and Byzantine medieval within 

Russian intellectual history using their own evolving theories of cultural history and 

hermeneutics and with the aim of revitalizing the Christian community-academic and lay-in 

 
79 Norman Cantor, Inventing the Middle Ages: The lives, works, and ideas of the great medievalists of the 20th 

century (New York: William Morrow, 1991), 19. 

80 For example, Cantor interrogates the interplay between Judaism and scholarship for some mid-century European 

scholars and, on the other hand, the Christian commitments and a shared infatuation with the medieval of JRR 

Tolkien and C.S. Lewis as revealed in their scholarship and their fantasy writing. 



38 

 

Paris.  They also insist that they have discovered a way to access the medieval or Byzantine 

orientation of self to community and God; they create a lineage of Weltanschauung and spiritual 

vision from the 10th century to the present.  

 

Charting medievalizing visions in Russian religious thought 

In my analysis of Russian medievalism, I bring to the broader field of inquiry case studies 

that resist the notion that the Medieval and medievalism outside of Western Europe are 

inherently colonial, Orientalizing or artificial. While certain Russians in the diaspora did at times 

“self-orientalize,” the myriad receptions of the Medieval reveal a complex relationship with the 

past and the West that can alternatingly affirm and critique Western narratives of power, cultural 

superiority or national progress. These medieval returns look to the past and to the East to argue 

for a vision of Russian culture that accommodates both as it moves forward in Paris. To this end, 

the narratives and hermeneutics deployed attempted to also explain the structure of history and 

the relationship between divine history, national identity and material accounts of history. 

Norman Cantor’s work of identifying how specific individuals have created an 

imaginative lexicon of the medieval is especially pertinent, as each figure in this study argued for 

very specific modes of religious activity and therefore specific understandings of the Russian 

church, the universal church and the responsibility of the Russian diasporic community. Their 

narratives of Russian and Christian history are motivated by a desire to resist the temptations of 

capitalism and communism, to at times argue for class solidarity, transnational Christian 

solidarity and the restoration of genuine Christian creativity and community. Their recoveries of 

a medieval idea rely on the power of rewriting the narrative of Russian history and the Orthodox 

calling in the world, and thus posit new canons to explain how Christianity must answer to the 

problems of modernity.  
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Workman and others have contended that, by the 20th century, with the exception of Nazi 

Germany, “medievalism declined as a social force” replaced instead by the study of 

medievalism.38 In the case of Russian culture—in particularly Russian culture abroad—I 

demonstrate how the opposite happened: the early 20th century was host to a variety of 

medievalizing projects in Russian culture and intellectual life. In some ways, this was a natural 

outgrowth of the much later development of Medieval Russian studies in Russia, but it was also, 

as I show, the consequence of a unique constellation of intellectual, religious and political 

concerns of the time.  I echo Louise D’Arcens’ defense of medievalism’s contemporary 

relevance, because it allows us to “engage in defining what it means to be modern.”39 In turning 

to the Russian émigrés in Paris, we are confronted with an abundance of medievalizing 

appropriations and projections, of “re-creations and recreations”81 that refract the artistic, 

religious, scholarly, political and cultural concerns of the day. In many ways, the Russian 

émigrés medievalized their own past with approaches similar to earlier British, French and 

German traditions. However, because of the distinct arc of Russian history and the Russian 

intelligentsia’s own complicated relationship with Western historical and cultural paradigms, 

Russian medievalism is not simply a Russified variant of a Western penchant for imagining the 

pre-modern past. At the heart of this Russian medievalism is a quest to discover and restore a 

medieval culture that can be reenacted or revitalized in the Russian community in Paris. As 

products of the Western European discourse, the hermeneutical tools of medievalism must be 

augmented to tackle the complexities of Russian intellectual and cultural history.82 An analysis 

 
81 D’Arcens, Cambridge Companion to Medievalism, 6. 

82 Medievalism developed as a domain of scholarly inquiry simultaneously to disciplines such as postcolonial 

studies and global histories. Scholars of medievalism have had, on the whole, to keep a critical eye on their own 

Western position and the temptation to “orientalize” or “other” non-Western cultures or even their own Western 

histories. 
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of Russian medievalism must therefore take into account not only the slippery categories of 

Medieval and Modern, but also the perennially potent and ambiguous binary of East and West. 

Russia in the early 20th century—as for centuries earlier and the century following—is itself 

uncertain as to whether it is Western, Eastern, hybrid or beyond the binary of East/West. 

In assessing how the medieval features in the discourse of Russian religious thought in 

Paris, this study extends the largely Western European phenomenon of medievalism to 20th 

century Russian cultural history. Medievalism is a prism through which to simultaneously 

investigate the effects of Revolution and exile on the Russian religious imagination and to 

analyze particular transformations of ideas and cultural trends from the late 19th century into the 

20th century. By investing what drives the different retrospective gazes in this study, we can ask 

what was being recovered or created by these émigrés in their imagining of the Medieval. 

The Medieval is not an escape from the present; it is a complement to the present. The 

longing for a home exists—but it is for an alternative post-Revolutionary Russia, one that 

maintains some continuity with medieval Russia (and thus, must exist in some space other than 

the Soviet Union). The émigrés discussed in this study did not fetishize medieval material 

culture, as happened in other contemporaneous medievalisms. Instead, these returns to the 

medieval concentrate on the possibility of a historically particular mode of creative existence or 

agency, the recovery of a spiritual orientation that was revealed in the medieval but has 

suprahistorical meaning. This spiritual orientation is achieved primarily through asceticism, but 

as is discussed, the idea of asceticism differs greatly thinker by thinker.  

Medievalism offers a heuristic lens for understanding the Orthodox religious projects of 

the Russian émigrés and their exilic community beyond (but not excluding) theological or 

ecclesial concerns. My study offers a critical analysis of creative responses to the émigré 
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experience that account for the myriad polemics in Russian intellectual history around the 

meaning of history, the role of Orthodoxy and the responsibility of the individual to critically 

engage with religious and cultural institutions.  

Eco argues that the European return to the Middle Ages is a return to our infancy, an 

attempt to tease out what made us who we are.83 In the Russian context, medieval society is 

something never fully realized, a childhood interrupted. The Westernizers could reject the 

Medieval and the Byzantine because it represented immaturity and underdevelopment. For some 

Russians of the 20th century, the return to the Medieval in modernity is the quest to see if there 

was something of value that should be resuscitated three hundred—six hundred!—years later, 

something that was not the basis for modernity but was overlooked by modernity. Theirs is a 

search for a Russian culture that was interrupted, undeveloped, uprooted from its source; a 

cultural infancy that could perhaps now be nurtured into adulthood. 

Eco said that “we dream of the Middle Ages so that our era can be defined as a new 

Middle Ages.”84 These are dreams of synthesis, of the possibility—as the very name Medieval 

denotes—of bridging the chasms between the past and the future.  The Middle Ages explored in 

this study are at once Russian and often more far-reaching. They are imagined as pan-Eastern, 

Byzantine and transcultural, linking Russia to a network of cultures and framing Russian history 

within the Western historiographic paradigm of growth and decline. Like the dream of bridging 

time and the divisions imagined by epochal categorization, the constant allure of the medieval is 

the possibility of transcending the East-West divide, of returning to a world where the two poles 

of Russian identity have been reconciled. The medieval becomes a template for a universal 

 
83 Eco, Travels in Hyper Reality, 65.  

84 Eco, Travels in Hyperreality, 73. 
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culture embedded in the teleology of humankind. These medievalizing projects resist utopian 

thinking, but they are pregnant with hope and possibility. Berdyaev insists that to explain the 

history of the West and the East, of humanism and barbarism, one must ask, in language that 

presages modern medievalism, “What features of the New Middle Ages stand out?”85 To answer 

this question is to describe the future of Russia Abroad and in the USSR and to articulate the 

prophetic role of the Russian people. Eco calls his tenth Middle Ages the “expectation of the 

Millennium”86 and throughout this study, the medieval offers shelter from an age that careened 

into the Apocalypse of the Revolution and Civil War. To be medieval is not only to be 

apocalyptic, but to side-step the apocalypse, to emerge on the other side of the end of history in a 

new country and reimagine a new modernity that will not end in destruction. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
85 Berdyaev, N. from the essay, “The New Middle Ages” (1924) reprinted in the collected volume, The New Middle 

Ages. Thoughts on the fate of Russia and Europe, (Moscow: KnDS Press, 1991), 428. 

86 Eco, Travels in Hyper Reality, 72.   
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Asceticism, Myth and Exile:  Berdyaev’s Dialectics of the New 

Middle Ages 
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This chapter investigates Berdyaev’s vision of the Medieval as a mythic narrative for the 

Russian community in exile.  In the aftermath of WWI and the Russian Revolution, Berdyaev 

calls for “a new Middle Ages” and insists that the Russian émigrés can bring about return to the 

medieval. While Berdyaev had discussed the Italian medieval and the Renaissance in his self-

declared most important work, The Meaning of the Creative Act (MCA) (1916), the idea of a new 

or reoccurring medieval within the natural cycle of history became a major theme in his thinking 

immediately after his exile from the USSR in 1920. 87 This chapter uses Berdyaev’s discussion of 

creativity, asceticism and the Middle Ages as the lens through which to examine how his 

philosophies of history and religion adapt to the experience of exile and the dilemma of a 

disenfranchised and permanently diasporic Russian community. 

 

The call for a new Middle Ages 

Berdyaev dedicates the most attention to the idea of the medieval in his 1924 monograph, 

The New Middle Ages. This volume is comprised of several essays that link the Middle Ages and 

the Renaissance to the Russian Revolution and 20th century political structures.88 The New 

Middle Ages further develops key themes from Berdyaev’s 1923 publication, The Meaning of 

History, a rearticulation of his philosophy of history in light of the dramatic political events of 

the 1910s. The Meaning of History was based on lectures given in Moscow in 1920-1921 and 

elaborates Berdyaev’s philosophy of history as a spiritual discipline contra Marxist/materialist 

accounts of the past. This philosophy of history, like earlier discussions of freedom, creativity 

 
87 N. Berdyaev, Smysl tvochestvo (The Meaning of the Creative Act), (Moscow: Publishers G. A. Leman and S. I. 

Sakharov, 1916). 

88 Berdyaev, Nikolai. Novoe srednevekov’e. Razmyshleniie o sudbe Rossi i Evropi (The New Middle Ages. Thoughts 

on the fate of Russia and Europe), 1924. Reprint, (Moscow: KnDS Press, 1991). The essays are: “End of the 

Renaissance” “The New Middle Ages” “The Russian Revolution” and “Democracy, Socialism and Theocracy”. 
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and the fate of Russia, is framed by a search for unity and integrality (tsel’nost’) within a world 

of dialectical tensions and dynamic confrontations between opposing worldviews. Berdyaev’s 

vision in the 1920s of the Medieval, as at once a productive historical analogy and an elemental 

building block of cosmic history, differs sharply from his treatment thereof before the 

Revolution. In redefining the medieval in exile, Berdyaev reimagines how creativity and 

asceticism work in tandem as the spiritual vocation of the Russian people after the Revolution. 

In Berdyaev’s pre-revolutionary works, the medieval largely features as a dialectical 

counterpoint to the creative energy of the Renaissance. The Middle Ages are not part of the 

Russian narrative of history nor is medieval European culture prescriptive for modern readers. 

Berdyaev discusses concrete (if idealized) Western works of art and artists as evidence for his 

larger arguments about the cultural and spiritual value of creative activity. In an evolution of his 

thought from the 1910s to the 1920s, Berdyaev goes from celebrating the Medieval as the 

passageway towards something better (the Renaissance), to being an “ontological” unit within an 

organic system of historical cycles that is necessary for humanity's spiritual and cultural 

flourishing.89 Berdyaev's dialectical framework of culture and historical evolution privileges the 

Medieval within the cycle of European history, and by extension, the divine history of humanity.  

This chapter looks at several key stages in Berdyaev’s concept of the creative act of the 

human: from the painterly creation of beauty that symbolizes the divine to the “theurgic” ideal 

that creates a new world and finally to a sanctification of the self and collective through 

reflection, suffering and the contemplation of history. Berdyaev’s pre-revolutionary call for a 

“fourth epoch” or new age of culture is transformed by exile into a form of medievalism that 

 
89 Berdyaev’s use of the term “ontological” will be dealt with in depth later. In brief, he uses the term to indicate that 

something has an eternal, spiritual value or reality.  
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privileges the exilic experience as a potential locus of cultural transformation within the cycle of 

history. The role of man participating with God in the creative sanctification of the world 

changes profoundly and asceticism, restraint, and the role of the Church become fundamental 

elements of Berdyaev’s theory of culture in exile. By reimagining the Medieval as an essential 

type of creative and historical existence—at first individual and then collective—within an 

ontologized conception of history, the “New Middle Ages” becomes a hopeful reordering of 

history for the community in exile and a narrative that frames suffering and deprivation as 

temporary conditions on a path towards spiritual freedom. A return to the medieval, for 

Berdyaev, will allow the Russian émigrés to offer a model of spiritual regeneration to their 

Western milieu.  Lastly, Berdyaev’s myth of medieval asceticism and chivalry strategically links 

the Russian messianic project with the Russian people in the USSR and the diaspora. 

Antoine Arjakovky, in his history of the Russian religious émigré journal The Way (Put’), 

describes how the various strands of the emigration were seeking a “mythological” source for 

their intellectual output and collective identity in the 1920s.90 Yet, this search for a mythological 

basis for their collective identity was not borne anew from the experience of exile: a 

longstanding discourse about the role of Russia and Russian thought was transported abroad, 

bringing with it the mythologies and intellectual archaeologies of generations of earlier thinkers. 

Berdyaev is the oldest of the thinkers examined in the present study and he contributed the most 

to this pre-Revolutionary discourse. His mythology of the Russian nation and people, contra 

Fedotov and Florovsky, had already been substantively worked out well before his exile in 1922. 

Berdyaev is explicit that his accounts of history relies as much on fact as on myth and he 

 
90 Antoine Arjakovsky, The Way: Religious Thinkers of the Russian Emigration in Paris and Their Journal, 1925- 

1940. (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2013), 34.  
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dedicates considerable attention to justifying how myth is not only valid, but a fundamental part 

of the human experience as a form of collective remembrance.91 Berdyaev describes myth as 

“not opposed to reality but in fact better corresponding to reality than the concept [of reality].”92 

The rest of the chapter follows the thread of the medieval in Berdyaev’s broader philosophy, 

focusing on how it gradually takes on mythic qualities and an eternal character in historical 

archetypes. A brief review of his pre-revolutionary thought serves to orient his later writings in 

exile.  

 

Early cultural dialectics and the quest for integrality 

Berdyaev wrote prodigiously his entire life, producing dozens of monographs, essays and 

articles on diverse topics in culture, politics and art. He was influenced greatly by the 

Slavophiles, philosopher Vladimir Soloviev (1853-1900), writer Fyodor Dostoevsky (1821-

1881) poet Fyodor Tyutchev (1803-1873), German intellectual Oswald Spengler (1880-1936), 

and early modern mystic, Jakob Boehme (1575-1624). His thinking defies obvious 

systemization, fitting neither into established philosophical nor theological schools. He referred 

to himself as an “existential” philosopher but his thought owes more to Russian literature and 

German philosophy (from Boehme to the Romantics) than to any of his contemporary 

existentialists.93 His copious editorial output reveals a man profoundly self-consciously situated 

within the Russian intellectual discourse and the Orthodox religious tradition (even if he is 

occasionally anti-ecclesial). These identities are explicitly a part of the polemic he invokes in his 

 
91 Myth is a constant theme in Berdyaev’s works. For an introduction to his ideas of myth, see Chapter 2, “The 

essence of the historical: metaphysical and historical” in Symsl’ istorii, (Paris: YMCA Press: 1969). 

92 Berdyaev, “Dukhovnoe sostoianiie sovremennogo mira”, Put’, (No. 35, Sep. 1932) 56-68. The essay offers an 

extended discussion of his ideas of myth. 

93 Berdyaev, Samopoznanie (Paris: YMCA-Press, 1949), 32. Based on manuscript written in 1940.  
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1905 contribution to Landmarks where he skewers the intelligentsia for their failure to properly 

serve the intellectual and spiritual needs of Russia.94 Landmarks, with contributions from Petr 

Struve, Semyon Frank, and Sergei Bulgakov, marks the emergence of a new generation of 

Russian religious thinkers and a portentous glimpse of the community which would be almost 

entirely transported to Paris in the 1910s and 1920s.95  

In his contribution, “Philosophical Verity and the Intelligentsia’s Truth,” Berdyaev calls for a 

new class of thinkers to revitalize Russian thought.96 Berdyaev describes the contemporary 

intelligentsia’s thinking as deformed, immature and disconnected from faith and religion. He 

laments that populism and concerns for social change have overshadowed the core meaning of 

philosophy: to love truth. His frustration with both conservative/religious and secular/liberal 

attempts to solve social problems rather than addressing their spiritual foundations would be an 

enduring feature of all his later writings. In this early essay, Berdyaev sees Russian thought as 

having the potential to overcome its own national inadequacies and to act as a vital 

counterweight to the missteps in Western European thought that over-emphasize humanism, the 

individual and democracy. Part of his solution lies in moving away from philosophy qua 

philosophy and instead looking to the teachings of Russian poets and novelists for truth. For 

Berdyaev, writers such as Dostoevsky and Tolstoy better represent Russian thought than the 

Slavophiles or Westernerizers because they understood that the moral and spiritual anxieties of 

man must be dealt with before attempting to tackle social or economic projects. Similarly, Silver 

Age poets better represent the Russian desire for mystical experience, rebirth and revolutionary 

 
94 Vekhi: sbornik statei o russkoi intelligentsia, Gershenzon et al, (Moscow: Sablin, 1909). 

95 In the essay “The Russian Revolution” in The New Middle Ages, Berdyaev recalls the project of Landmarks, 

linking the spiritual and political situation in Russia of the 1920s with the unheeded warnings from the 1905 volume. 

96 Berdyaev, Landmarks, 1-23. 
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change than any social or political program. This privileging of the literary as a prophetic voice 

will be an important part of Berdayev’s conceptualization of historical cultures and the messianic 

role of the Russian people.  

One theme that Berdyaev focusses on in Landmarks and throughout the rest of his career 

is the idea of integrality or wholeness (tsel’nost’). His sense of wholeness weaves together 

existing ideas of dialectical synthesis with Romantic visions of organic unity. Following 

Nietzsche, Berdyaev proposes a vision of wholistic thinking where “the Dionysian source 

(nachalo) of mysticism must be joined with the Apollonian source of philosophy. Love for the 

philosophical investigation of truth (istina) must be cultivated by both the Russian mystics and 

the atheist intelligenty.”97 Integrality offers the potential to unify East and West, the abstract and 

the concrete, the rational and the mystic. Berdyaev’s quest for integrality is part of a growing 

tradition of late 19th and early 20th century thought that framed the dilemma of Russian 

philosophy in terms of the solution of wholeness, be it as a philosophical system or a wedding of 

theory and practice. In particular, the reception of Soloviev was dominated by evaluations of his 

“integral vision.”98 The legacy of Soloviev was especially important for Berdyaev’s assessment 

of the possibilities of Russian thought and he dedicated several articles to Soloviev during his 

lifetime.99 Berdyaev repeatedly invokes Soloviev as the key philosopher in Russian history who 

blended mysticism and rationalism with philosophical acuity.  

 
97 Berdyaev, Landmarks, 21. 

98 Mjør, “Philosophy, Modernity and National Identity: The Quest for a Russian Philosophy at the Turn of the 

Twentieth Century” The Slavonic and East European Review, Vol. 92, No. 4 (October 2014), pp. 622-652 

99 See, for example, “Russkie bogoiskateli” (The Russian Godseekers), Moskovskii ezhenedel’nik, 1907, No. 29, p. 

18-28, republished in Berdyaev’s monograph, Dukhovnyi krisis intelligentsia (The Spiritual Crisis of the 

Intelligentsia); “Povest’ o nebesnom rode,” (The Tale of the Heavenly Type), Russkaya Mysl', March 1916, p. 5-9; 

“Problema vostoka i zapada v reglioznom soznania Vl. Solov’eva” (The problem of East and West in the religious 

consciousness of V. Soloviev) in O Vladimire Solov’eve.  (Moscow: Iz. Put’, 1911) 104-128. 
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Integrality, for Berdyaev, means an embrace of both the abstract and the concrete, the 

philosophical and the social, and the reconciliation of East and West. Berdyaev sees the Russian 

intellectual tradition as being a synthesis of seemingly incompatible elements: having been 

profoundly influenced by Greek and German culture, Russia has been enculturated to embrace 

the divine and the human, to seek truth but shy away from philosophical abstractions. This 

reconciliation is couched in well-worn notions of the Russian soul or temperament that were 

popularized in the 19th century. Russians are, for Berdyaev, anarchic, intuitive, unsystematic, 

even irrational. Such “autostereotypes” are always posed as sets of contradictions for Berdyaev, 

where the Russian soul itself is an object of dialectical tension.100 Orthodoxy is always a crucial 

component of Russian identity, undergirding a collective longing for beauty, justice and 

wholeness that only sometimes exists in relation to the official church. Unlike Fedotov or 

Florovsky, Berdyaev is only interested in Russian Orthodoxy and his discussion of the meaning 

of religion and spirituality is almost entirely framed in the dichotomy of Western Christianity 

(Protestant or Catholic) or Western secularism versus Russian Orthodoxy. The greater world of 

(national) Orthodox churches or traditions is neither a part of his discourse nor a tool he utilizes 

in his constructions of Eastern vs Western national identities.  Even as Berdyaev would warm to 

institutional religion in Paris, Russian piety is always double-edged and it is negatively portrayed 

in Berdyaev’s pre-Revolutionary works, where slavish or dogmatic religious piety is analogous 

to political subjugation and intellectual laziness.101 

 
100 Mjør, “Nikolai Berdiaev and the ‘Boundless Spaces’ of Russia,” Nordlit, 39 (2017), 4. 

101 Berdyaev Dusha Rossii (The Soul of Russia), originally published as a pamphlet, (Moscow: Is. Sytin, 1915), 

republished as Sud’ba Rossii (The Fate of Russia), 1918. Reprint, (Moscow: Svarog, 1997); he juxtaposes two parts 

of the Russian characters, “a natural, heathen Dionysian element and ascetic monastic Orthodoxy.”  
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Russian autocracy is not, however, a direct result of any explicit Orthodox ideology. 

Instead, Berdyaev sees a concern for the everyday (the political and civic intricacies of daily life) 

to be lacking from the Russian mode of thinking. In contrast to Western Europeans, Russians 

look to the end of times, to the absolutes of religious experience and the coming of the Kingdom 

of God.102 The apocalyptic vision of the Russian (Orthodox) is one of the most central of 

Berdyaev’s autostereotypes. In fact, this is where orthodoxy maps on the Russian creative spirit, 

as it encourages this vision but is not necessary the source thereof. As Regula Zwahlen notes in 

her own assessment of Berdyaev’s thought, Berdyaev himself constantly craved absolute 

answers and favored apocalyptic imagery and cosmic solutions to his theological and social 

inquiries.103 His insistence that it was a Russian attribute to crave such absolutism belies his own 

hermeneutical bias as well as a self-conscious attempt to characterize his own thought as 

emblematically Russian vis-à-vis the West. Similarly, Berdyaev’s thought reflects the eclecticism 

and resistance to systemization that he hails as a national orientation in the search for truth. 

Integrality and wholeness are two more fundamental features of Russian thinking: 

“Russian philosophy does have one feature that reveals its kinship to the Russian intelligentsia-

the thirst for a world-view, for an organic fusion of truth and goodness, of knowledge and faith. 

Even academically minded Russian philosophers tend to be hostile to abstract rationalism.”104 

Berdyaev’s philosophy pre- and post- Revolution will emphasize the need for unity and 

 
102 The Russian fixation on the end times leads to a (sometimes complete) inability to master the everyday, hence 

their political subjugation and lack of a robust and emancipated civic life. For this reason, they are also inept at the 

management of the ordinary and the relative, what Berdyaev calls the bytovoi.   

103 Regula M. Zwahlen, “Different concepts of personality: Nikolaj Berdjaev and Sergej Bulgakov,” Studies in East 

European Thought, Vol. 64, No. 3/4, (November 2012), 192. 

104 Berdyaev, Landmarks, 19. “But in Russian philosophy there are traits that are related to the Russian intelligentsia 

- the desire for a holistic worldview, for the organic fusion of truth and good, of knowledge and faith. The resistance 

to speculative rationalism can be found even in the academically minded Russian philosophers.” 



52 

 

integrality and the prophetic role of Russian thought to bring it about. This uniquely Russian 

vision means more than national rejuvenation: Russian integrality has universal consequences. 

Following Soloviev, a beacon of ecumenical thinking and emblem of the (re)vivification of 

Russian thought, Berdyaev hopes for a “new soul of the intelligentsia” that revives the West by 

offering a much needed corrective to Western philosophy.105 This messianism, as outlined 

shortly, is specifically a spiritual rejuvenation that empowers people to resist the fallacies of 

communism, capitalism and fascism and the hope in the messianic integrality of the Russian 

worldview remains a constant in the following decades.  

From 1905 through 1915, Berdyaev calls for a Russian messianism that is both political 

and cultural. In a 1911 article on Soloviev, Berdyaev asks, “What does Russia bring to the 

tragedy of world history, what sort of truth does it relate to the world?” Contra Soloviev, he is 

convinced that the answer does not lie in unification with Rome: 

Russia has a world mission, if it brings its own truth to the world, a truth unknown 

to the West, and only safeguarded in the East. If Russia cannot live and carry out 

its task (zadacha) without the truth of the West, then the West cannot go on 

without the truth of Russia, the truth of Eastern Orthodoxy…Russia carries the 

sacred (vynashivaet sviatyniu), without which the goals of world history are not to 

be realized and its religious meaning will not be fulfilled.106  

 

The outbreak of WWI was taken as a sign that Russian religious renewal was all the more 

crucial for the salvation of the West. Europe was doomed to collapse as a culture and a 

civilization, leaving Russia to salvifically enter into world history. This was reinforced by the 

flourishing of poetry and other arts in Russia, demonstrating to Berdyaev (amongst others) that 

 
105 Berdyaev, Landmarks, 22. 

106 Berdyaev, “Problema vostoka i zapada v reglioznom soznania Vl. Solov’eva” (The problem of east and west in 

the religious consciousness of V. Soloviev). Quoted here from the collected volume “Tipy religioznoj mysli v Rossii 

(Types of Religious Thought in Russia), (Paris: YMCA Press, 1989) 234.  
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Russian culture was reaching a historical apex of creativity and artistic mastery. While Berdyaev 

would maintain a culturally messianic—or at least prophetic—role for Russia for his entire life, 

before 1915 he nurtures a real hope for a political messianism. He insists that the Russian state, 

even in dire need of reform, can bring stability and peace to a teetering Western Europe.107 The 

political role is a result of Russia’s “spiritual power” and its “world mission” which he 

characterizes as a “spiritual universalism” that will provide a conclusion to the political chaos of 

East and West.108  Russians must share with the rest of the world their longing for the end of 

times in contrast to the modern focus on technology, industrialization and economic forces. 

Russia can bring a spirituality rooted in Orthodoxy that prophetically challenges modernity. This 

polemic looks to the future and an unknown epoch of cultural and religious harmony wrought by 

the Russian people. Russia of the 1910s was a bastion of future-oriented creativity, from literal 

Futurists to various other artists and authors whose works reflected the energy and potent 

expectation of the times. Bely’s novel St. Petersburg (1913), for instance, sees the confrontation 

between the old and new generation told not only as a violence narrative but through the 

experimental fragmentation of prosaic convention. For Berdyaev, the visual and literary 

experimentation that preferred fragmentation, mechanization and deconstruction were not 

 
107 Berdyaev, “Kul’tura i politika” (Culture and Politics), in Voprosyi zhizni, No. 4/5, (1905), p. 320-334. In his 

words: “We are not speaking of only a political renaissance, but also of a cultural one, a new culture, constructed on 

mystical, religious principles. And we await a great cultural renaissance for Russia, we want to start working on it. 

But everyone says to us: later, not today, tomorrow, its time is not yet. But eternal work [delo] does not have a 

specific time, and is impossible to put off if the there is awareness of it.”. Moreover, the “material greatness” of 

Russia is uninteresting (and undisputed) for Berdyaev. In same piece he says: “The end of Europe will be with the 

emergence of Russia and the Slavic race into the arena of world history, as determined by their spiritual power. 

Strong cosmic gusts batter every land, people and culture. In order to withstand this tempest, there must be a strong 

spiritual concentration and depth, a religious experiencing of historical catastrophes is necessary.” 

108 “Konets Evropy” (The End of Europe), first published in literary gazette Birzhevye vedomosti (12 June 1915) and 

later incorporated by Berdyaev into his 1918 book The Fate of Russia, 324-332. Such ideas appear as well in 

“Position of Russia in the World” and “The Problem of the East and West in the religious consciousness of 

Soloviev.”  
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futurist but apocalyptic, a sign of the mechanization of the world and therefore movement away 

from divine integrality.109 

Berdyaev is careful here and throughout his works to defend his idea of the messianic 

role of Russia from accusations of nationalism. In so doing, he insists that the messianic role of 

Russia is not an eternal role: rather, now is the moment that Russia “is called to say its own 

word” and to “reveal its spiritual potential, to manifest its prophetic spirit.”110 This discursive 

distancing from nationalism can be seen in Berdyaev’s larger milieu: Bulgakov and Trubetskoi 

both attempted to create paradigms of nationality which evaded the nationalism or messianism 

that so marked Slavophile thought.111 While lacking Trubetskoi’s deftness in continuing the 

Russian biblical hermeneutic and the concept of the nation, Berdyaev stresses the uniqueness of 

a nationality as a feature of universal history, where each people has a role to play.112  

 

The philosopher of creativity  

The unifying and prophetic calling of the Russian people is linked to an overarching 

belief that human creativity is salvific. Berdyaev frames man’s relationship to God and the 

possibility of salvation in terms of the potential of the creative act, rather than by repentance, 

faith or other traditional Christian virtues.  Creative activity is the telos of humanity and is 

 
109 The transformation of Bely’s own style was hugely significant to Berdyaev, who read it as an omen of the 

revolution within the heart of Russian (literary) culture. 

110 Berdyaev, “The Fate of Russia”: “Russia ought to conceive of itself as also West, as an East-West, as the uniter 

of the two worlds, and not a divider…The Christian messianic consciousness can only be a consciousness whereby 

that in the ensuing world epoch, Russia is called to says its own word to the world, just as the Latin world and the 

Germanic world have said it. The Slavic race, at the head of which stands Russia, ought to reveal its spiritual 

potential, to manifest its prophetic spirit. The Slavic race has to go as replacement for other races, already having 

played their role, already tending towards a decline; this -- is a future-looking race,” 15. 

111 Mjor, “Philosophy, Modernity and National Identity,” 635- 638. 

112 E. N. Trubetskoi, Mirosozertsanie Vl. S. Solov´eva, 2 vols, (Moscow, 1913), 1. Trubetskoi invoked the Great 

Commission and Pentecost in his explication of nationality. 
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nothing short of participation in the eschatological fulfillment of the world.  The most 

theologically unorthodox element of Berdyaev’s notion of creativity is that the Kingdom of God 

cannot be ushered in without the creative activity of man; the anthropological centering of his 

eschatology is a radical development of earlier Russian thought that emphasized Godmanhood 

and human potential for theosis.113  Historically, Orthodox discussions of theosis envision the 

divinization of man as the culmination of extreme asceticism and struggles against human 

passions. In some contexts, there is a mystical dimension as well, where the experience of the 

presence of God is itself the gateway for the realization of the divine in the human. By contrast, 

Berdyaev locates man’s divine nature in his creative potential (itself an extension of the human 

personality, another central theme in his philosophy). By emphasizing its divine and worldly 

agency for transformation, Berdyaev justifies the inclusion of creativity alongside other Christian 

virtues. As the path to theosis, Berdyaev grants creativity a theological validity while 

emphasizing the distinctiveness of Orthodox thought compared to other confessions.  He 

contrasts the Orthodox emphasis on creativity and theosis with the theological notions of 

individual salvation for Catholics and justification for Protestants.114  

Christianity always was, is and will be not only a religion of personal salvation 

and fear of perdition, but it is likewise a religion of the transfiguration of the 

world, the deification of the creature, a religion cosmic and social, a religion of 

unconditional love, a love for God and for man, the covenant-promise of the 

Kingdom of God.115   

 
113 Theosis is the Christian concept of man becoming divine. This idea dates to the early Church Fathers (Athanasius 

said “he [Christ] was incarnate that we might be made god”) who argued that, if Christ could become fully human, 

humanity could also become divine, specifically, wholly unified with the divine energy of the Godhead. Theosis is a 

part of Catholic doctrine but in religious polemics it is often invoked (by Berdyaev and others) as a uniquely 

Orthodox concept. See also Berdyaev “Salvation and Creativity,” (1926) “Man is creative because God is creative, 

therefore to be creative is to participate in the Divine, to enact Godmanhood.”  

114 Berdyaev’s juxtaposition of Orthodox theosis contra Catholic and Protestant theology intends to move beyond 

conceptualizing of the Christian life as one of repentance or atonement. Theosis also has social and ecological 

ramifications, deifying the world around the (Orthodox) Christian. 

115 “Christianity has always been, is, and will continue to be not only the religion of personal salvation and the fear 

of destruction, but also the religion of the transformation of the world, deification (obozheniie) of the creature, the 

religion of cosmic and social love, the religion of selfless love, love for God and man, the promise of the kingdom of 
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Theosis compliments the Christian hope in the resurrection, being a foretaste of the resurrection 

of the dead at the end of time.  

No discussion of creativity can be separated from Berdyaev’s belief in the absolute and 

radical freedom of man. Freedom is the necessary condition for the creative potential of man’s 

imitation of the divine. According to Berdyaev, freedom is the natural state of man, rather than a 

form of grace bestowed on him by God. As such, freedom preexists both man and God, 

providing an amoral basis for things created and uncreated, for all things good and evil. This 

concept is largely based on Jacob Boehme’s concept of the Ungrund (abyss) which Berdyaev 

takes as the existential basis for God and humankind’s existence and creative potential.116 This 

concept of a primal state of freedom independent of God’s will is meant to reinforce the divine 

dimension of creativity, which becomes the salvific activity linking man to God.117 Berdyaev is 

hardly alone amongst early and mid 20th century thinkers who sought to valorize creativity as a 

reflection of man's ontological relation to God.118 However, Berdyaev’s concepts of human and 

divine creativity are unique to his system of thought. As Zwahlen demonstrates, Berdyaev does 

not understand creativity as an activity that mimics the creativeness of God; rather, Berdyaev 

 
God. With an individualistic-ascetic understanding of Christianity as a religion of personal salvation, caring only for 

one's own soul, the revelation of the Resurrection of all creation is incomprehensible and unnecessary.” “Spasenie i 

tvorchestvo: Dva ponimaniya khristianstva.”  (Salvation and Creativity: Two understandings of Christianity) 

Posvyaschaetsa pamyati Vladimira Solov’eva.  Put’ No. 2,  (Jan. 1926)  37. Berdyaev emphasizes that the 

transfigurative power of a Christianity the privileges theosis safeguards against ideas of personal salvation. 

116 See also Olivier Clement, “L’evolution de la pensée de N. Berdiaev entre 1899 et 1914” Colloque Berdiaev, 

(Paris, 1976). 

117 Zwahlen, Regula M. “Different concepts of personality: Nikolaj Berdjaev and Sergej Bulgakov,” 198. Zwahlen 

goes into the theological problems with this, especially in terms of theodicy in her conclusion. 

118 Similar discussions can be found in Henri Bergson, Rudolf Steiner, J.R.R. Tolkien, T.S. Eliot and are not 

unrelated to more mystical discussion of creativity in the work of painters Vasily Kandinsky and Nikolai Roerikh. 
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wants to “strive for integration within the divine process of creation.”119 Creativity is the solution 

for overcoming the fallen world, but Berdyaev is exceptional in how he links the person’s 

deification to their activity, rather than their essence as reflecting the image of God. Creativity 

works on two fronts, creating something new and also keeping at bay the nothingness or evil of 

non-creation. Human creativity is necessary in the battle against entropy and it is therefore 

fraught with cosmic significance and even existential angst.  Berdyaev further differs from other 

English and Continental discourses in the emphasis he puts on dialectics to activate this 

creativity, proposing that the confrontation between two worldviews has the potential to generate 

enormous creativity energy in the work of synthesis.  

 This eschatological vision of creativity and the messianic vision of Russian creativity 

were being worked out against the backdrop of WWI and the Russian Civil War. It was at this 

time that Berdyaev wrote The Meaning of the Creative Act (1916) (MCA), considered by 

Berdyaev to be one of his most important works. This prerevolutionary text foreshadows what 

Arjakovsky sees as a defining concern of the religious Russian émigrés: a sustained and 

elaborate discussion of the deification of the human and the world.120 MCA can be read—even 

decades later—as a foundational text for Berdyaev and Olivier Clement even argues that 

Berdyaev rarely deviates from the ideas first put forth in this text.121 Berdyaev’s notion of 

creativity reveals a great longing to undo the fallenness of the world and thus to recover 

something lost.  Such a desire is not a nostalgia, yet his sweeping rejection of modern culture, 

 
119 Zwahlen, 198. Zwahlen examines the thought of several of Berdyaev’s Russian contemporaries, especially 

Bulgakov, to demonstrate how unique Berdyaev was in his understanding of creativity. 

120 Arjakovsky, The Way, 35. 

121 Clement, 25. 
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philosophy and politics intimates at a lost integrality and creative energy that foreshadows what 

would later become a call to return to the Middle Ages to bypass the pitfalls of modernity. 

 

The Western Medieval as sacred dialectic 

 

The Meaning of the Creative Act (MCA) is the key pre-revolutionary text for understanding how 

Berdyaev incorporates concrete cultural examples into his theories of freedom and creativity . 

The text is a touchstone of his career and would be a reference point for Berdyaev himself as 

well as most critical appraisals of his thought. MCA provides the first sustained analysis of the 

medieval as a cultural achievement. Berdyaev had traveled to Italy in 1910 and was completely 

taken by 13th and 14th century Florentine art.122 While he would take nearly three years to write 

the complete manuscript (finishing in 1914, published in 1916), he describes in his 

autobiography how his impressions of early Renaissance Florence inspired him to write MCA in 

a gust of “Sturm und Drang”.123 At its heart, MCA is a treatise defending the religious and 

spiritual importance of creativity but also includes more esoteric discussions of gender, 

metaphysics, mysticism and the occult.124 Later in his career, Berdyaev would advocate for 

creativity as a universalizing mode of existence that applies as much to artistic endeavors as 

economics, law, ethics or marriage. However, in 1914, the center of creative activity is still very 

much located in the arts, specifically in the visual and literary arts.   

 
122 Berdyaev, Samopoznanie, 199. 

123 Berdyaev, Samopoznanie, 198. 

124 Berdyaev, Smysl’ tvorchestva (The meaning of creativity), (Moscow: Izdatstvo G.A. Lemana and S.I. Sakharova, 

1916). 
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MCA synthesizes a decade of theoretical ideas about creativity, religious renewal, human 

freedom and Russian culture with the indelible personal experience of encountering late 

medieval and early Renaissance art and architecture.125  Based on a very brief analysis of several 

Renaissance masterpieces, Berdyaev (re)constructs the medieval and Renaissance worldviews, 

arriving at a portrait of 14th century Italian Catholic art as a cultural triumph that could express 

the transcendence of Christianity while recovering the formal mastery of Greek antique 

aesthetics. As is common to many medievalizing nostalgias, Berdyaev also identifies a socially 

unifying theocratic structuring of society and religious cohesion in medieval Catholicism. This 

attraction to Catholic art may strike readers as incongruent with Berdyaev’s reputation as an 

Orthodox thinker, especially later as a polemist with Catholics and Protestants in Paris. However, 

by his own account, it was not just the classical beauty of Italian art that captured him. In his 

personal life, he describes himself as being in a “period of reaction against the Moscow 

Orthodox milieu” and he had left the religious-philosophical circles that had been his 

community.126 In this state of intellectual homelessness, he saw the tragic arc of modernity 

manifest all around him: the state of 20th century Russia was the final act in the drama of 

Europe’s collapse, a chain of events that began when the Renaissance lost sight of its medieval 

Christian roots.127  

 
125 In his autobiography, Samopaznanie, Berdyaev describes his inspiration for writing The Meaning of Creativity, 

starting with his travels in Italy: “But the whole atmosphere of Italy, not modern Italy, but the Italy of the past, 

inspired me to write my book. I experienced moments of great joy in Italy. What I especially loved was the early, 

the medieval even. The Renaissance and the Florentine Renaissance Quatrocente. I loved Botticelli very much and 

saw a lot of meaning in the drama of his creativity,” 199. 

126 Berdyaev, Samopoznanie, 198 

127 Berdyaev, Samopoznanie, 198. Berdyaev revisits this theme at length in the essay “The End of the Renaissance” 

where he frames the Russian Revolution as an inevitable reaction against Western bourgeois capitalism by a nation 

that was forced to culturally appropriate humanism without having experienced its own Renaissance. “Kontsa 

Renеssansa” (The End of the Renaissance), Sophia, No 1, (1923). The essay was first written in 1919 in Moscow. 
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In comparison with the fatal clash of civilizations in 20th century Europe, the 

Renaissance was a fruitful dialectic of the ancient Greek love of beauty and knowledge and 

Christianity’s eschatological vision and religious hope in the transfiguration of the world. 

Berdyaev bases this dialectical encounter on a select handful of figures who, in his mind, reflect 

the dynamism of the encounter between Christianity and paganism. This confrontation is not 

simply an academic or formal wedding of two worldviews: two different types of humans had to 

be reconciled into a synthesis of a new type of human. The pagan man with his antique 

worldview was an integral creature, a type of human distinct from the human who would emerge 

from late antiquity as the medieval human. For Berdyaev, the early Christians (i.e. late antique 

Christian) did not enjoy any interior integrality: they were largely pagans who experienced 

Christianity externally. It would take centuries for Christianity to permeate into the core of their 

personality.128 The journey of inner transformation to becoming a new type of human (these are 

ontological characteristics, as will be elaborated on below) took generations of theologizing, 

asceticism, and cultural maturation. By the medieval era, man exists with two natures that must 

be reconciled: the pagan classic human and the Christian human.  

Herein lies the significance of the Renaissance for the world and for eternity. It 

revealed the activity of the pagan nature of man in his creativeness, and at the 

same time the activity of his Christian nature. … The people of the Renaissance 

were bifurcated Christians, two colliding streams of blood seethed in them. These 

pagan Christians were torn between two different worlds. A paganistic whole, 

immanent sense of life cannot be found in the epoch of the Renaissance. After 

Christ and the cosmic change of human nature connected with him, there is no 

longer a holistic return to antiquity, to the pagan immanence. The appearance of 

Christ magically instilled in human nature a sense of belonging to two worlds, a 

longing (toska) for another world. 129 

 

 
128 This schema of the internal vs external transformation of man is not unlike what is found in Florovsky’s account 

of the Christianization of the pagan spirit in the Eastern Fathers of the 5th century. 

129 MCA, 156.  
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Berdyaev uses the art of the medieval and of the Renaissance to explain how these two “colliding 

streams of blood” were manifest in culture. Paganism (i.e. ancient Greek thought) needed no end 

or telos to history, time was the natural reoccurring flow of seasons and its stability inspired a 

corresponding belief in the possibility of aesthetic perfection. Pagan art expresses a “finality of 

classical forms” and “immanent completeness” (immanentoi zavershennosti).130 By contrast, 

Christian art is incapable of such finality: it demands going beyond the possible perfection of 

form to look heavenward and to orient the gaze at something beyond the art itself.  

The productive confrontation of two worldviews has precedent in various discourses 

about cultural change but here one is presented with a reworking of the idea of Splenglerian 

osmosis (which can create fortified cultures) that focuses on creative possibilities rather than 

civilizational stability. In Berdyaev’s description of the European Medieval, the pagan element is 

valuable, not simply as part of a dialectical balance, but in and of itself.  This is quite unlike 

other discourses that demonize the pagan elements of late antiquity (cf. Florovsky). On the one 

hand, in Berdyaev’s estimation, any threat from paganism is long lost: even if man wanted to 

recover the wholeness of the pagan worldview, by the medieval era, it is impossible, thanks to 

the “cosmic change” in human nature brought about by the revelation of Christ. On the other 

hand, paganism has inherently positive qualities. Berdyaev even describes paganism as a type of 

psychological purity that is figuratively poisoned by Christianity and its attendant longing for 

atonement.  Above all, the threat in European culture was never a full return to paganism but a 

loss of true Christianity by compromising with the dangerous ideologies that invite capitalism, 

industrialization and the fetishization of technology.  In MCA, the return to antiquity was fueled 

 
130 MCA, 222. 
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by a Christian longing for beauty, making the recovery of certain pagan achievements a 

compliment to Christian values. 

The cultural accomplishments that establish, for Berdyaev, the supremacy of the 

Renaissance are the works of Francis of Assisi, Botticelli, and, above all, Dante. Francis 

embodies the creative religious spirit that seeks to transform the world. Botticelli pursues perfect 

and ideal forms in his painting that echo heaven on earth. Dante reveals the soul of man and the 

marriage of heaven and earth in his poetry.  

The early Italian Renaissance was a Christian revival. Sts. Dominic and Francis, 

Joachim of Flora and Thomas Aquinas, Dante and Giotto—this is already the 

genuine Renaissance, the rebirth of the human spirit, of human creativity, without 

having lost the connection with antiquity…The early Renaissance in Italy -- the 

Trecento -- was the greatest era of European history, the highest point of 

ascent.131 

 

Berdyaev’s phrasing here is essential: the genius of a few select men is evidence to a sweeping 

transformation of the (Western medieval) human spirit. In analyzing the pagan and Christian 

elements of medieval and Renaissance art, Berdyaev gives scant attention to formal aesthetics, 

composition, or painterly techniques. He largely focuses on the experience of encountering these 

works of art; as such his art historical assessment was unabashedly subjective. Each work’s value 

lies in the emotions evoked in viewing them and the sense of transcendence they inspire.  

In describing his own aesthetic experiences, Berdyaev clarifies two distinct modes of 

symbolic meaning in art. On the one hand, the content of the work of art symbolizes something 

beyond the work of art: this something can be concrete or more ephemeral. For example, Dante’s 

lines about Beatrice have a semiotic relationship to a real woman but they also act as a symbol of 

the inherently human desire for beauty, love and companionship. Dante’s poetry is also a symbol 

 
131 MCA, 226. 
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of man’s artistic nature, thereby making it a symbol of the mystical connection between the 

human and the divine.132 The greatest achievement of a work of art is to affect the viewer or 

reader such that they are moved beyond the concrete symbolism of the artwork and into 

contemplation of the spiritual or divine nature of creativity. Artworks that succeed in evoking 

this transcendent experience are inherently Christian for Berdyaev. As such, it is unnecessary to 

attempt to create specifically Christian content in works of art. By contrast, medieval art, about 

which Berdyaev gives very few concrete examples or analyses, was mired in the desire to 

ascetically formalize the hierarchy of the divine and earthly worlds in literal symbolism, 

deploying religious imagery in visual art, using gothic architecture and espousing theocratic 

ideas of the state in order to mimic the Kingdom of God. Berdyaev sees a similar dichotomy in 

modern Russian art and he contrasts Vasnetsov with the Russian Symbolists.133 He lambasts the 

neo-Byzantine style and religious content of Vasnetsov’s paintings because true art does not 

need Christian content but the Christian testament to the possibility of transcendence. To prove 

his point, he looks at the dreamy, quasi-mystical aesthetic of the Russian Symbolists as a better 

example of divine creativity because they are creating a bridge to another world.134 

All of Berdyaev’s writings were intended to have a prophetic element, a call to change 

his readers and Russian society (be it in Russia or in the diaspora). Thus, it is essential to 

underscore that in discussing the Renaissance, Berdyaev is not calling for a new artistic 

movement that can rival that of the Trecento. Ultimately, he wants creativity that goes further 

 
132 MCA, 221. It is also important for Berdyaev that these artists understood their work to be symbolic. He is very 

critical of “realism” as an artistic project. 

133 MCA, 240. Viktor Vasnetsov (1848-1926) was a popular Russian painter and the leader of a romantic movement 

of Russian Revivalist painters who drew inspiration from Russian fairy tales, Slavic myths and Orthodox 

iconography. 

134 MCA, 219.  
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than art. Renaissance artists, in their turn back to antiquity with its focus on beauty and 

perfection, pushed beyond the medieval’s literal symbolism in culture and created works with 

transformative beauty.  Yet the striving towards aesthetic perfection which animated the 

Renaissance culminates in cultural destruction for Berdyaev. How is this? The artistic and 

cultural accomplishments of the Renaissance instilled hubris in man, misaligning him from the 

cosmic hierarchy and introducing the concept of the individual as a personality distinct from 

community and God, leading to humanism, capitalism, and socialism. Moreover, there is 

fundamentally a problem with art being the highest achievement of a culture. As magnificent as 

the creative work of the Renaissance was, it was ultimately “tragic” because as art, it remained 

symbolic, creating only “signs of new being” instead of new being.  Berdyaev insists that  

“artistic creativity has an ontological nature” and yet simultaneously emphasizes that “artistic 

creativity does not achieve ontological results - ideal, not real, symbolic values are created, not 

being.”135 The limitations of art as an inherently symbolic mode of creation condemn it, for 

Berdyaev, as an ultimately inadequate expression of divine-human creativity.  

What then is the solution to this tragedy of symbolism?  The prophetic element of MCA is 

the call for a new epoch when creativeness overcomes culture. In place of art will be a 

transformative mode of creativity called theurgy.136 This so-called theurgy is the human activity 

that participates in divine creativity by creating new life. It is unclear to Berdyaev and his reader 

what a concrete example of theurgy might be, but it is the bringing about the Kingdom of God on 

earth rather than creating art that through its symbolism reminds viewers of the possibility of 

another world. Theurgy contains within it an eschatological hope in a new type of human and a 

 
135 MCA, 219-220. 

136 MCA, see Chapter 10: Creativity and Beauty: Art and Theurgy, pp 219-244. 
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new type of human society. Theurgy promises a transcendent mode of activity that does not need 

religious content, symbolic language or even religious praxis.137  

Theurgy is a transcendent solution to the dialectics that anchored Berdyaev’s 

philosophical questions. Olivier Clement discusses Berdyaev’s notion of “suprarationalism” (the 

overcoming of the dichotomy of rationalism and irrationalism) to explain the idea of the Logos. 

Yet it is not only a tool for explaining theological or metaphysical concepts: Berdyaev places his 

own thought within this suprarationalist methodology, allowing his writings to be blatantly self-

contradictory.138 Berdyaev’s theurgy is not, in this case, self-contradictory, but like many 

elements of his though, it exists to conceptually close a gap that exists in his thought without 

being particularly systematic. Berdayev’s philosophical ideas lack the precision of language or 

metaphysics that traditionally undergird philosophy however his thought is intuitively coherent 

and even his more eccentric conceptual moves make sense when his reader is well acquainted 

with the central concerns of his worldview. Perhaps this is possible in part because what 

Berdyaev lacks in systematic methodology is compensated for with passion and an confidence in 

coming cultural and social renewal. Clement reads Berdyaev as being entirely (and enduringly) 

sincere in his conviction (as presented in MCA) in a “complete cultural revolution which will 

transform the world” and that only a Christian solution can solve the dilemma of “modern 

revolt” (i.e. the will to destruction and mechanization). In short, the self-contradictions that litter 

Berdyaev’s greater oeuvre are not enough to undermine the assuredness of Berdyaev’s 

apocalyptic vision. MCA ends with the announcement of the fourth phase of history, the end of 

modern history and the beginning of an entirely new age that will usher in a hitherto unimagined 

 
137 There is an evolution from literal to symbolic to new being that happens on the level of culture as well as, as we 

will see, on the level of the ontological character of the human in history. 

138 Clement, 27. 
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synergy between human and divine creativeness.139 Theurgy will replace art, the divine will 

replace the fallen human. On this historical precipice, the Russian people with their prophetic 

spirit, their love of truth and their safeguarding of Orthodoxy will feature prominently. There is 

no intimation of returning to forms or traditions of the past, the possibilities of theurgic creativity 

are propelling the Russian people into the fourth age of history.  

 

Archetypes, artists and works of art 

 The final chapter of MCA—"Three Epochs: Creativity and Culture; Creativity and the 

Church; Creativity and Christian Renaissance”—details how the Russian people have a unique 

and salvific role to play in the coming of a fourth age. This chapter also presents the beginning of 

Berdyaev’s medievalizing narrative. In MCA, the imagined medieval is a compliment to 

Berdyaev’s philosophy of creativity and not yet an essential part of Russia’s own historical 

narrative. A key concept is Berdyaev’s burgeoning philosophy of history is the idea that each 

epoch has an ideal model of a man, a mythological type that embodies the worldview and values 

of the time. He imagines the medieval as represented by a certain type of human personality with 

a particular spiritual orientation from earlier or later humans. The culture of the early 

Renaissance grew out of the personality of the medieval man and reflects his worldview. The 

medieval personality is the result of a dialectic of paganism and Christianity, resulting in a new 

type of human who looks forward to the Kingdom of God while recovering the beauty of the 

past. Medieval culture prepared the way for the Renaissance by focusing man’s energies and 

instilling restraint and discipline. The tragic arc of modernity that Berdyaev traces from the 

humanism of the Renaissance to the Enlightenment, mass industrialization, capitalism and WWI 

 
139 MCA, 143. 
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is rooted in the Renaissance’s failure to remain properly Christian: “The further man’s 

consciousness and history led him away from the medieval principles, the further he departed 

from those of antiquity, thus betraying the original covenant of the Renaissance.”140  

In his 1924 essay, The New Middle Ages, Berdyaev would dedicate considerable space to 

arguing that the Renaissance was a fundamental part of the Medieval: in doing so, he makes the 

end of the Renaissance the advent of a new era, a precursor to modernity rather than its initiation. 

By contrast, in The Meaning of the Creative Act, the medieval is not yet “ontologically” joined to 

the Renaissance, nor is the medieval Christian of one temperament or worldview with the 

Renaissance artist. The “medieval rebirth created the Gothic and the painting of primitives” yet 

none of the artists themselves are described as medieval by Berdyaev. If the medieval Christian 

must be distinguished from the Renaissance artist, how can we separate these two figures, and, 

by extension, these two epochs?  

The medievalism in Berdyaev’s philosophy of creativity relies on two sets of cultural 

examples: works of art and archetypes of humans. Three human archetypes are important in this 

schema: the saint (sometimes called the monk), the genius and the knight. As will be discussed 

later, these historical types are increasingly (in the late 1910s and more so in the 1920s) 

described as “ontological” or having a “spiritual reality” and can be read as variations of the 

Platonic form, imagined as eternal archetypes that are only revealed under certain historical 

circumstances.  The first archetype, the saint, holds little interest for Berdyaev because he is not 

creative. The saint uses his discipline to master his desires and consumption and lives for God 

and for others. Lacking a creative connection with his own personality, he sacrifices creativity in 

favor of being ascetic. By contrast, the genius lives entirely for himself, indulging his artistic 

 
140 Berdyaev, Smysl’ istorii, (Meaning of History, MH), Reprint (Paris: YMCA Press, 1969), 168. 
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vision with no concern for his obligations to God or neighbor. The geniuses are responsible for 

the works of art that make the Renaissance the apex of human culture. However, Botticelli or 

Dante are not prescriptive models for the human personality but rather extraordinary examples of 

human creativity. The archetype of the knight is a crucial intermediary between the saint and the 

genius, this personality is a synthesized, finalized, “ontological” reality. If the paintings of 

Botticelli or Leonardo are the zenith of human cultural activity, the knight is the zenith of human 

spiritual activity and represents a collective medieval spirituality that made the Renaissance 

possible. The knight practices asceticism but it is a form of “personal tempering,” not an 

explicitly religious asceticism. Like true art, true asceticism does not need to have a specifically 

Christian orientation. In fact, the knight’s asceticism is a creative one in direct contrast to the 

asceticism of Christianity. His chivalry, i.e. commitment to others, transforms asceticism into 

heroism making it, for Berdyaev, far superior to the restraint of the Church Fathers.141 The knight 

is a symbol of medieval culture and its hierarchical integrality, where asceticism (personal 

restraint and sacrifice) is transformed into chivalry and heroism (sacrifice for the sake of others 

inspired by a sense of collective duty). 

Berdyaev’s knight is a key to examining how medievalism first becomes a central part of his 

philosophy of history and to understanding how literature deeply informs this philosophy. 

Asceticism, so easily dismissed in the Church Fathers, can be exemplary because the knight 

himself is an artistic construct: he is a literary trope turned into an archetype of human 

personality. Berdyaev confesses that his vision of the knight is idealizing and yet he insists that 

 
141 “There was heroism in knightly morality, which was creativity, but whose sources were not traditionally 

Christian, nor sacred.” MCA, 246.  
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the ideal knight is not only a meaningful symbol for an imagined Medieval, but a “religious-

metaphysical” type of human.  

The actual chivalry of the Middle Ages was as far from the idea of chivalry as the 

actual hierarchy of the Catholic Church from the mystical Church of Christ. 

Chivalry – it is forever on a mission. It introduced heroic values into the world - 

the value of sacrificial honor and sacrificial fidelity. In chivalry a person was 

forged. …The spirit of chivalry continues to live as the eternal opposite of the 

bourgeois spirit. Knightly and bourgeois morality will remain forever, until the 

end of centuries, the most profoundly warring opposites. The categories of 

chivalry and bourgeoisie are religious-metaphysical, and not socio-

historical…Chivalry remains the eternal task of the human spirit.142 

 

What is the basis for Berdyaev’s romantic vision of the medieval knight? His knight does not 

spring from the Crusades or French courts. Rather, the knight is a literary construct whose 

presence in medieval letters is the hint to the essence of the epoch. Berdyaev says that it is 

medieval literature, rather than medieval history, that gives us the figure of the knight. As will be 

demonstrated below, this literary basis reveals an essential hermeneutical disposition of 

Berdyaev, one that has been overlooked in most philosophical or theological appraisals of his 

thought.  

Significantly, the knight is fundamentally European, not Russian. This is not only in the 

sense that the knight is iconic (or symbolic, in his terms) of the Western Middle Ages, but that 

the calling of the knight is wholly foreign to the Russian people. In a 1915 essay on Russian 

psychology, Berdyaev contrasts the figure of the knight to the Russian people: 

The Russian people have always loved to live in the warmth of the collective, a 

sort of dissolving back into the element of earth, into the bosom of the mother. 

Knightly chivalry forges a sense of personal worth and honor, it creates the 

tempering of the person (zakal lichnosti). This personal tempering has not been 

 
142 MCA, 259. The metaphysical chasm between the knight and the bourgeois is that the former has an ontological 

reality and the other does not, in this sense, the knight further represents the vivacity of creativity and the bourgeois 

represents the nothingness of evil or non-participation in divine creativity. 
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created over the span of Russian history. In Russian man there is a softness, in the 

Russian face there is no sharply distinct profile.143   

 

This generalization about the Russian face or Russian people is echoed throughout Berdyaev’s 

writings that focus on the feminine nature of Russia, at once positive in its proximity to nature 

and negative for its lack of clarity, firmness or individuality. Ignoring for the moment the 

problematic nature of such generalizations about the Russian people or femininity, I want to 

emphasize that Berdyaev is creating a new set of juxtapositions in his vocabulary of cultural and 

historical archetypes: the knight (as a distinct personality) opposed to the faceless member of the 

(Russian) collective. The medieval Russian—about which almost nothing is said—is imagined as 

the faceless peasant connected to the Russian soil through labor and necessity. The symbol of the 

European medieval—contra the symbolism of the Renaissance which is primarily represented in 

specific works of art—is the archetype of a personality. While the knight is a positive exemplar, 

he is not universally prescriptive in MCA; the myth of the knight helps explain the Christian 

culture of the medieval but has no prescriptive role for the coming fourth age of the world. 

This 1915 invocation of a heroic knight with a sharp and European profile may itself be 

inspired by Russian literary tropes: in 1911, appearing immediately before Berdyaev’s own 

contribution, the Symbolist poet Aleksandr Blok wrote an elegiac essay to Soloviev titled “The 

Knight-Monk.”144 Blok foreshadowed the very knightly characteristics that Berdyaev uses; he 

calls Soloviev not only Russian, but also European, and poetically describes how he “passed by 

us with the strange image, obvious to the clearsighted, impressing on the heart his strange, sharp, 

inhuman silhouette.”145 Before and after the Revolution, the Symbolists—amongst whom Blok 

 
143 Berdyaev, “Dusha Russii,” 6. 

144 Aleksander Blok, “Rytsar-Monakh” (Knight-Monk), O Vladimire Solov’eve. (Moscow: Put’, 1911), p. 96–103. 

145 Blok, 96. 



71 

 

was a luminous presence—would be an important illustration of Russian artistic genius and 

historical perspicacity. It therefore bears noting how the image of the knight in Russian 

intellectual history appears here in the context of Soloviev’s theological-poetic legacy and his 

estimation by one of the leading poets of the early 20th century.  

 

Asceticism and personal tempering  

The knight’s personal tempering is crucial in the West as a safeguard against individualism or 

self-indulgence. Rather than simply explain such restraint as a form of moral or religious 

fortitude, Berdyaev casts it as form of proper self-understanding within a cosmic hierarchy. In 

having the proper relationship to self, to society, and to God/authority, the knight is properly 

oriented to the cosmos and, by extension, reflects a society in which such proper ordering is 

possible. The knight, like the medieval epoch, is important in his transitory role, he bridges the 

ancient and the renaissance modes of being. For early Christians, asceticism was an essential tool 

for participating in the hierarchy of the cosmos. Individual asceticism allowed the faithful to 

imitate the humiliation and suffering of Christ, especially in response to their pagan milieu. It 

prevented pride, which betrays an improper self-understanding within the cosmic hierarchy. 

Asceticism is not, however, fundamentally Christian, nor does the Christian ascetic rise to the 

level of an ontological archetype.  

Asceticism fails to have meaningful eternal value for Berdyaev for two reasons. Firstly, 

the universal practice of asceticism across world cultures reveals it to be a technique rather than a 

worldview (the latter being the driver of culture and an essential element of human personality). 

One can be Christian or Hindu and benefit from the restraint and charity dictated by 
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asceticism.146 Berdyaev allows that “the asceticism of the Church Fathers was once a new word, 

a new thing in the world, a heroic challenge to the old nature, to the old Adam.” However, it is 

ultimately a bygone method of Christian life: “But today the asceticism of the Fathers has 

faded—it has become a mortal prison for the new man, for our new times. The revolutionary 

spirit of asceticism has changed into petrifaction and inertia.”147 Asceticism is circumscribed as a 

way of life fitting only to humans living under certain historical conditions; those conditions are, 

at the time of his writing in the early 1910s, absent. 

The second and more serious shortcoming of asceticism, in Berdyaev’s view, is that it 

seeks the presence of God—sensed mystically or otherwise—rather than the creation of 

something new. There was once a role for asceticism to play in religious and cultural life, but 

that moment has passed.  The “new man” works out his salvation through creativity which 

Berdyaev juxtaposes to the ecstasy of the mystic or ascetic:  

But we are faced with the question: is there some other religious way, some other 

religious experience of creative ecstasy? By itself, the way of asceticism is not a 

creative way, and the ascetic ecstasy of saints and mystics is an ecstasy of return 

to God, the vision of divine light, rather than the creation of a new world, of life 

hitherto unseen.148 

 

Olivier Clement and Regula Zwahlen stress how Berdyaev’s philosophy of freedom and 

creativity reveal a fixation on the fallenness of the world and the need to radically create anew in 

the void left by sin.149 Humankind does not simply have creative potential: creativity must 

restore that which has been lost to the violence or nothingness of sin. It is in the context of this 

 
146 MCA, 295-296.  

147 MCA, 160.  

148 MCA, 172. 

149 Zwahlen, 187. 
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restorative potential that Berdyaev can argue for the inferiority of asceticism as a mode of 

Christian life.  

In the creative ecstasy all the heaviness of the world is overcome, sin is burned 

away; another, a higher nature, shines through. The experience of overcoming the 

world in creativeness is qualitatively different from the ascetic experience of 

overcoming the world. It is not an experience of obedience but rather an 

experience of daring. And "the world" is burned away in the daring of creative 

activity, just as in the act of obedience.150 

 

Berdyaev reconfigures the injunction of Christ to be “not of this world” as a call to creativity 

rather than more common Christian hermeneutics that understand the passage from the Gospel of 

John in terms of the specific moral and ethical obligations of Christians or their ultimate 

salvation in the afterlife.151 Instead, “Creativeness accepts and follows the Gospel commandment 

not to love the world or the things of the world. He who creates feels himself to be not of this 

world."152 Creativity allows the human to "pass out from this world and enter another world" 

because the creative act is not (contra Kant) arranging existing worldly materials but setting up 

"another world, a real cosmos."153 The last moment when asceticism was still valuable is in the 

example of the medieval knight. The knight, with his asceticism and chivalry—which is a self-

sacrifice to the community, the church and the state—is a true personality and not the superficial 

deprivation of technical asceticism. His tempered personality is the positive counterbalance to 

the unfettered humanism of the late Renaissance modernity; crucially, the knight is the archetype 

for the medieval personality but not for the new person of the future.  

 

 
150 MCA, 157. 

151 John 18:36 (NASB): “Jesus answered, ‘My kingdom is not of this world. If My kingdom were of this world, then 

My servants would be fighting so that I would not be handed over to the Jews; but as it is, My kingdom is not of this 

realm.’” 

152 MCA, 156. 

153 MCA, 157-158. 
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The meaning of history  

Since creativity has the potential to bring about the eschaton, Berdyaev’s philosophy of creativity 

expands to account for the meaning of history before its cosmic fulfillment. Throughout the 

tumultuous years of the Revolution, Civil War and establishment of the Bolshevik party, 

Berdyaev would increasingly attempt to make sense of history through a delicate balance of 

Divine Providence, human agency and an inherent cosmic structure. In 1919, Berdyaev created 

his own institute, The Free Academy of Spiritual Culture, and in 1920, he became a professor at 

Moscow State University. Both venues provided him with copious opportunity to lecture, debate 

and turn his attention to various political, philosophical or artistic phenomena he encountered. 

The Meaning of History (1922) (MH) is based on lectures given in 1920 and 1921 in Moscow 

and is the comprehensive elucidation of Berdyaev’s Christian dialectic of history. Berdyaev 

constructs two intellectual projects in tandem to provide a general explanation of European 

culture and world history. Berdyaev’s philosophy is blatantly Eurocentric, he makes only passing 

remarks on any place beyond the confines of England, Continental Europe and Russia. For the 

most part, he argues that Russia is part of Europe, or at least part of the heritage of European 

cultures. The rest of the world follows in the cultural and technological footsteps of Europe, thus 

the Russian task in the West has global consequences. Berdyaev sees the church as a centerpiece 

of this task, and yet his narrative implicitly ignores Christians outside of Russia or Europe. 

The first task in MH is to explain the meaning of history—that is, history’s structure, the 

spiritual meaning of its events and how these events relate to the future. Secondly, Berdyaev asks 

what it means to have a philosophy of history: what are the historical conditions that make it 

possible to have a vision of history and what are the spiritual conditions for orienting oneself 

within a larger arc of historical meaning. To address both inquiries, Berdyaev proposes that 
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history is in fact a spiritual science and the struggle to understand history requires spiritual 

discipline. This quasi-mystical and ontological turn in Berdyaev's definition of history aims to 

refute a purely Marxist materialism.154 Yet his polemics go far beyond critiquing Marx: he 

transforms this existing discourse of dialectical historical processes into a spiritual discipline by 

arguing that the study of history uncovers spiritual realities, where history is a path towards self-

knowledge and an understanding of the collective destiny of the nation.155  By studying history 

one can reveal the "true essence of man", the destiny of a people, and the deepest sense of the 

historical reality.156 A proper philosophy of history recognizes that one’s own historical destiny 

is interwoven into that of the nation and of all humankind.157  

Berdyaev’s first stage in dissecting the meaning of history is by dividing it into types: 

linear, cyclical and cosmic. The first is simply the chronological occurrence of material events. 

Contra Marxist and materialist historiographies, Berdyaev argue that these external events only 

betray superficial information unless studied in reference to—and with an understanding of—

cosmic and cyclical history.  Cosmic history is Berdyaev’s understanding of the traditional 

Christian belief that all of human history is encapsulated within a divine narrative that will 

ultimately be resolved. Such narratives could be the apocalyptic stories of an Antichrist who is 

conquered in the second coming of Christ or the belief in a collective afterlife (in heaven or a 

restored earth) for the elect or for all. History is not only the story of the past but encompasses 

 
154 MH,18. 

155 This meaning of history and philosophizing about history begins to reconcile the opposed impulses in MCA, 

where one had to choose whether to direct creative energy towards the self or society. Philosophizing about history 

embeds these two into the same spiritual task. 

156  “The philosophy of history examines man in relation to the world forces which act upon him, that is, in his 

greatest fulness and concreteness.” MH, 14 On a related note, the study of history and the examination of historical 

memory is directly related to "our spiritual past, our spiritual culture and our ultimate origin” and an "inner historical 

memory which is transposed into historical destiny", 18. 

157 MH, 18-19. 
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the entire narrative of humankind and their (future) relation to the divine and the eschaton. Early 

in MH, Berdyaev explains this “cosmic” frame for understanding history. History has an “inner 

significance” and “inner mystery” which begins and ends with Christ’s Revelation.158 The inner 

significance is that the historical can actually move towards or away from “the heart of universal 

history.”159  

How can history move away from universal history? The hope of a divine telos of history 

is darkened by Berdyaev’s belief that human sin delays the resolution of history and time. The 

drama of history is circumscribed by the Incarnation, but its internal rhythm is marked by the 

tragedy of human sin and error which can prevent the coming of the Kingdom of God, moving 

linear history further from its cosmic fulfillment. Here again the centrality of human agency in 

the coming of the eschaton distinguishes Berdyaev’s thought from his contemporaries, as well as 

other Christian thinkers. Arjakovsky describes how there was a split amongst the emigres when 

they spoke of the Kingdom of God: “This eschatological search for the Kingdom, based on the 

deification of man and the transfiguration of the cosmos, is radically opposed to the nostalgic 

hope, dominated by the primary notion of the Fall, of finding a new golden age in Russian 

history.”160 Berdyaev would appear to belong firmly in the former category, fixated on the 

possibilities of deification and the Kingdom of God. However, a closer look at his theory of 

cyclical history reveals how the notion of a golden age is still part of his narrative of overcoming 

a Fall (in his case, framed as modernity rather than Eden). 

 
158 MH, 9. 

159 MH, 6 

160 Arjakovsky, The Way, 35. 
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The individual enters into the cosmic narrative of history by participating in cyclical 

history: to decipher the meaning of cyclical nature is where the eponymous meaning of history 

will be found. History is organized in cycles of rise and decline (pod''em i spusk), that constitute 

an organic dialectic of movement forward in time (and potentially towards the eschaton). At first 

glance, Berdyaev's notion that cultures have organic waves of growth and decay appears as a 

variation on a common theme in 19th and early 20th century philosophies of history. Spengler 

and others had already popularized the idea of cultural and civilizational cycles of growth and 

decay as the basis of historical processes (similar metaphors are used by Florovsky and Fedotov). 

Berdyaev was well acquainted with Spengler’s work and contributed to a volume dedicated to 

Spengler in 1922.161 Berdyaev is nevertheless unconvinced by Spengler’s attempt to propose that 

history is a science qua biology or geology.  

The “spiritual condition of the masses” is the prerequisite for the individual’s historical 

self-knowledge.162 The emergence of the science of history is explained by way of a violent 

dialectic, a variation of the Hegelian thesis-antithesis-synthesis, gently modified to be integrality, 

schism, and understanding.  In the first phase, the human personality perceives no distance 

between themselves and their culture, this comfort spares them from considering the meaning of 

time, history or their own destiny. In the state of integrality, culture and history are invisible. 

Outside events—be they the product of evil or what Berdyaev calls Providence—disrupt this 

stability through violence, shaking a people or person from their oblivion but leaving them 

wounded, disoriented and suffering. This suffering can, ideally, trigger internal contemplation 

 
161 Berdyaev, “Predsmertnye mysli Fausta” (The Pre-death thoughts of Faust). Osval'd Shpengler i Zakat Evropy, 

(Moscow: Bereg, 1922), 55-72. 

162 MH, 131. Here he speaks of a “narodnaia massa” (mass of the peoples) vs. his discussions of Marxism and 

democracy which use the term “chelovecheskaia massa” (human mass). The relation between culture and the 

spiritual conditions of the masses appears in various contributions to The Way during the Paris years as well.  
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and discipline. In the second phase, violence and disenfranchisement obscure historical vision. In 

the final phase, one reaches understanding and can thereby create a science of history. This 

tripartite system in fact has five movements, as there are two key intermediary phases: the 

violence between integrality and schism and the “spiritual dismemberment” between schism and 

understanding. Unsurprisingly, Berdyaev places himself squarely in the synthesis phase. 

Delivering these lectures in 1920 and 1921 in Moscow, with a great sense of authority and even 

prophetic vocation, Berdyaev is addressing a young and newly-Soviet audience, speaking in 

terms of a dialectic of revolution with which they are familiar but which is, by his account, 

resolved by spiritual understanding and the fulfillment of a divinely-ordained national calling.  

MH reveals several critical developments in Berdyaev’s thought, particularly in the 

evolution of the medieval as an ontological category and the significance of myth for the 

philosophy of history.163 Berdyaev increasingly uses the term "ontological" to describe a 

historical epoch, historical archetypal personalities and national identities. In MH, Berdyaev 

insists that history itself is an “ontological reality”, revealing the true essence of man as well as 

the deepest essence of universal reality.164  Berdyaev pushes the ontological categorization 

further: a very select demarcation of European epochs become the essential building block of 

history and prescriptive models of cultural maturity. The cycles of history are a rise and fall of 

the three fundamental epochs: the ancient, medieval and modern. To enter the fourth epoch is to 

finally transcend cyclical history and enter into the finality of cosmic history. The meaning and 

 
163 The solution to history appears many themes made elsewhere in his pre-Revolutionary writings—the genealogy 

of Jewish messianism and divine history, the crisis of capitalism and humanism, the insufficiencies of socialism, the 

failures of the Enlightenment. 

164 MH, 24, the ontological here is contrasted with the phenomenal. 
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structure of cyclical history, and thus the future, is rooted in the paradigmatic narrative of 

Western history. 

Just as history has a spiritual and eternal identity, so do peoples. In the essay "The Soul of 

Russia” Berdyaev insists that the Russian soul has itself an ontological character—the collective 

identity of Russian people has a reality that transcends geography, language or external cultural 

or social conditions. The same is said for the Hellenic, Jewish, German and French peoples. The 

ontological argument for history and for national souls is not meant to be a rigid, self-fulfilling 

fatalism—a certain spiritual temperament is needed for historical vision and this temperament 

may come more naturally to certain peoples.165 If the rhythm of history is ontological and 

governed by spiritual realities and the soul or personality of a people is likewise “ontological,” 

what does this mean for the relationship between a people and their experience of history? 

Beyond the providential violence that breaks the integrality of a community and their culture, 

there is always the possibility for historical vision to be accessed through myth. 

 

Myth as collective destiny 

Like history, myth offers an image of the past and a flickering vision of the future. Myths are, for 

Berdyaev, true while not being “objective empirical facts”.166 They are – like historical epochs or 

national souls – spiritual realities manifest in a fallen world. In Berdyaev’s words, “a myth is the 

story preserved in popular memory of a past event which transcends the limits of the external 

objective world, revealing an ideal world.”167 The transcendent truth of the myth is not, pace 

 
165 Certain historical epochs—such as antiquity—are characterized by historical oblivion on the part of the masses. 

On the other hand, certain people, especially Jews, are predisposed towards historical awareness. 

166 MH, 29. 

167 MH, 32. 
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anthropological structuralism, that myths reveal something about ourselves as humans or 

storytellers. Rather, the myth is a kernel of the Kingdom of God, revealing a spiritual ideal. The 

symbolic narratives told about the past are a form of collective memory that intuits the lost ideal. 

If art in MCA was a symbol to transport the viewer out of this world and into the divine, myth 

transports a fallen subject back to their own quasi-prelapsarian community, to an unvarnished 

image of their ontological identity. When a collective memory imagines a golden age, this is not 

a failure of romantic recollection but the divine intuition repairing the distance between the "so 

called empirical fact" and what should or could have been. Historical myths bring to life the 

spiritual acuity of the individual by reminding him of the past and his role within a larger 

collective narrative that stretches from “popular memory” into future destiny. Man connects with 

himself (and with the “spirit of history”) through remembrance.168 In this remembrance, man 

also combats the oblivion that marks the integral phase of human culture, where one is lacking a 

philosophy of history.    

Berdyaev’s myth helps draw the contours of his medievalism. Firstly, the idealized 

figures of the knight and monk are now more than historical archetypes, they are part of the myth 

of European history—and thus, also universal history—that provide a glimpse of an eternal 

principle (what at some points he calls an eternal personality). Secondly, the idea of 

remembrance and myth are linked to the soul’s possibility to return to something. Although 

Berdyaev is not yet speaking of a new Мiddle Аges, there is a sense of internal return to the past 

by way of remembrance and the prophetic vision of history that accompanies the recollection of 

myth. Nikolai Lossky, in his appraisal of Berdyaev’s thought, elaborates on this link:  

Symbols in religious philosophy are necessarily connected with myths, such as 

the myth of Prometheus, of the Fall, of redemption and the Redeemer. This 

 
168 MH, 23-26. 
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interpretation of the symbolism of religious truth must not be confounded with 

modernism according to which symbols are merely subjective expressions of the 

inmost reality. In Berdyaev's view symbols are the actual natural reality taken in 

connection with its supernatural significance. Therefore, the birth of the God-man 

from the Virgin Mary, His life in Palestine and His death on the cross are actual 

historical facts, and at the same time they are symbols. … He calls such events 

"symbols" because they are an expression in the earthly reality of relations 

between spirit and the nonspiritual principle which subsists in a still deeper and 

more primary form in the domain of the Divine life itself.169  

 

Liudmila Koneva describes Berdyaev’s conception of myth as “a transcendent presence” in the 

life of the human that functions as a leitmotiv revealing the connection between man and God.170 

Myths function like symbols in their role to reflect religious truth in the form of worldly images; 

myths are more complex though, operating through narratives and archetypes. 

What is the myth of the medieval? It is not feudalism or theocracy or religiously astute 

guilds or artisans. The medieval is a time that “fortified man’s spirit” and the Western European 

medieval culture gives a prescriptive model of the type of human one should be in order to fully 

express their freedom and creativity: “The Middles Ages with its asceticism, monasticism and 

chivalry economized human forces and thus allowed their creative flowering in the age of the 

Renaissance.”171 Monasticism and chivalry provide a model of a “disciplined personality” that 

by extension helped medieval man channel his creative energies towards spiritual goals. Here 

Berdyaev builds on the essential types of human he laid out in the MCA: the pagan, the medieval 

knight, the Renaissance man, the man of the age to come (the fourth epoch of history and 

 
169 Nikolai Lossky, N. History of Russian Philosophy, (London: International Universities Press, 1951) 235. 

170 L.A. Koneva, “Mif kak osoboe proizvedenie,” Vestnik SamGU, No. 1 / 2 (82), (2011), 10-11. Symbol is the 

mediator (posrednik) of the sign (znak) and at the same time the connection; symbolism unites/unifies two worlds, 

two ways of being (bitia); This paradigm of meaning invites further comparison with early 20th century discussions 

of myth and semiotics. 

171 Berdyaev describes how the tempering and disciplining of the medieval personality was achieved by physical and 

spiritual efforts, the fortification of the self in turn allowing for greater creativity and greater freedom, MH, 150ff. 
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theurgy). As in MCA, Berdyaev does not offer any historical examples of knights or monks.  

Instead he insists on a causative link between the spiritual tempering of monk and the knight and 

the creative energy of the artist. There is no discussion of the artist himself (or herself) being 

disciplined—their creativity is distinct from the monastic or chivalric.   

Berdyaev presents his own medievalism as a recovery of the medieval imagination of 

itself, rather than an imagined medieval from a modern perspective. Medieval letters describe an 

idealized human personality in the figures of the monk and the knight. Each is an iconic figure 

for Berdyaev, recapturing the myth that the medieval cultivated for itself and passed down 

through literary culture. In the final chapter of MH, Berdyaev talks about the decomposition of 

the image of man. The image of modern man is disfigured by bourgeois insolence, dehumanizing 

Bolshevism or narcissistic Fascism. By contrast, the medieval is when the human personality 

appeared in the sharpest relief, self-assured in a community rather than in a blind collective.  The 

Middle Ages is completely alien to the modern will to power (which Berdyaev locates in 

Nietzsche and Marxism). Instead it was “founded upon the inner renouncement of the world, and 

in this consisted its spiritual essence and strength. The renunciation of the world gave birth to the 

great medieval culture.” Freedom, which can so easily mutate into hubris and will to power, is 

tempered by a culture that is subservient to the Church and with established ascetic practices. 

Even if medieval consciousness ultimately had too much restraint for Berdyaev, too much focus 

on heaven (and theocracy) and not enough on free expression, we can still see how in contrast to 

the lukewarm appraisal of medieval discipline in MCA, here the medieval personality is the 

positive alternative to humanism. 

In MH, as in the MCA, there is a fourth age to come, a sort of "eighth day" that will 

supersede and surpass the tripartite cycles and thereby usher in eternity. In MCA, Berdyaev 
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identifies theurgy as an expression of the kingdom of God, as a way to bring about the 

transcendence from symbol to reality, from the earthly to the divine. Rather than hope for 

transcendent theurgic creativity, philosophizing about history becomes the most important 

creative act. In shifting from ushering in a fourth age (theurgy, end of history) to a third age 

(reconciliation with violence, historical self-understanding), Berdyaev redirects the moral and 

creative obligations of his reader. The point of a philosophy of history is to create a bond 

“between man’s destiny and the metaphysics of history.”172 There is no possibility of a fourth 

age beyond history without going through the third age of understanding history and one's 

destiny in it. The historical becomes a type of special category for him, the “third epoch” in his 

cycle, the era after the catastrophic moment when there is the possibility of return to the “third 

state of the spirit”. The progression of historical self-awareness (integrality/schism/ 

understanding) are mirrored in the soul of mankind, representing a collective narrative of their 

evolution towards theosis.173 The salvific possibilities exist in understanding man’s creative role 

in breaking out from his own historical moment into the transhistorical divine. The creative work 

of man is as philosopher of history, responding to the catastrophe of the second epoch by 

reflecting and entering into the third epoch where one can see the mind of history.174 

The capacity to philosophize about history is a virtue that Berdyaev attributes to the 

modern Russian. Even more than the Russian (religious) philosopher, the Russian writer has a 

divinely inspired vision of history and man’s place in it. This vision is, in part, thanks to the 

natural attributes of the Russian people (the autostereotypes enumerated above) and, in part, 

thanks to the Russian consciousness that has been developing in a semi-permanent state of being 

 
172 MH, 24. 

173 MH, 112.  

174 MH, 13. 
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in the period between schism and understanding, easily capable of critiquing the status quo but 

while anticipating the age to come not yet fully revealed. Humanism has inoculated the West to 

the myth of history, promising progress and political stability in place of mystery, violence and 

religious metaphysics. Even before the triumph of Bolshevism, Russian literature bore witness to 

the fatality of humanism. Berdyaev argues that Andrei Bely, poet and novelist, prophesied the 

decomposition of the image of man in his novel Petersburg, which demonstrated the end of the 

Renaissance man into an atomized and mechanized anti-human. 175 Similarly, the works of 

Dostoevsky and Tolstoy are “not humanistic nor of the Renaissance.”176 In Berdyaev’s vision, 

Russian literature is not just spared any association with the poison of humanism, it is imagined 

as an idealized form of art that is not simply cultural, but which “strove towards ‘life.’” Berdyaev 

specifically mentions Gogol, Tolstoy, Dostoevsky, Soloviev, Leontiev and Fyodorov as the 

writers who represented a new religious-philosophical stream that surpassed mere artistic 

creation.177 The literary creations of the late 19th and early 20th-century Russian novelists begin 

to take on the same mythic power as the imagined literary inheritance of the Renaissance and the 

medieval. 

 

The New Middle Ages 

Berdyaev published the collection of essays, The New Middle Ages (NMA), with the 

YMCA Press in Paris and aimed with this work to demonstrate how “human history is subject to 

a periodical return of similar stages” which could “offer a formal analogy to help us understand 

 
175 MH, 208.  

176 MH, 220. 

177 MH, 268. 
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and compare our epoch with that which coincided with the birth of Christianity in the ancient 

world.”178 Already from the first sentences, it becomes evident that the imaginative stretch of the 

Middle Ages has expanded, beginning now with the birth of Christianity. Throughout the first 

three of the four essays of the collection, the Middle Ages and the New Middle Ages become 

capacious categories that can accommodate Russian history, the struggle over Bolshevism, and 

the Orthodox Church abroad. The volume is composed of four lengthy essays: “The End of the 

Renaissance,” “The New Middle Ages,” “The Russian Revolution” and “Theocracy, Democracy 

and Socialism”. “The End of the Renaissance,” was written while Berdyaev was still in St. 

Petersburg in 1921 and revised for publication in 1923 in Berlin for the short-lived journal 

Sophia; the full volume of four essays appeared in Russian (in Paris) in 1924 and in French, as 

Le Nouveau Moyen Age, in 1927.179 Translations in English and German soon followed and the 

volume was well-reviewed, further establishing Berdyaev as a captivating and authoritative voice 

of the Russian religious diaspora.180  

The titles of the first three essays give a sense of the sweeping narrative of Western 

history as conceived of by Berdyaev, creating a clear line of cause and effect from the early 

Medieval to the present day.181 Berdyaev charts out his vision of the Medieval, as a historical and 

cosmic phenomenon. The first essay takes up a theme that captivated Berdyaev in the 1920s: the 

 
178 “It would seem possible to deduce that human history is subject to a periodical return of similar stages. I do not 

mean, of course, to imply that such stages repeat themselves, for nothing individual or historical can repeat itself; 

but rather that they offer a formal analogy which helps us to understand and compare our epoch with that which 

coincided with the birth of Christianity in the ancient world.” NMA, 408. 

179 Berdyaev, Novoe crednevekov’e (New Middle Ages, NMA), (Paris: YMCA Press, 1924); Le Nouveau Moyen 

Age, (Paris: YMCA Press, 1927) 14. 

180 Christopher Stroop, ‘A Christian solution to international tension’: Nikolai Berdyaev, the American YMCA, and 

Russian Orthodox influence on Western Christian anti-communism, c.1905–60, Journal of Global History, 13, 

(2018), 191. 

181 Berdyaev is hardly systematic in his definition of the medieval as a concrete historical epoch. At times, in this 

work, he dates its beginning with the reign of Emperor Dioclytian (3rd century), at other times with the early church 

(1-2nd centuries), other times in the 7th -8th centuries (with the conclusion of the major ecumenical councils). 



86 

 

crisis of humanism in modernity. Berdyaev sets out to explain how the religious-ordered 

medieval could evolve into the catastrophic events of the present. The turning point in his 

historical narrative, the movement away from the Kingdom of God, to use his language, was in 

the late Renaissance when humanism became a value detached from Christianity.  How does the 

Renaissance begin as the vibrant and creative development of medieval restraint and religiosity 

but lead to the destructive periods of the Enlightenment, secular humanism, and Soviet 

socialism? First, Berdyaev acknowledges a disconnect between the (intended) creative act and its 

realization. The artists of the Renaissance had no idea that their “creative beginnings” would lead 

to the nineteenth century machines, materialism, capitalism positivism, socialism and 

anarchism.182 Late- and Post-Renaissance creativity lacked a continued commitment to 

asceticism and religious truth.  For Berdyaev, it is the duty of the creative act to continually 

critique culture and renew it. To a large degree, the failure of the Renaissance was that there was 

no prophetic voice to protect it from humanism: even the Renaissance’s greatest artists failed to 

see the seeds of decay within their society. Unfettered humanism led to a hubristic fixation on 

the individual, undermining the necessary hierarchy in society that properly orders communities 

and individual religious self-orientation. East and West alike have inherited the legacy of the 

Renaissance because the rotten fruits of humanism have spread far beyond the West.  

Bolshevism and socialism are framed as natural reactions to capitalism: they are the wrong 

solutions, but they arise as a logical response to the cultural and social problems that were 

wrought by the West. In contrast with the past decade of his writings on history, Berdyaev no 

longer sees himself or Russia as being on the cusp of an unknown fourth age. The solution for 

the philosopher of history is a return to the Medieval that can circumvent the historical trajectory 

 
182 NMA, 416-418. 
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of the late Renaissance and modernity and lead to a new religious age, a movement back towards 

the Kingdom of God. NMA opens by emphasizing that this is not a literal return because history 

does not have “unavoidable paths.”183 Berdyaev specifically does not want a recovery of any 

theocratic or feudalist system. Nevertheless, history does have ideal principles and tendencies 

(i.e. a structure) that govern the character and development of a culture as formed by the free 

activity of humans.184 The “fatal dialectic inherent in culture”--the threat of moving away from 

universal history--is not, however, wholly negative. The presence of the dialectic means that 

decay—the disintegration of “religious and spiritual foundations”—is counterbalanced by 

creative energy that renews and restores.  The cyclical structure of history provides hope rather 

than a bleak repetition of past failures. Berdyaev insists that the failure of the Renaissance does 

not mean that it should not still be the aspiration of modern culture. He compares the failure of 

the Renaissance to the failure of Christianity—a Christian cannot renounce Christianity because 

it has not yet been perfectly realized in human life.4 Berdyaev’s idea of cyclical history in part 

explains why the collapse of modernity demands that society reencounter through the cycles of 

history. In MH, Berdyaev first presented his defense of myth at length. Two years later, 

Berdyaev’s expands and (implicitly) defends and transforms his mythology of the medieval to 

specifically privilege the Russian emigres in his narrative of history. A decade earlier, Berdyaev 

heaped praise on the genius of the Trecento and Quattrocento and used the Italian Renaissance as 

the example par excellence of human creativity. In NMA, he still praises the Renaissance as the 

epitome of human cultural achievement—however, Berdyaev makes two crucial distinctions. 

 
183 NMA, 408. 

184 The opening lines of the volume are: “In history, as in nature, there exists a rhythm, the rhythmic change of 

epochs and of period, change in the types of culture, high and low tides, ascent and descent. Rhythm and 

periodization are characteristic of all life. We speak of organic and critical epochs, of nocturnal and diurnal epochs, 

sacred and secular. We are destined to live in the historical time of changing epochs. History is fundamentally 

cyclical, repeating itself with variations until it finds fulfillment in the Kingdom of God.” NMA, 408. 
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The first is the central argument of the introductory essay: the Renaissance is part of the 

Medieval and not a distinct later historical event. The late Renaissance lost its integral 

connection with the medieval because of the schismatic effects of humanism, but everything 

authentically good in the Renaissance was based in the medieval. The boundaries of the Middle 

Ages and the Renaissance shift, with the former beginning in the 3rd century and ending as early 

as the 10th century. These new chronological demarcations are significant changes because each 

epoch has an ontological reality; reconfiguring the boundaries of historical epochs therefore 

impacts the historical analogy underlying the possibility of a return.   

 The second distinction which NMA introduces concerns the type of dialectic defining the 

medieval. Earlier in Berdyaev’s thought, the medieval was defined as a clash of pagan and 

Christian, the internal confrontation of worldviews (the “two colliding streams of blood”). Now, 

the medieval is an essentially Christian epoch and the medieval person is resolutely Christian. 

Only later is the medieval-Renaissance personality tempted to distort the humanism that started 

as a life-affirming Christian worldview. The medieval personality is still defined by dialectic, but 

it is now an internal Christian struggle between freedom and restraint, specifically experienced in 

the act of remembrance and mythologization of the past (that is, in attempting to recover 

antiquity). Rather than defining the Christian and the pagan as two opposing principles, the 

medieval accomplished “a very complex association of Christian and pagan elements” and 

medieval culture displays more  internal synthesis than before.185 Rather than having the pagan 

as a lingering strata in the human psyche, the attraction to and reclamation of antiquity that 

becomes an essential character of the medieval. Here Berdyaev makes another crucial discursive 

 
185 NMA, 414.  
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move: the medieval is not defined as the recovery of the pagan, per se, but the recovery of a 

distant culture (a different ontological epoch, in his thought). 

By defining the medieval as a recovery of antiquity, specifically as a redemption of the 

distant past through Christianity, the call for a return to the medieval becomes about a formal 

analogy, rather than a historical nostalgia for the 10th (or the 4th) century. It also clarifies how 

Berdyaev’s return to the medieval is part of a larger polemic in the Russian émigré community 

that dreamt of returning to the recent past, to restoring the institutions and traditions that defined 

late 19th- and early 20th-century Russia. O. D. Volkogonova, in her intellectual biography of 

Berdyaev, describes how Berdyaev was especially opposed to diasporic attempts of returning to 

pre-revolutionary Russia. Immediately after finishing The End of the Renaissance, Berdyaev’s 

next polemical piece was an article espousing the problems with the Living Church.186 While in 

Berlin, where this dream of a literal return was particularly strong amongst the military members 

of the White Russian monarchists, Berdyaev was especially frustrated by the [White Russians’] 

hope to overthrow the Soviets and restore a “lost Russia,” sapping the diaspora of  their energy 

and depriving them of a the vision for a post-Bolshevik future.187 NMA is not exceptional in 

looking to the past for a model of the émigré community: it is not a question of whether or not to 

return, but how far back to cast one's historical vision. The 18th, 19th or even pre-revolutionary 

20th century do not hold any hope for Berdyaev, nor should they for his émigré reader.188 Yet the 

 
186 The so-called Living Church was the Orthodox church established in the USSR by the state, this new church 

established several “reforms”, including deposing the standing patriarch, Tikhon, and reinstituting a (pro-

government) Holy Synod. This was but one of several Orthodox churches seeking legitimacy in the ecclesial 

confusion after the Russian Revolution and scattering of Russian faithful throughout Europe. 

187 O.D. Volkogonova, Berdyaev, (Moscow: Molodaya gvardiya, 2010,) p 687-688 (ebook). Throughout the 

“Russian Revolution” essay, Berdyaev also emphasizes how the emigres are complicit in the Revolution, there is no 

black and white division of the political actors in pre-revolutionary Russia. 

188 Volkogonova, 681. Berdyaev’s position was contentious within the diaspora community and even his close 

friendship with Peter Struve was impacted by the debate over recovering what had immediately been lost in Russia. 
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call for new Middle Ages is not just a polemical move against reactionaries and White Russians. 

The soul of the medieval man beckons as an untainted ideal compared to the “decomposition of 

the image of man” in modern times. Berdyaev’s theory of creativity has evolved to see historical 

self-understanding as the most pressing creative task of the post-Revolutionary person. In his 

system where history can only be understood with the proper distance or alienation, the rupture 

experienced by all Russians should open their eyes to the failures of their own culture. To this 

end, Berdyaev repeatedly condemns all of Russian society—abroad and in the USSR—for their 

role in the present fate of Russia. No single monarchist, religious intellectual or democratic 

socialist is exempt: the fate of Russia is witness to a collective guilt.189 Berdyaev’s return is 

fundamentally different than the political or social projects of his fellow émigrés because he 

emphasizes that it is mythic, spiritual, and symbolic.  

At first glance, Berdyaev’s medieval shares commonalities with various medievalisms in 

the Russian and Western discourse of the 20th century. The essay “Salvation and Creativity” 

gives the stereotype of a religiously ordered Golden Age:  

In medieval Christianity culture was theocratic and hierocratic, all creativity of 

life was self-subordinated to the religious principle … The drama of the present 

humanistic history is the drama of a deep tearing apart of the way of life’s 

creativity from the way of salvation, away from God and [from] Divine grace. 

The dualism of Church and world realizes forms of expression unknown to the 

former organic and sacred epochs.190 

 

In this epoch of unity between [the] world and church, man existed fundamentally differently 

than before or after: “man’s second and spiritual birth was due to Christianity” and “personality 

was grander and more striking during the medieval centuries (lichnost’ silnee i iarche).191 In 

 
189 This theme appears throughout the essay “The Russian Revolution” in NMA. 

190 Berdyaev, “Spasenie i tvorchestvo” (Salvation and Creativity), Put’, no 2, (1926), 28. 

191 NMA, 85. 
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bifurcating the Renaissance into two epochs, one part belonging to the restraint and celestial 

vision of the Medieval, one part affixed to modern humanism and individualism, Berdyaev 

makes asceticism and discipline the mode of existence for the exemplary Christian and the 

creative person. Following MH, the figures of the knight and monk are consistently invoked in 

NMA as emblematic of a collective soul that is tempered, disciplined, and honed by Christian 

restraint.192 There is no celebration of Botticelli, only the knight and the monk, the two figures 

who live in symbolic hierarchy and material self-deprivation. NMA marks the full rehabilitation 

of asceticism in Berdyaev’s thought. In 1905, he sees the Russian proclivity towards asceticism 

as a rejection of creativity and a national shortcoming akin to fundamentalism:  

Art, literature, philosophy, the beauty of the flesh, love, the joyous feast of life, 

exuberance to the extreme, are likewise little revered by the Russian radical and 

atheistic intelligentsia, just as with historical Christianity. This asceticism is one 

of the poles of the religious consciousness, the pull towards non-being, Buddhism, 

a penultimate nihilism. Our ascetic intelligentsia are fanatical lovers of mankind 

and morals, vapid morals, suspended and hanging up in the air, desolate.193 

 

In MH, asceticism has a positive role to play as an intermediary experience in man’s 

spiritual evolution to cross “the threshold of modern history full of creative power and daring.” 

By contrast, NMA is rife with calls for asceticism and the rich possibilities it will bring to the 

Russian emigres. No longer simply a tool of religious piety, it is a radical posture opposed to the 

“lust” of capitalism and the atomization of socialism (that doesn’t understand the spiritual 

relationship of mankind to the material world). Berdyaev’s wholehearted embrace of asceticism 

is even more explicit in his introduction to the inaugural edition of The Way in 1925, where it 

becomes an integral part of the life of the Russian diaspora: 

The Russian people have been torn away by force from the good life, they have 

been freed from enslavement to material objects, and by the will of God they pass 

 
192 NMA, 102 

193 “Kul’tura i Politika” (Culture and Politics), Voprosy zhini, (April/May, 1905) 284. 
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through a severe school of ascesis, which they did not want to enter by their own 

will. But it is a relief for them, the possibility to return to a spiritual life, to the 

inner man, to go down to the depths, to love another world more than this 

world.194 

 

Asceticism is now something that has been divinely granted to the Russian diaspora, as painful 

as it may appear. Asceticism is, by definition, a voluntary mode of religious life and not simply 

the experience of deprivation (it is fasting, not starvation). The political and economic 

disenfranchisement is now a form of spiritual training, part of the tradition of the early church, 

the first saints, the chivalric knights.195 Rather than defining restraint as an internal mode of 

being, it extends to everyday life and specifically to the diaspora’s economic/financial 

deprivation. Through this asceticism, the Russian people have a unique and tragic vision that can 

correct culture and reorient it towards God. Disciplined by the deprivations of exile, the Russian 

diaspora can usher in the new Middle Ages. 

 

Russian literary foreshadowing of the night of history 

If The Way was introduced to a community providentially granted the experience of asceticism, 

NMA opens with a different frame: This approaching period of restraint and spiritual tempering 

is a period of historical night. Throughout NMA, Berdyaev describes both the historical medieval 

and the new medieval as “night.” History as the cyclical movement between day and night adds 

another dimension of organicism to his philosophy. The night is a period of deprivation but also 

potential gestation. Its darkness (mrak) is not the darkness of the proverbial “Dark Ages”: it is a 

 
194 Berdyaev, “Dukhovnye zadachi russkoi emigratsii”  (The spiritual task of the Russian Émigrés), Put’, no 1, 

(1925), 3. 

195 Unexpectedly, Berdyaev does not discuss Russian monks or saints; the paradigm of monk thus remains a Western 

European archetype. 
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positive darkness, filled with the mystery and potential of sleep and dreams. As he did with 

epochs in MH, Berdyaev call this experience of the “nightly epoch” (nochnaia epokha) a 

“universal category” saying it has a deep “ontological” meaning.196   

At first glance, the epoch of the night may appear as a recapitulation of a Spenglerian or 

Romantic allegory. While the cycle of day and night features prominently in Spengler’s 

historical morphology, Berdyaev uses the categories more deftly to reconfigure his historical 

dialectic and create a space for a prophetic Russian voice in untangling the meaning of history.7 

In terms of the former, the interplay of day and night shifts the narrative from a four part 

eschatological and dialectical progression to an organic juxtaposition of natural opposites. The 

description of the old and new medieval as the nighttime of history serves to shift the medieval 

from the European past to the Russian future. Berdyaev accomplishes this categorical 

transference by emphasizing how Russian writers were the first to see this encroaching 

nighttime. Russians were thus attuned to this “universal category” before the rest of the world 

realized they were in the twilight years of Europe. For the past twenty years Berdyaev touted 

Dostoevsky as a prophetic voice, now that gift of prophecy extended to the Symbolists, 

especially Blok, Bely and above all Tiutchev, who intuited the ebb and flow of day and night in 

culture. Berdyaev quotes Tiutchev to argue that night is “more metaphysical, more ontological” 

than day and then supports his claim with references to Bely, Blok and the paintings of 

Michelangelo.197 In MCA, Berdyaev references Dante as the singular literary voice to express the 

epoch (without ever quoting him), now the modern Russian author is the lyrical voice calling in 

 
196 NMA, 411. 

197 NMA, 410. 
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the desert and Berdyaev’s essays are scattered with stanzas of Russian poetry to explain his 

ideas. 

The night and the medieval are not coterminous. The allegory of the night explains the 

European medieval of the seventh to ninth centuries, what Berdyaev now calls the first Middle 

Age that preceded the medieval renaissance. Rather than have a medieval followed by a 

renaissance epitomized by the quattrocento, the medieval night the seventh through ninth 

centuries and the medieval day is the tenth to thirteenth centuries. By moving the timeline back, 

Berdyaev also relocates the myth of a threatened Christian civilization of late antiquity as a 

medieval phenomenon—the fall of Rome, the rise of Islam: "we may look on ourselves as the 

last faithful representatives of the old Christian culture of Europe, threatened by serious dangers 

on all sides.” By defining the medieval as the advent of a civilizational threat to Christianity, 

Berdyaev makes a strategic discursive move to position Russia as the remnant of Christianity, 

rather than anything left in the West. The Fall of Rome and the collapse of Russia (the offspring 

of the Third Rome) are symbolically intertwined. 

If Berdyaev’s use of Russian poetic voices is a more subtle tool for granting space to the 

Russian voice in the myth of history, he is much more aggressive with his argument for Russia’s 

role in world history when it comes to the actual events of the Revolution and its aftermath. 

Where the historical medieval was once (in MCA) the confrontation of paganism and 

Christianity, the new medieval is the clash of Bolshevism and Christianity. The new dialectic is a 

battle between opposed religious principles where Berdyaev treats communism as an 

ersatz religion.  Berdyaev stresses that these “religions” of communism, humanism and western 

bourgeois capitalism have no ontology, so they cannot be the competing worldview for a 

medieval dialectic, they simply represent decay and decline. Christianity and Bolshevism are two 
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clashing visions of collective humanity. Christianity had always promised universal salvation: it 

embraced all of humanity and also celebrated the individual personality. However, the Christian 

embrace of the personality was disfigured by the Renaissance into individualism, humanism, and 

a gradual atomization of life that led to the worship of technology, democracy and capitalism. By 

contrast, Bolshevism is a mechanized embrace of the collective, where each participant is a cog 

in a productive machine of society, rather than a unique individual co-participating in the 

universal salvation of the world. Hierarchy is the key distinction between the collectivism of 

Christianity and that of Bolshevism. Integrality requires, for Berdyaev, hierarchy and therefore 

its antithesis is mechanization and atomization.198 Hierarchy replaces the idea of looking outward 

or upward, promising instead an organic inclusiveness of opposites, stability and structure.   

The Myth for a Russian Abroad 

Berdyaev has argued how external conditions and his philosophy of history point to the role of 

Russia in the world stage. What is to be done by the emigres? “The uniqueness of the Russian 

destiny resides in the fact that it has never been able to wholly accept humanist culture....it has 

never left the sacred epoch of the Middle Ages entirely behind her but has jumped from what 

remained of those ages and their theocracy right into the new Middle Ages and satanocracy.”199 

Russia’s seemingly perennial presence in the medieval still begs the question—“Are we 

Russians qualified to have any part in a Christian renaissance?” Berdyaev answer is “yes,” but 

 
198 Berdyaev argues that organic integrality relies on internal hierarchies, thus the hierarchical culture of the Middle 

Ages and the early Renaissance were closer to an organic model of social and religious cohesion. Modernity makes 

the mistake of trying to make all thing egalitarian or equivalent, which distorts the natural hierarchy of the cosmos 

and also introduces the violence of mechanization into society in the effort to eliminate difference. Berdyaev’s 

notion of organic integrality is capacious—he believes that hierarchies can accommodate opposing forces, such as 

paganism (or black magic) and Christianity.  

199 NMA, 416 
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only if they “pass through a process of great penitence and purification.”200 External events—and 

Providence—may have initiated the process, but it takes human agency to participate in the new 

Middle Ages. Berdyaev constantly calls for a will (vol’a) to return (to the medieval and to the 

church): they must do the creative and spiritual labor to move away from the period of schism 

and fragmentation and into the understanding of history. Russians in the mid 1920s stand in the 

aftermath of catastrophe that grants them the detachment to understand what actions history 

demands.  

The Russian proclivity toward apocalypticism and tragic vision is essential to Russia’s 

new role in universal history. Berdyaev’s famed aphorism, “Russians are people of the end,” is 

the briefest summation of how the Russian spirit, even under Communism, is always oriented 

towards the eschaton.  While Russians cannot, at the time of his writing, usher in the Kingdom of 

God in Soviet Russia, they can witness to the divine nature of man and the redemptive power of 

culture in exile. The goal of Russian culture is not national but universal: to prophetically speak 

about what it means to be human. “Russian creativity attempts to penetrate to the very depths of 

life, to the depths of being, to reveal the truth about man, which also is the truth about God. It is 

not about reaching perfected forms which obscure the truth about life, about man and about 

God.”201 As a people of extremes, they will resist the bourgeois. Russia is ready to “return to the 

creative epoch of the past” by reviving “ancient and eternal principles” which will then “appear 

refracted in new ones.”202 In sharing its prophetic vision, Russian messianism expands into 

universal messianism, showing the potential for creative vision to flourish in other cultures. 

 
200 NMA, 416. 

201 NMA, 419. 

202 NMA, 423. 
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The emphasis on Christianity is institutional and orthodox.  Largely avoiding theurgic 

terms, Berdyaev insists over and over that it is only in Christianity and specifically the 

Christian Church that “the image and likeness of man is revealed and maintained”. The 

circumscription of the Church as the locus of institutional renewal is specific to the Russian 

émigrés: Christians in the USSR may take political tactics, the émigrés must focus on their “great 

spiritual training”. This spiritual training—collective asceticism—creates a sacramental bond 

with Russians in the Soviet Union: the suffering of the émigrés allows for a form of spiritual 

communion with their fellow countrymen who must, unlike the émigrés, resist the political and 

social programs of the Soviets. In the essay “The Russian Revolution” Berdyaev is explicit that 

the Russian mission will never be separate from the Russian nation (which is inextricable from 

the space of Russia) but there are distinct callings for Russian in the USSR and those abroad. The 

Russians in the USSR are experiencing a historical cataclysm tantamount to the collapse of 

antiquity. Their task is to keep Christianity alive, often outside of the (politically compromised) 

institutional church. By contrast, the émigrés must embrace their situation as a form of penitence 

and focus on their interior lives. 

Epilogue 

Unlike the medievalism of Fedotov and Florovsky, both of which dovetailed with historical and 

academic research, Berdyaev’s medievalism is unabashedly ahistorical and explicitly part of a 

project of creating spiritual cohesion amongst the Russian emigres that can supersede political or 

religiously institutional commonalities. The medieval functions as an ideal against which to 

contrast nearly everything that Berdyaev found wrong with modern times: Communism, 

Fascism, secularism, democracy, capitalism. Within his philosophy of history as an ontological 

reality with an eternally recurring structure until fulfillment in the eschaton, the medieval 
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beckons his ruptured community with the promise of being an organic part of the historical 

process and a period of divine vision.  

This chapter has outlined several of the ways in which Berdyaev believed Russia was 

providentially and exceptionally positioned to critique, rescue or restore European culture and 

faith. Berdyaev creates a myth of cultural dialectics that places Russia and Bolshevism in a 

perennial struggle for Christianity, framing the clash of Communism and Christianity as that of 

the early church. The revolution and suffering of the Russian people become providential and 

asceticism is elevated from a technique to a form of religious consciousness and heroism. The 

monk fades as an exemplar, and the knight embodies asceticism, offering a historical archetype 

for the Russian people in the USSR and abroad. Speaking specifically to the émigrés, Berdyaev 

emphasizes that the fight against Communism is not a political one. It is an internal struggle, 

against the mindless collective thinking of Communism or the “industrial-capitalist principles” 

that encourage consumerism and “ever expanding desires.”203 This ascetic heroism is thus quite 

practical—Berdyaev pairs his call for the messianic vision of the Russian people with injunctions 

to make do with fewer material goods, to even have fewer children.  

To investigate Berdyaev’s medievalism in the context of his philosophy of history reveals 

how his thought renders him susceptible to the very claims of romanticism that he was quick to 

spot in Florovsky’s work. For some 21st century readers, his vision of a return to a religiously 

ordered society meshes with (crypto) conservative political projects. When evaluated as a 

philosopher or theologian, Berdyaev invites a variety of critiques, and his writings can at times 

be so unsystematic that pointing out how he fails theologically or metaphysically is incongruous 

with Berdyaev’s own project. Instead Berdyaev’s construction of a mythic medieval 

 
203 NMA, 434. 
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demonstrates a hermeneutically innovative approach to explaining Russian culture and identity 

that does not rely on theological or philosophical methodologies. 

In a final consideration of his medievalism, I would like to underscore not only what 

Berdyaev says to his Russian audience, but how he justifies his arguments and offers evidence 

for the coming medieval.  Berdyaev’s narrative of Russian history is mapped onto a universal 

history using not simply the discourses of Russian Orthodox eschatology and Spenglerian 

civilizational lifespans. He combines these two discourses with Russian literary voices. Russian 

literature—especially in exile—becomes not only a prophetic voice condemning modernity but 

also offers symbolic and figurative tropes that make their way into Berdyaev’s philosophy of 

history and creativity. Fedotov’s medievalism discovered medieval Russian voices in often 

forgotten hagiographies and Florovsky’s medievalism lamented the silence of the Russian 

medieval. Berdyaev, by contrast, relied almost entirely on 19th and 20th century Russian writers 

to explain his vision of the medieval and Russia’s role in the New Middle Ages. His New Middle 

Ages is an allegory that is pieced together not from visions of 14th century Florence, but the 

verse of Tiutchev and the haunted anti-heroes of Dostoevsky. Over and over, he insisted that his 

return is a spiritual one, the return to “eternal principles” rather than a historical moment (78, and 

elsewhere) and the prophets of this return were Russian writers from the past few decades (in 

fact, explicitly excludes Pushkin from his literary pantheon). For example, Dostoevsky’s 

characters reveal a coming Anti-Christ and Russia’s task to lead the charge from modern to a 

new Middle Age. Tolstoy is a prophet of the decline of Russia, he is joined by Dostoevsky and 

Gogol as prophets of the third epoch of self-awareness, whose sometimes grotesque social 
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critiques are evidence of their historically transcendent vision.204 Tiutchev and the Symbolists 

are harbingers of the night of the medieval.205 Over three dozen lines of Tiutchev are cited in the 

essay The New Middle Ages and his poetry occupies a privileged hermeneutical role, as it is 

referenced to both introduce the idea of a night and defend it. This emphasis on the symbolist 

foreshadowing the new Middle Ages is one of the most hermeneutically bold arguments in a 

myth of returns. According to Berdyaev, Tiutchev teaches the reader that the night is an 

ontological entity and, moreover, that night is imminent. From a few stanzas of 19th century 

poetry, Berdyaev extrapolates a prophetic vision of coming catastrophe, rebirth and the 

possibility of a return to an ontological medieval as embodied in the figure of the knight. Finally, 

Bely and Blok are harbingers of the Revolution, prophets of the crisis of the “old” medieval 

where Russia had been stalled. The literary development of these two authors is used as evidence 

for the end of the Renaissance: their stylistic innovations and their inviting stance towards the 

Revolution signal that Russian culture—and thus the Russian nation—is undergoing an epochal 

shift. Despite his own protestations, Berdyaev’s myth of the medieval has deeply nationalist 

elements. At the same time, his myth is also more than a nostalgia for the past or a hope for 

national messianism. The NMA insists that the narrative of history can be told through western 

symbolism and Russian literature. By including beloved verse and well-known characters from 

Russian letters in the cosmic narrative of history, Berdyaev does more than simply include 

Russia in the “world stage.” He places his émigré reader within the narrative as well, insisting 

that their material suffering has cosmic potential and their beloved writers are part of the eternal 

struggle of Christianity to push against evil, decay and corruption. Russian literature is a 

 
204 Other non-Russian writers, especially Ibsen, are important and can critique modern society. However, they don’t 

function on a metaphysical level or as examples of an ontological national character. 

205 NMA, 410: Tiutchev was “the forerunner (predshestvennik) of the nightly historical era, its prophet (providets).” 
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philosophical resource for Berdyaev, a set of symbols, characters and ideas that augmented his 

religious convictions and fundamentally informed how he conceived of the narrative of history. 

From his earliest pre-revolutionary texts about history, Berdyaev insists that history is a drama or 

tragedy, betraying a narrative structure. The tropes of Russian literature also inform how he reads 

history. Just as organic forms—night and day, the body, biological growth and decay—hold 

prescriptive power to explain the arc of history, literary tropes and figures are necessary to 

explain the role of the Russian people within the organic structure of history. By interpreting 19th 

and early 20th century Russian literature as having explicatory power in understanding the 

structure of history, Berdyaev makes the new Middle Ages a Russian phenomenon and places his 

readers within an imagined tradition that had been long anticipating the creative potential of the 

medieval night. 
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From Holy Rus’ to Byzantium: The Medievalism of Georges 

Florovsky 
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An education on the eve of the Revolution 

 

Georges Florovsky was born in 1893 in Elizavetgrad and grew up and attended university in 

Odessa. From a family of academics and clergymen, by all accounts Florovsky’s sense of self 

from an early age was firmly rooted in a longstanding familial commitment to scholarship and 

Orthodox leadership. Florovsky’s father was appointed to serve as a priest at the Odessa 

Cathedral in 1905 and from then until the Bolshevik occupation of the city, the Florovsky family 

enjoyed a materially comfortable life, social prestige, and the lively cultural offerings of the 

city.206 As an undergraduate student in the 1910s, Florovsky was one of the “sons” of the 

Russian religious renaissance, profoundly influenced by the great thinkers of the early 20th 

century but also less enchanted by the possibilities of modern or unconventional hermeneutical 

approaches to theology.207 In addition to a great deal of self-education, Florovsky’s formal 

education in Odessa covered law, history, foreign languages and the natural sciences.208 He 

passed his undergraduate exams in 1916 but the completion of his master’s degree was delayed 

until 1919 by the political turbulence of the day (as well as chronic health conditions). His field 

of study was philosophy, and the program was part of the Faculty of History and Philology in 

Odessa. Thanks to a curriculum that inclined towards history and Florovsky’s own precocious 

interest in history since boyhood, his early life was dominated as much by historical studies as 

philosophical ones.209 After the Bolshevik occupation of Crimea in 1920, Florovsky immigrated 

 
206 Andrew Blane, Georges Florovsky: Russian Intellectual and Orthodox Churchman, (Crestwood, NY: St. 

Vladimir’s Press, 1993).  

207 Paul Gavrilyuk discusses the Fathers vs. Sons dynamic in his intellectual biography of Florovsky, Georges 

Florovsky and the Russian Religious Renaissance, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014) 44. 

208 Florovsky recounted to Blane that he received the bulk of his education at the dining table or in his father’s 

library, Blane, 21-22. 

209 Blane, 30. 
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with his family to Sofia (Bulgaria), like many of the educated Orthodox of means. He attempted 

to continue his research and held various teaching positions but pursuing his studies and 

supporting himself proved difficult in a city overwhelmed by Russian refugees.  

Florovsky would not stay long in Sofia, but his brief time there was a crucial chapter in 

his intellectual life. Together with Petr N. Savitsky (1895-1968), Prince Nikolai S. Trubetskoy 

(1890-1938) and Petr P. Suvchinsky (1892-1985), he played a founding role in the Eurasian 

movement and began to cultivate his voice as a polemical writer. His involvement with the 

Eurasianist movement and the local Russian Religious-Philosophical Society deepened his 

relationships with some of the most important Russian religious thinkers of the day.210 In 

December of 1921, Florovsky moved to Prague and it was there that he completed his MPhil 

degree in 1924, with a dissertation on Herzen (Istoricheskaya filosofiya Gerzena).211 His defense 

committee included Petr B. Struve (1870-1944), Nikolai O. Lossky (1870-1965) and Vasili V. 

Zenkovsky (1881-1962). He passed, but he never managed to secure a publisher for his thesis. 

The influence of Herzen can be found throughout Florovsky’s early works, and Herzen’s 

personalism, in contrast to Marxist or progressive narratives of history, is an important 

cornerstone of Florovsky’s own early understanding of history. 212 

 
210 Blane, 38. For example, Petr Bitsilli (1879-1953), a professor from Odessa University, whom Florovsky had 

known during his undergraduate studies had also relocated to Sofia, where he was also involved with the Eurasians. 

Bitsilli would go on to have a celebrated academic career in Sofia. 

211 His thesis is thought to be lost. Paul Gavrilyuk published an article reconstructing his thesis based on his defense, 

notes and partial manuscripts. Pavel Gavrilyuk, “The Discovery and Reconstruction of Georges Florovsky’s 

Dissertation “Alexander Herzen’s History of Philosophy.” (“Avtorskij tekst dissertatsii prot. Georgia Florovskogo 

«Istoriheskaya filosophia Gertzena»: novyi arkhivnyi material i rekonstruktsija kompozitsii”), Vestnik 

pravoslavnogo Svyato-Tikhonovskogo gumanitarnogo universiteta. Seria 2: Istoriia. Istoriia Russkoi Pravoslavnoi 

Tserkvi, No. 50 (1), (2013). For an English explanation of the reconstruction of the thesis, see Paul Gavrilyuk, 

“Georges Florovsky's Monograph ‘Herzen's Philosophy of History’: The New Archival Material and the 

Reconstruction of the Full Text.” Harvard Theological Review 108.2 (2015), 197–212. 

212 Gavrilyuk, Georges Florovsky, Gavrilyuk dedicates nearly an entire chapter to the influence of Herzen on 

Florovsky’s understanding of history (see Chapter 5: “Philosophy of History”). Herzen’s emphasis on the creative 

freedom of the individual would also serve as a point of mutual influence for Florovsky and older Russian thinkers, 

even as he had increasingly less in common with them in Paris.  
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Florovsky’s early life abroad was dominated by intellectual and personal relationships 

with his fellow Eurasianists and his formal split with the movement was not until seven years 

later when he published an essay rejecting Eurasianism, “The Eurasian Temptation.”213 

Florovsky contributed three articles to the first Eurasian volume, Exodus to the East (1921), and, 

as Paul Gavrilyuk argues, likely contributed to the unsigned introduction.214 He contributed two 

more pieces to the second Eurasian volume, On the Ways (1922), and one piece for Russia and 

Latinity (1923). Florovsky would defend Eurasianism in a public letter to Petr Struve in 1922 and 

against Nicholas Berdyaev in Put’ (The Way) in 1926.215 We can accord him, at a minimum, of 

having published nine essays from 1921-1926 “expounding and defending the Eurasian program, 

as he understood it.”216  

Florovsky was one of the younger members of the group, as well as the most traditionally 

devout. He had no conversion story, never wavering from the faith of his childhood and he had 

no issues with institutional Orthodoxy (he became a priest in 1932).  Arguably, the only unifying 

thread in a vast body of lifelong work is that everything he wrote about history and culture 

always orbited his Christian commitments. Thus even in the early 1920s, his Eurasianism was 

bound to his religious conviction that “the unique national identity of Russia-Eurasia depended 

on Russia’s faithfulness to Eastern Orthodoxy.”217 Following in the tradition of the Slavophiles, 

Soloviev and Berdyaev, the need for unity and integrity captivated Florovsky and informed his 

 
213 Published in Sovremennye zapiski, Paris, No. 34, 312-346. 

214 Gavrilyuk, Georges Florovsky and the Russian Religious Renaissance, 62. In addition to the stylistic similarities 

identified by Gavrilyuk, one also notices Florovsky’s hallmark invocation of Herzen. 

215 Florovsky, “Okameneloe beschuvstvie (Po povodu polemiki protiv evraziistva),” Put’, 2 (1926), 242–7. 

216 Gavrilyuk, Georges Florovsky, Chapter 5: “The Eurasian Temptation.” 

217 Gavrilyuk, “Florovsky’s Neopatristic Synthesis and the Future Ways of Orthodox Theology,” Orthodox 

Constructions of the West, ed. George E. Demacopoulos and Aristotle Papanikolaou, (New York: Fordham 

University Press, 2013) 106. 
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philosophy of culture and cultural development. To make sense of Florovsky’s shift away from 

Russian history and into Patristics—a decisive move midway through his career in Paris—it is 

essential to understand how his discourse within the Eurasian movement and its polemical 

position in Russian intellectual history shaped Florovsky’s ideas of historical epochs, national 

character, cultural expression and Russian Orthodox identity.  Florovsky’s work from the 1920s 

and early 1930s—some expressly Eurasianist, some not—demonstrates how the recovery of a 

medieval ideal emerged in conjunction with concerns about local and utopian thinking, political 

ideology, cultural “planes” and collective national psychology. Looking closely at Florovsky’s 

Eurasianist writings and other early polemical essays, we can discern how a Russo-centric 

medievalism prefigures his turn to Byzantium. In his Eurasianist calls for repentance and 

spiritual regeneration, the central image of Russian religiosity is of an imagined Holy Rus’. As 

Florovsky works out a theology of Russian culture in exile during his early years in Paris, the 

romantic vision of Rus’ fades and, in the vacuum its absence creates, another period of medieval 

spirituality becomes the ideal: 5th-14th-century Byzantium. The call for a new Russian 

Byzantinism reflects a shift in Florovsky’s thought, an overcoming of the eschatological and 

apocalyptic narratives of the immediate post-Revolutionary period in favor of a medievalizing 

narrative centered on a time-transcending idea of Hellenism and a sweeping dismissal of any 

non-verbal cultural expressions. This chapter aims to demonstrate how Florovsky’s Eurasianism 

is a crucial anticipation of his Hellenism: Eurasianism provides a morphology of culture that 

Florovsky uses to construct his later project of Christian Hellenism and to defend the 

romanticized Greek dimension of his cultural Byzantinism.  

Florovsky’s Russian medievalism, which is charted largely in his contributions to various 

Eurasianist volumes, is the first of two main sections in this chapter. The second section focuses 



107 

 

on his rejection of Russian thought and his turn to Byzantium. If The Ways of Russian Theology 

marks the end of Florovsky’s desire to comprehensively explain Russian spirituality and 

theology, its conclusions are built on his working within, not beyond, his earlier philosophy of 

culture and history. Florovsky’s rejection of Russian culture was part of the broader exilic 

anxiety about cultural purity and cultural continuity that informed the other types of medievalism 

examined in this study.  

 Shortly after being awarded his MPhil, Florovsky relocated to Paris and almost 

immediately took up a position teaching at the newly created Saint-Serge  Orthodox Theological 

Institute. For the next fifteen years he taught Patristics, switching in 1939 to Dogmatics.218 While 

he is known both as a theologian and a historian of theology, he never formally studied theology 

or patristics. In fact, his highest degree was his MPhil, although he would later be granted an 

honorary doctorate from St. Andrews (1937).219 He began teaching patristics at the suggestion of 

Sergei Bulgakov and, much to his surprise, discovered that patristics, rather than philosophy or 

Russian history, was his intellectual home.220 During his time in Paris he wrote the three 

monographs of his career, based closely on lectures. These lectures were given at Saint-Serge  

and and also in the United Kingdom, as a visiting speaker in his capacity as a member of the 

ecumenical group, the Fellowship of St. Alban and St. Sergius. All three works were sprawling, 

comprehensive studies: the patristic volumes, Eastern Fathers of the 4th Century (1931, EF) and 

 
218 Andrew Blane explains this departmental move as largely the result of internal politics and old resentments 

stemming from the Sophiological crisis within the émigré community. Blane, and others, have recalled how 

Florovsky’s strong personality did as much as repel allies as it did to attract them. Florovsky was also absent during 

the war, spending almost the entirety of the conflict in Yugoslavia.  

219 Gavrilyuk, “Florovsky’s Neopatristic Synthesis and the Future Ways of Orthodox Theology,” 103. 

220 Bulgakov, letter to Florovsky of August 31, 1924, in Modest Korelov, ed. Issledovaniia po istorii russkoi mysli v. 

5, Moscow: Tri Kvadrata, (2001-2002), 199. 
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Byzantine Fathers of the 5-8th Centuries (1933, BF), and the Russian historical-theological study, 

The Ways of Russian Theology (1937, WRT).  

The Fathers volumes were based on lectures given in Paris between 1928 and 1931 and 

were republished in the 1970s with significant additional material.221 WRT was published in 1937 

and promptly provoked a contentious reception in the Russian émigré community for its 

sweeping disparagement of Russian thought. During the Paris years, Florovsky also wrote 

dozens of assorted essays and lectures on issues of Orthodox culture, theology and Russian 

thought. The long decade that Florovsky spent in Paris was a time of profound personal and 

intellectual growth: he arrived as a precocious and polemical young academic with few financial 

resources. He left ordained a priest, a key figure in the global ecumenical movement and a 

recognized theologian and historian who had taken part in the official proceedings between the 

church authorities and Sergei Bulgakov during the investigation into the doctrine of Sophiology.  

Florovsky’s prodigious English output began in the 1930s with his ecumenical work in 

the Fellowship of St. Alban and St. Sergius.222 His increased presence in the UK also coincided 

with a growing tension at Saint-Serge  where the Sophiological debate was causing particularly 

strained relations between Florovsky and Bulgakov’s supporters.223 Florovsky was officially 

 
221 See Florovsky’s 1978 introduction to each volume. For financial reasons, the patristic volumes were not 

published in their entirety until the 1970s, when Florovsky was more comfortably settled on the East Coast of the 

US.  

222 The Fellowship was created in England in 1928, spearheaded by Russian emigres, especially the historian 

Nicholas Zernov, who had settled in the town of St. Albans on the outskirts of London after the Revolution and had 

been organizing conferences with Anglican and Orthodox participants since his arrival. The Fellowship is still 

active, albeit less so than in the interwar years, and continues to issue publications and offer academic and 

ecumenical resources in collaboration with Oxford.  

223 In brief, Bulgakov proposed a theory of Sophiology that equated Divine Wisdom (Sophia, often metaphorically 

discussed as feminine) with the Divine Essence. Part of the debate was whether Bulgakov (who was drawing on 

ideas from Soloviev and Pavel Florensky) was heretically introducing a fourth person into the Trinity. Blane, citing 

Florovsky, insists that the debate was never personal between Florovsky and Bulgakov himself but rather that 

Bulgakov’s supporters overestimated the animosity between the two men and (unfairly) targeted Florovsky for an 

alleged lack of loyalty to his longtime friend and mentor.  
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appointed to the newly created World Council of Churches in 1937 and then spent the war years 

in Yugoslavia, in and around Belgrade. After the war, he returned to Paris but years of absence 

and unresolved ill will over academic and ecclesial politics made his reception less than warm. 

Florovsky eventually left Paris for the United States, where he taught on the East Coast and 

continued his ecumenical work.224 

Florovsky was notoriously prolific and expansive in his writing style—as his biographer 

Andrew Blane recalls, he would sometimes write ten times as much as was required for school 

papers, an inclination that hardly waned as he aged.225 Because of the prodigious amount of his 

writing, it is impossible to even briefly summarize all of the themes and arguments of 

Florovsky's work from the Paris years. Instead, this chapter looks at those polemical essays from 

the 1920s and 1930s that are most relevant to understanding Florovsky's position within the 

Russian discourse about the meaning of history, Orthodoxy, cultural expression and national 

identity. This discourse traces its origins from the Slavophiles and Soloviev to the Russian 

Religious Renaissance and Eurasianism. Florovsky’s more conservative approach to theology 

and social questions is a reaction not only to the earlier generation’s theological innovations, but 

to the profound and destabilizing influence of exile and immigration on his intellectual career.226  

Florovsky has become in the 21st century one of the most recognized 20th-century 

theologian of the “Paris School” or the Russian emigration in the English-speaking world. 227 

 
224 After his emigration to the United States in 1949, Florovsky was appointed Dean of St. Vladimir’s Orthodox 

Seminary in Crestwood, a small commuter town outside of New York City. The seminary had been established only 

in 1938 and would become accredited under his leadership in 1953. Florovsky was at St. Vladimir’s for six years 

before stepping down due to personal reasons. He subsequently taught at both Harvard and Princeton until his death 

in 1979. 

225 Blane, “In Russia,” in Georges Florovsky, 1993.  

226 Florovsky’s polemics against Catholicism and his anxieties about the latent Catholicism of Soloviev and even 

Bulgakov may also be motivations for his Orthodox conservatism.  

227 The “Paris School” refers to the Russian religious thinkers who gathered in Paris after the Russian Revolution, 

often with affiliation at Saint-Serge . The key faces of this School are Bulgakov, Berdyaev and Lossky. As the 
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Florovsky played a prominent role as the face of Orthodoxy in post-war ecumenical projects in 

the West, most notably in his leadership roles in the World Council of Churches. 228 He is best 

known for his “Neopatristic Synthesis” which has been a clarion call within American 

Orthodoxy for both conservative and ecumenical movements. Florovsky coined this term during 

his Paris career, although its first public use was not until 1948.229 In brief, the neopatristic 

synthesis calls for the creative response to dogma (the Patristic teachings) in contemporary 

theology. At the core, the neopatristic focus of Florovsky’s post-Paris career emphasizes that all 

theology must be done with recourse to the Byzantine Church Fathers. As Matthew Baker 

elegantly described, it is a “unique brand of Christian historicism, [where] those fruits of 

intellectual creativity in theology accepted by the Church throughout the centuries accumulate, 

solidify, and form a growing ‘body’ – a synthesis– which any further creative synthesis must 

recapitulate and build upon, in an existential and hermeneutical way.”230  

At the same time that Florovsky was beginning to work out his particular vision of 

intellectual synthesis as the task of theology, he saw fewer cultural and religious models in the 

 
legacy of the Paris School is sometimes conflated with the Sophiological debates, the use of “Paris School” can fail 

to capture the diversity of Russian religious thought in Paris. Paul Valliere has addressed these themes of coherency 

and community in the “Paris School” (a term he rejects) in his article, “The Paris School of Theology: Unity or 

Multiplicity?,” ‘La Teologia ortodossa e l’Occidente nel XX secolo: Storia di un incontro, Seriate, Italy, October 30-

31, 2004. “If the greatness of a theologian is determined by his influence, Georges Florovsky (1893–1979) is 

undoubtedly the greatest Eastern Orthodox theologian of the twentieth century.” Brandon Gallagher, “Waiting for 

the Barbarians,” Modern Theology, 27:4 (October 2011), 659. The Florovsky archive and Florovsky Society at 

Princeton University have provided institutional support to preserve his legacy. A recent volume of translations of 

his work also outlines his influence; see the editors’ introduction in The Patristic Witness of Georges Florovsky: 

Essential Theological Writings, (London: Bloomsbury, 2019) 1-30. 

228 The World Council of Churches is a worldwide Christian inter-church organization founded in 1948. It was 

originally planned to launch in 1937 but the outbreak of WWII delayed it. The Ecumenical Patriarchate (the 

Orthodox See based in Istanbul) was a major actor in its formation and it was as a representative of (Greek) 

Orthodoxy that Florovsky played a role helping create the WCC and then serving as its first secretary general. 

229 Baker points out that the phrase existed in the late 1930s, in Florovsky’s notes (some housed in his Princeton 

archive) and that Florovsky himself would confirm that he had been contemplated this idea long before publicly 

using it; see Baker, “Neopatristic Synthesis and Ecumenism,” 13. Florovsky’s first public use of the phrase 

“neopatristic synthesis” was in a commencement speech at St. Vladimir’s in 1948.  

230 Baker, “Neopatristic Synthesis and Ecumenism: Towards the ‘Reintegration’ of Christian Tradition,” 7.  
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Russian past. In Paris, Florovsky moves away from active engagement with debates over the 

meaning of Russian culture and the duties of the émigré community. Instead he shifts his focus 

toward an earlier period, addressing larger, more ecumenical audiences. This intellectual 

reorientation was in part due to a marked deviation in his own estimation of Russian thought: the 

late antique and early medieval dogmatic teachings of the church replaced the Russian people as 

the focal point of cultural renewal. Marc Raeff goes so far as to claim that, after 1937, Florovsky 

ceased to offer anything to Russian intellectual history.231 Indeed, by 1937, Florovsky’s analysis 

of Russian history, as offered in Ways of Russian Theology, was a far cry from the one he set out 

to write.  

From Sophia to Paris to New York: Debates over intellectual continuity 

 Receptions of Florovsky’s thought are divided on the continuity between his careers in 

Paris and America. An icon of 20th century Orthodox thought for many, Florovsky the 

Eurasianist strikes some contemporary readers as incongruous. Indeed, his barbed disdain for 

Catholicism during this period clashes with his later commitment to ecumenism, even if 

stylistically his early writings display his hallmark “staccato” combination of “historical 

exposition with the elements of moral diatribe.”232  Florovsky himself certainly worked hard to 

create the distance between his younger self and Eurasianism: as a senior scholar in the United 

 
231 Raeff notes on Florovsky’s work after Ways of Russian Theology: “None of the articles on Russian intellectual 

history he later wrote were new and original contributions. As a matter of fact, Florovsky may be said to have 

withdrawn subsequently from the field of Russian intellectual history, except for his occasional lectures and 

discussions with students. One has the feeling that his was not only the result of accidental circumstances … but also 

because of the fact that he had said what he had to say in the domain of Russian intellectual history.” Marc Raeff, 

“Enticements and Rifts: Georges Florovsky as Russian Intellectual Historian” in Georges Florovsky: Russian 

Intellectual and Orthodox Churchman, edited by Blane, 278. 

232 Gavrilyuk, Florovsky, 64. Florovsky’s Eurasian works are filled with diatribes against Catholicism and 

“Latinism,” the most feverish of which declared that it was better to die than convert to Catholicism. For a 

discussion of his anti-Catholicism in 1923 in relation to debates with Bulgakov, see pages 122-125 of the Gavrilyuk. 
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States, he downplayed his involvement with the Eurasians, claiming that he had left the 

movement as early as 1923 and stressing that it was always an alliance based on friendships 

rather than any shared ideological program.233  For these reasons, Florovsky’s Eurasianist period 

had been largely treated as an “accidental” association or a youthful flirtation with nationalism, 

rather than a formative stage in his intellectual development. Towards the end of his life and 

immediately thereafter, this early period was almost entirely overlooked by those reading 

Florovsky in a theological or ecumenical context. Marc Raeff’s critical assessment of Florovsky 

that was published in the same edited volume as Blane’s biography noted the general absence of 

scholarship on Florovsky’s Eurasianism and proposed an initial evaluation, based on Florovsky’s 

essays.234 Raeff contends that, while Florovsky’s Eurasianism displayed the same religious 

interests that eventually led to his patristic and ecumenical work, Florovsky was never really 

convinced of the Eurasian project. He further claims that Florovsky did not share anything 

“genetic” with the Eurasianists. In Raeff’s reading, Florovsky rejected the geographic 

determinism of Eurasianism and its insistence on the eschatological role of Russia. 235 However, 

as becomes clear from even a cursory examination of his early thought, Florovsky’s reluctance to 

embrace an ideology of the political messianism of Eurasianism hardly precludes tightly-held 

convictions of the messianic destiny of Russian Orthodoxy.  

I estimate Eurasianism to be a crucial part of Florovsky’s intellectual formation. Taking it 

seriously as an ideological and intellectual influence allows us to contextualize Florovsky’s 

 
233 Florovsky’s biographer, Andrew Blane, confirms this date of 1923 from interviews with Florovsky in the 1970s.  

234 Raeff, 88. Raeff notes how Florovsky’s letters in the Princeton archive do not mention Eurasianism. This 

omission could be evidence of Florovsky’s own self-curation as he distanced himself from Eurasianism later in his 

career. Beisswenger refutes this based on much more recent archival work.  

235 Blane notes how Florovsky whole-heartedly rejected the geographic determinism of Eurasianism and its utopian 

program, 255.  
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appropriation of Hellenism and Byzantinism within this early émigré project of culture-building 

and identity formation that often tended towards a medievalizing vision of the (Russian) past.236 

Florovsky’s unique version of Eurasianism is also a lens to understand how he appropriated from 

existing discourses the various narratives of Russian history and the role of Orthodoxy in culture. 

I propose that Florovsky’s notion of Christian Hellenism as a universal model for human 

creativity relies on the same critical apparatus that informed his unique version of Eurasianist 

cultural morphology. Florovsky’s thought in Paris integrates themes from Eurasianism with 

Spengler’s organicism and concept of pseudomorphosis to critique the (abnormal) growth of 

Russian thought. His understanding of culture as a mode of seeing and thinking begins with clear 

connections to Berdyaev’s thought (they were good friends until 1932 and cordial colleagues 

until 1937) but goes further than Berdyaev by insisting on theology as the central expression of 

human creativity and lived Christianity. The Ways of Russian Theology (1937) is the latest work 

examined in depth in this study and I include it here to push my discussion of medievalism 

beyond the boundaries of Russian history.  

 

Florovsky’s legacy in the 21st century 

The past twenty years has seen an abundance of scholarship on Florovsky’s thought and 

legacy. In particular, the 2010s has witnessed a flurry of conferences, publications and new 

translations of his work.237 Recent scholarship on Florovsky’s cultural hermeneutics challenge 

 
236“We have the creative task of building religious culture on a solid foundation of Orthodox church life, resolutely 

following the patristic heritage,” Florovsky, “On Righteous and Sinful Patriotism” in On the Ways, 1922.  

237 Several conferences and symposia in his honor have been organized in the 2010s, funded by both academic 

institutions (Princeton University) and religious institutions (the Greek Orthodox Archdiocese in the United States). 

His work is a theological, ecumenical and pastoral resource for vocal members of the Anglophone Orthodox world.  
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the purported conceptual distance between Florovsky of the 1920s and the celebrated theologian 

of the post-war period.238 In particular, scholars such as Matthew Baker, Paul Gavrilyuk, Martin 

Beisswenger and Kare Mjør have charted out links between Florovsky’s early work as a 

Eurasianist and his later theological projects, with varying conclusions as to whether his early 

thought deserves to be dubbed “Eurasian.” Paul Gavrilyuk and Martin Beisswenger have 

convincingly shown that his involvement only tapered off between 1926 and 1928 and that he 

was a committed member of the movement, not a dissenting bystander or accidental participant. 

Gavrilyuk’s intellectual biography of Florovsky both argues for continuity with the Eurasian 

project and contextualizes Florovsky’s anti-Catholicism within the context of émigré politics.239 

Martin Beisswenger argues that Florovsky was never, as he claimed, an “accidental Eurasianist.” 

Using published essays and unpublished letters from the 1920s, Beisswenger has demonstrated 

that, from 1920 to 1926, Florovsky played a “key role” in the Eurasianist movement.240 

Beisswenger argues that one of the reasons that Florovsky has been inaccurately conceived of as 

an outsider is because Eurasianism itself has been misunderstood as an ideologically unified 

movement. Instead, Beisswenger proposes that there were two major camps in that movement: 

the metaphysical-religious (which he calls the “utopian” Eurasianists) and the secular-political 

(the “scientific” Eurasianists).241 These camps were not mutually exclusive; in fact, it was their 

 
238 This distance being something Florovsky himself emphasized, especially during his later career in the US. 

239 Gavrilyuk, Georges Florovsky, 67-71. Gavrilyuk points out how the Vatican policies toward the USSR were at 

least one of the major issues preventing Catholic-Orthodox solidarity amongst the émigrés.  

240 Although the “Eurasian Temptation” only came out in 1928, Beisswenger argues that 1926 can mark a real 

rupture from the Eurasians as then it was that Florovsky went to Paris. That same year he wrote, privately to 

Trubetskoy, of many of the issues he had with Eurasianism that would only be published publicly in 1928.  

Beisswenger, “The Non-accidental Eurasianist,” 68. 

241 Beisswenger, 68. This terminology is problematic, since Florovsky, whom Beisswenger places in the first camp, 

would write several articles against the idea of utopia, see later in this chapter. 
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permeability that allowed for the metaphysical to be gradually absorbed into the political.242 

Beisswenger demonstrates that a similar degree of differences existed between all the 

Eurasianists, and Florovsky was no exception in having ideological differences while still being 

a full-fledged insider.243 Beisswenger outlines how Florovsky’s early thought—which he 

describes as systematized even in the early 1920s—framed Eurasianism in religious rather than 

political terms.244 In a similar move away from the political dimension of Eurasianism, Mjør 

argues that Florovsky’s orthodox commitments aligned him with the Russian messianism 

expounded by the Eurasianists.245  He likewise establishes a continuity between Florovsky and 

Eurasianism by explaining how Eurasianism can be understood as a way of understanding 

cultural history rather than being only a political project. He interprets Florovsky’s involvement 

as participating in a shared hermeneutical lens.246 In Mjør’s reading, Florovsky was part of a 

larger trend—including Eurasianism—that “transformed central nineteenth-century romantic, or 

 
242 By its dissolution in the 1930s, the Eurasianism was largely scientific, imperial and secular, which has enabled 

historical misunderstandings of the movement’s earlier religious and philosophical commitments. 

243 Like Florovsky, Petr Suvchinsky made no recourse to the Mongols in his formulation of Eurasianist ideas and his 

core leadership has never been questioned. Beisswenger shows that it was only the political program that divides 

Florovsky from the others in any meaningful way. 

244 As for Eurasian project itself, Beisswenger cites excerpts of an undated letter by Florovsky to Bulgakov (he 

estimates from the early 1920s) that, in no uncertain terms, charts the “Asiatic” dimension of Florovsky’s 

understanding of the Russian soul. Florovsky concedes that there is some relationship (rodstvo) between the Russian 

and “eastern” souls. He stresses that Russia, neither in spirit nor in faith, “is Asia” but in her soul (po dushe svoej) 

there is an affinity with it: “If Orthodox Russia is not Asia, then she is kindred and concordant (rodstvennaya i 

sozvuchnaya) with the ‘Asian’ souls.’ Beisswenger, 75. While this letter was likely from the early 1920s, 

Beisswenger shows how, even after 1923, the date of Florovsky’s final Eurasian publication, he continued to lecture 

at and attend Eurasian conferences (at least through 1926), as well as maintain his personal relationships with the 

group. Beisswenger (79) concludes that Florovsky had a meaningful influence on Eurasianism while  it also 

informed his philosophy, his worldview and his turn to patristics. 

245 Mjør, Reformulating Russia, “Florovskii regards the West as being in decline and the East as rising, and displays 

a belief in a Slavic Messianism, whose centre, however, is always understood to be Russia.” 

246 Mjør, Reformulating Russia, 157. “It was first and foremost Eurasianism’s quest for finding Russia’s ‘own way,’ 

founded on a rather romantic conception of cultural history, that became important to Florovskii during the Sofia 

period. The political-geographical notion of ‘Eurasia’ apparently had no direct impact on his writings.” 



116 

 

Slavophile, notions of Russia into new concepts.”247 Nevertheless, Mjør characterizes 

Florovsky's negative assessment of Russian thought as evidence of “the discontinuity in 

Florovskii’s thought” and of the influence of exile on the intellectual commitments he had while 

he was still closer to the Slavophile discourse.248 

In contrast to Mjør’s reading, theologian Matthew Baker positions Florovsky’s 

Eurasianism within a larger framework of a life dedicated to reconciling East and West and 

argues for a coherency between Florovsky’s Eurasianist and ecumenical projects. Baker reads 

Florovsky’s early and late work as largely immune to accusations of nationalism or 

hellenophilia. He uses Florovsky’s “echoing” of Soloviev in the Eurasian writings as evidence of 

advocating for “universal Christian values as a source of culture, over against every religious 

nationalism.”249 For Baker, the Eurasianist contributions are a precursor to Florovsky’s turn to 

patristics, which is itself a quest for a pre-schismatic Christianity that unites the East and West. 

Baker’s generous reading of these early writings liberates Florovsky from less palatable claims 

of Eurasianism. Baker, however, fails to examine the underlying implications of Florovsky’s 

philosophy of culture. In  his reading, Florovsky’s Eurasianism is a rejection of Romanticism, 

nationalism and even Orthodox chauvinism. He sees Florovsky’s Eurasian articles as refutations 

of the cultural relativism of Trubetskoy and the reductionism of Nikolai Danilevsky’s (1822-

1885) concept of organic cultural types. Instead, Florovsky is “critiquing the cultural 

morphology, geographical determinism and identity politics that would soon become known as 

fundamental pillars of Eurasian ideology” in order to advocate for a trans-national vision of 

Christian creativity: 

 
247 Mjør, Reformulating Russia, 157. 

248 Mjør, Reformulating Russia, 154. 

249 Baker, “Neopastristic synthesis and ecumenism,” 2. 
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Cultural rebirth must begin, not with national tradition, but with the promise of 

Christ, who has conquered the world. Already in this early phase, one finds the first 

distinct formulation of what would become his later concept of neopatristic 

synthesis: the principles of cultural rebirth, Florovsky insists to his fellow emigres, 

must be provided through a new philosophical synthesis of Orthodox patristics and 

Western learning.250 

 

Baker is most concerned with revealing a continuity between these early texts and Florovsky’s 

much later neo-patristic synthesis; yet to chart such a continuity also requires a close 

examination of how Florovsky’s work from the Paris years, especially Ways of Russian 

Theology, relies on core concepts taken from the Eurasianists as well as from Spengler’s cultural 

morphology.  By the time of WRT, some fifteen years later, Florovsky certainly eschewed 

Russian religious nationalism. Nevertheless, Florovsky’s Eurasian contributions and  his work 

from the 1920s and 1930s evidence a continued reliance on Eurasian cultural morphology. 

Geographic determinism is simply replaced, as we will see, by cultural determinism for many 

peoples of the West. Moreover, geographic determinism is simply replaced, as we will see, by 

cultural determinism for many peoples of the West. There is not yet any robust engagement with 

Western sources, let alone “a synthesis with Western learning.” 

Gavrilyuk charts how Florovsky had been turning to medieval Russia and Byzantium 

long before abandoning the Eurasian project for patristics.251 Gavrilyuk emphasizes that 

Florovsky’s participation in the “Eurasian program of comprehensive and intentional cultural 

identity-building” was always “predicated…on a ‘theology of culture.’”252 He concludes his 

chapter on Florovsky’s Eurasian period by framing the transformation of Florovksy’s thought in 

the context of exile: 

 
250 Baker, “Neopastristic synthesis and ecumenism,” 3. 

251 Gavrilyuk, Georges Florovsky, 73. The early Eurasianist essay “On Righteous and Sinful Patriotisim” makes 

recourse to patristic theology and medieval Russia as a model for Russian religious thought.   

252 Gavrilyuk, Georges Florovsky, 66. 
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The concept of “western captivity” was intimated to Florovsky not only by the 

Eurasians and the Slavophiles, but also by the day-to-day realities of the Russian 

Diaspora, which dictated assimilation to the West as a matter of survival. Over time, 

Florovsky became less interested in saving the “soul of the Russian nation” (the 

Eurasian focus), and more concerned with liberating twentieth-century Russian 

Orthodox theology from its western captivity by turning to the Greek Church 

Fathers... In his attempt to compensate for the “western corruption” of Orthodox 

theology, Florovsky transformed the “compensatory nationalism” of Eurasianism 

into the Christian Hellenism of the Church Fathers.253 

 

In Gavrilyuk’s reading, Florovsky’s Hellenism was a move beyond nationalism, a more universal 

prescription for the shape of Christian culture.  Gavrilyuk’s conclusion can be expanded to 

understand how Florovsky’s project of identity building was predicated on a theology of culture 

and a medievalizing narrative of history. 

Gallaher traces the genealogy of German Idealism from the Slavophiles and Eurasians to 

Florovsky’s own system of thought. 254 He argues that Florovsky’s return to the sources is rooted 

in German Idealism and has little to do with how the Fathers themselves wrote theology.255 

Gallaher questions how universal Florovsky’s theological project truly is since he “has collapsed 

the Gospel into a specific cultural expression of the truth of Christ—call it, Byzantinism—which 

then devours all other incarnations of that reality, since it will not abide anything as properly 

proclaiming the Good News but a specifically Greek voice.”256 Gallaher points out the decidedly 

psychological dimension of Florovsky’s Hellenism: from the early Russian “mystical intuition” 

 
253 Gavrilyuk, Georges Florovsky, 79. 

254 Brandon Gallaher, “Waiting for the Barbarians,” Modern Theology 27:4 (October 2011) 659-691. 

255 Gallaher, 674-5. Gallaher gives a very helpful genealogy of the idea of sobornost, showing how the German 

concept of Einheit in Moehler and Schelling was taken up by Khomiakov and then developed by Soloviev and thus 

survived into the 20th century as a distinct remnant of German Idealism.  

256 Gallaher, 668. Gallaher underscores how Florovsky’s historiography and theology of culture deploy nationalistic 

tropes and he is especially critical of Florovsky’s early (Eurasianist) essays that display the most marked examples 

of Romanticism. Gallaher accuses Florovsky of conflating Russian religiosity, sobornost’ and Geist in a whirl of 

romantic language: “It appears that Florovsky was transmuting the Romantic notion of creativity as a supra-rational 

and quasi-revelatory intuition to catholicity….[by describing creativity as] ‘feeling’, ‘mystical intuition’ and the 

‘religiously enlightened gaze.’”  



119 

 

emerges a system of religious fidelity that centers on psychology.257 Because Florovsky believes 

that “there exists no abstract general Christian message that can be detached from its historical 

context,” his entire system of thought relies on a glorification of Hellenism and a culture of 

Christianity eternally founded on Byzantium. 

A close reading of Florovsky’s Eurasian pieces as well as his work on revelation and church 

history expose how a deeply medievalizing vision undergirded Florovsky’s thought in the 1920s 

and 1930s. By analyzing Florovsky’s thought through the lens of medievalism—understanding 

how both Eurasianism and Byzantinism share a complex and idealizing vision of one epoch in 

the history of a people (first Russian, then Greek) —we can much better understand his 

philosophy of culture, his understanding of history and his theological project as it relates to 

national identity. Christianity was always the center pillar of Florovsky’s conception of the 

Russian people and their creative task.258 The proper expression of Christianity for Russians 

relied on imitating medieval models: Old Russia and Byzantium were prescriptive for the 

Russian community in exile and, in both cases, anchor Russians abroad within a larger narrative 

of divine history. Florovsky’s privileging of Byzantium as a historically unique and divinely 

ordained cultural synthesis that can be reactivated in the present functions as a compensatory 

nationalism as well as a medievalism. Examining how an imagined Christian Hellenism operates 

as such in Florovsky’s thought—particularly vis-à-vis questions of nationalism, cultural identity 

and epochal categorizations—allows us to understand the way that he was using theology to craft 

 
257 Gallaher, 670; “As the identity of the Church as catholicity (sc. unity in Christ) is described as a form of 

consciousness, it is not surprising that Florovsky uses a variety of psychological imagery to discuss its internal life. 

Throughout his work he speaks of a primary set of terms as subjects (e.g. Church, Fathers, tradition) undergoing, 

being characterized by or possessing a second set of terms (e.g. “experience”, “faith”, “image”, “vision”, “witness”, 

“memory”, “freedom” and especially “mind”). This takes the form of stock phrases that reappear throughout his 

work, such as “the experience of the Church”, “the mind of the Fathers” and “the vision of the Fathers.” No need for 

this 

258 By task I mean “podvig” which could also mean struggle or feat.  
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the myths of Russian and Orthodox identity that we see appearing in the careers of Berdyaev and 

Fedotov as well. All three thinkers offer a return to a historical ideal in the form of an evocative 

narrative of the struggle to be creative and safeguard the eternal features of Christian culture.   

Several critiques mentioned above of Florovsky’s idea of Christian Hellenism or his 

assessment of Russian thought emphasize where he was factually incorrect about historical 

details or philosophical concepts. This chapter does not dwell on the historical inaccuracies of 

his construction of medieval Russian or Byzantine society. The absence of that discussion is not 

to circumvent critiques of Florovsky that highlight the (potential) nationalism of his thought, but 

to examine how his historical narratives and cultural polemics are always framed by a nostalgia 

for the past, a romantic cultural morphology and a forceful historiography that defends that 

imagined past. Florovsky’s career in Europe shows how the émigré impulse to create meaningful 

cultural and historical myths extended beyond the Russian people and Russian space. 

 

Examining the Eurasian works 

Eurasianism assumed that the lessons of Western history could not fully account for the 

Russian Revolution nor could they guide Russians in their present predicament.259 While they 

were much influenced by the Slavophiles, the Eurasianists distanced themselves from the 

Slavophile project and its Russo-centric nationalism. Instead, re-categorizing physical and ethno-

cultural boundaries became a way of resisting old narratives about the character of the Russian 

nation or people. A crucial component of these identity-building narratives was the search for 

laws or principles that explain or predict cultural development using the language of progress or 

 
259 Savitsky, “A Turn to the East” in Exodus to the East. For example, he argues that the French Revolution was an 

essentially different event than the Russian Revolution and thus offers no historical guidance to the Russians.  
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decay. Spengler’s theories of cultural morphology and civilizational epochs were a major 

influence on the Eurasianists. Spengler’s biological model of cultures is crucial to Florovsky’s 

theory of creative morphology, where a people’s culture is not predetermined, but is shaped 

instead by the confluence of internal essence with the concrete realities of history (which can 

include the confrontation with other cultures).260 His model sees a culture as the expression of a 

national soul, rather than a series of mechanical relations.261 The outward manifestations of the 

soul comprise its culture, and the elements of culture exist in a “morphological relationship” 

within this organic history.262 The soul of culture, for Spengler, functions similar to our modern 

understanding of genetics, where the organic model at once allows for some historical influence 

on the expression of a culture—just as a plant would respond to its environment—but also 

assumes that there are real morphological limitations of any given culture.263 Spengler firmly 

rejects the notion of teleology, but discusses the destiny of cultures as  distinct from causality or 

determinism.264 This distinction is a clear inspiration for the Eurasian rejection of historical 

 
260 In “On Non-historical Peoples,” Florovsky expounds on this idea that the concrete actions of a people over time 

can create a solid, immutable base of culture and everyday life. However, that does not mean that history cannot 

have great ruptures that undo this or bring about a new future entirely unlike what the past seemed to lead towards. 

He also distinguishes between the spirit of a people, which informs its true cultural creativity, and the daily life of a 

people, which can be a continuation of its historical contingencies. As an example, he describes how materially, 

Americans appear to be much like Western Europeans (because they share a “way of life”); however their culture, 

their “spirit” is totally different, and thus their historical destiny is not that of Europe’s. “O narodakh 

neistoricheskikh: strana ottsov i strana detei” (On Non-historical Peoples: lands of the fathers and lands of the 

children) Exodus to the East.  

261 Spengler. The Decline of the West, 5. 

262 Spengler, 7.  

263 Even accounting for the free and active wills of its individual constituents, a culture cannot surpass its own 

morphology: a lily bulb cannot grow into an oak.  “We know it to be true of every organism that the rhythm, form 

and duration of its life, and all the expression-details of that life as well, are determined by the properties of its 

species.” Spengler, 21. 

264 ““Mankind,” however, has no aim, no idea, no plan, any more than the family of butterflies or orchids…I see, in 

place of that empty figment of one linear history which can only be kept up by shutting one's eyes to the 

overwhelming multitude of the facts, the drama of a number of mighty Cultures, each springing with primitive 

strength from the soil of a mother region to which it remains firmly bound throughout its whole life-cycle; each 

stamping its material, its mankind, in its own image; each having its own idea, its own passions, its own life, will and 
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determinism. 

The metaphor of a national soul allows for cultures to retain something essential even if it 

impossible to see it from the outside.265 One way that external features of culture cannot fully 

express the internal essence of a culture is pseudomorphosis. Spengler’s idea of 

pseudomorphosis would be foundational to Florovsky’s understanding of Russian culture. In 

Spengler’s theory of culture, pseudomorphosis, taken from a geological term for a type of rock 

formation, describes the cultural phenomenon whereby new cultures are forced to grow into the 

“shapes” of old cultures. This geological phenomenon at once allows for the essential, 

morphological character of a culture and its atypical or inadequate expression because of the 

pressure of external events (i.e. the history of a culture). These psuedomorphous failures are ones 

of synthesis, integration and creativity.266 

Florovsky’s Eurasian works are rife with discussions of the disconnect between internal 

and external culture and foreshadow how pseudomorphosis would become an increasingly 

important concept in his understanding of cultural expression. In his writings from the 1920s, 

Florovsky often expounds on the tension between the true culture of a people and the culture of 

daily life that forms their everyday existence. He describes these two cultures sometimes as 

planes of existence, a “cultural” plane (internal) and an “everyday” (bytovoj) plane (external). 

 
feeling, its own death… Here the Cultures, peoples, languages, truths, gods, landscapes bloom and age as the oaks 

and the stone-pines, the blossoms, twigs and leaves....” Spengler, 21. Italics are original.  

265 “Each Culture has its own new possibilities of self-expression which arise, ripen, decay, and never return. There 

is not one sculpture, one painting, one mathematics, one physics, but many, each in its deepest essence different 

from the others, each limited in duration and self-contained, just as each species of plant has its peculiar blossom or 

fruit, its special type of growth and decline.” Spengler, 21 

266 “By the term ‘historical pseudomorphosis’ I propose to designate those cases in which an older alien Culture lies 

so massively over the land that a young Culture, born in this land, cannot get its breath and fails not only to achieve 

pure and specific expression-forms, but even to develop fully its own self-consciousness. All that wells up from the 

depths of the young soul is cast in the old molds, young feelings stiffen in senile works, and instead of rearing itself 

up in its own creative power, it can only hate the distant power with a hate that grows to be monstrous.” Spengler, 

189.  
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There is not necessarily a causative or an organic relationship between these two planes. 

Historians confuse these planes, inaccurately preferring the external over the internal.267 In the 

case of the Russians, their everyday life appeared backwards in comparison to Europe, and so the 

superior internal cultural plane was obscured. The everyday plane is also the plane of political 

activity—thus, Florovsky criticizes both the revolutionaries and counter-revolutionaries for 

attempting to solve the problem of Russia’s revolution with some sort of “everyday” solution (a 

new form of government, new institutions) that ignores Russia’s internal character. Florovsky 

conceives of history as an interaction between the logical processes of social history (the bytovoj) 

and the unpredictable influence of the creative activity of the individual.268  The invisible plane 

of culture is where true human creativity takes place and where the resurrection of Russian 

culture can—and will eventually—take place.  

In his dismissal of the everyday mode of life, Florovsky rejected not only the mainstream 

imperialist visions of the Eurasians, but any political manifestation of Christianity.269 It was time 

for a new way of understanding Russian history and politics through new paradigms of cultural 

creativity.270 Similar to Berdyaev’s interpretation of Russia’s collective guilt for the Revolution, 

Florovsky repeatedly decries the Revolution as primarily the result of cultural and religious 

 
267 Florovsky, “On non-historical peoples.” He calls this the case of the “Russian sphinx” and uses the language of 

“lik” and “litso” to stress how impossible it is to truly see Russia.  

268 Florovsky, “On non-historical peoples.” Florovsky also takes pains to articulate how his historiography can 

account for patterns found in social structures with the boundless freedom of the human individual. Florovksy’s 

emphasis on the creative freedom of the individual in history situates his version of the Eurasianist project in an 

intellectual heritage [that begins most obviously with Herzen and is carried on by most of the major figures of the 

Russian religious renaissance, not least of all Berdyaev. 

269 “Dostoevsky and Europe” Sophia: 1922, 72.  

270 Savitsky, “A Turn to the East,” 6. 
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developments in Russia’s past.271 He frames even the Civil War in cultural rather than political 

terms: Florovsky blames the “abstract rationalism” of the counter-revolutionaries for their 

inability to combat the Bolsheviks and he describes the Whites as “saints” who are fighting a 

battle that is not in essence, political.272  

Florovsky’s rejection of political aspirations made him an ideological outlier in not only the 

Eurasian debates but the larger émigré community. His 1926 article, “On the Metaphysical 

Premise of Utopianism,” rebukes the utopian thinking that he saw as rampant in pre- and post-

Revolutionary Russian thought and articulates the reasoning behind his explicit rejection of the 

political. Florovsky uses historiographical and theological arguments to discredit the hope of an 

ideal society on earth. In his public “Letter to P.B. Struve on Eurasianism,” Florovsky says the 

reason he contributed to Exodus to the East was because it was not a “collection of political 

articles” but rather it aimed “to discuss, within a new framework, the cultural and philosophical 

meaning of Russian history and the Russian Revolution.”273 In similar language, he defends the 

Eurasians in a 1925 article as committed to seeking the truth rather than being distracted (like 

pre-revolutionary Russian intellectuals) by social questions.274  

 
271 In “On Righteous and Sinful Patriotism,” Florovsky firmly rejects blaming foreign political powers for the 

Revolution. In “Breaks and Connections,” he writes there is no one to blame for the Revolution--it is the sum of the 

“historical processes” of Russia, 14. 

272 “On Righteous and Sinful Patriotism,” Part Three. Florovsky won’t even concede that the conflict could be called 

a Civil War. 

273 Florovsky in Modest Kolerov, Ot marksizma k idealizmu i tserkvi 

(1897-1927). Issledovaniia. (Moscow: Tsiolkovskii, 2017) 267-274. 

274 Florovsky, “Okamenennoe beschuvstvie” (Stony Unfeeling), Put’, no. 2, 1925. 
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Both the internal and external planes of culture have ramifications for the collective 

identity of a people. The early Eurasian article, “The Cunning of Reason,” (1921) provides a 

pointed articulation of Florovsky’s understanding of the relationship between culture and a 

people.275 A treatise that takes aim at “Germano-Latin” naturalism, rationalism and theology, it 

describes how there is at once something essential and also self-fulfilling about cultures: the 

natural tendency of a certain type of people is then collectively reinforced, becoming 

inescapable. However, culture is not simply collectively reinforced traditions or social norms. 

Groups of people have an essential mode of existing that defines them. Crucially, Florovsky, 

conceives of culture primarily as a mode of being, of seeing or of thinking. For example, he 

proposes binary and mutually exclusive modes of cognition to differentiate between Eastern and 

Western people: the West operates in a passive and rational mode and the East in a creative and 

intuitive mode.276 Florovsky assigns a sacred role to the Greek and Russian spirit vis-à-vis the 

rest of the Judeo-Christian world. The East—namely Greeks and Russians—has a Hellenic 

clarity of perception, creativity and freedom from a dependency on rationalism as the highest 

good. By contrast, the people of the West live in permanent captivity to their rationalism.  

Westerners are literalists with a shared psychological outlook. As examples, Florovsky names 

Catholics, Germans, Jews, Quakers and Spiritualists, and he links the high priests of Israel and 

Judaism to the papacy, Lutheranism and Mennonites. Even Western mystics operate in a system 

of naturalism and rationalism: Florovsky claims their attempts to transcend the rational are 

inevitably marred by naturalism and a quest for absolute principles and abstract laws.277 This 

 
275 Florovsky, “Khitrost’ razuma” (The Cunning of Reason), Exodus to the East. 

276 More precisely, the West has a passive perception while the East has an active creative goal (podvig). This 

juxtaposition recalls Ivan Kireevsky’s distinction between Western rationalism and Eastern integral unity. 

277 “The Cunning of Reason,” 30-36. 
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shared spirit is perpetuated in the historical transmission of concrete ideas and traditions as well 

as transmitted invisibly as a collective psychology (somewhat akin to Jan Assmann’s cultural 

memory).278 As with other Eurasianist visions of culture, there is no intimation of a deterministic 

racial dimension of these collective visions. Rather, the creative possibilities of any people are 

circumscribed by the “storehouses” (sklady) of culture that shape both planes of their existence 

and their internal essence. Florovsky’s reference to the prototypical differences between the East 

and West is also not, strictly speaking, about spatial or even historical boundaries, as his 

inclusion of Ancient Israel as part of the West would attest. East and West signify ways of seeing 

the world more than anything bound by geographic specifics. 

Florovsky also distinguishes between cultural achievements that belong to East or West 

and those achievements which are eternal and thus universal and transnational. In “Dostoevsky 

and Europe” (1921), he insists that certain authors (specifically Shakespeare, Dante, Schiller, 

Byron and George Sand) are not European writers but universal, representing the highest 

achievements of human culture. Paraphrasing Dostoevsky, Russia, whose strength lies in its 

safeguarding of Orthodox Christianity, has a messianic role to play by being a witness to the 

Incarnation of Christ as revealed in Orthodoxy and also incorporating these (European but 

actually universal) writers into their own cultural achievements. In a piece from the same year on 

nationalism (and the Slavophiles), Florovsky emphasizes how it is better to imitate a superior 

culture than remain loyal to one’s own traditions for no good reason. The Russian willingness to 

 
278 Exodus to the East, 34ff; Florovsky actually draws a line through Jewish thought from Moses to Hermann Cohen 

(a German Neo-Kantian) to make his point about the captivity of the Western mind. Egyptologist Jan Assman has 

written several theoretical studies that argue for the unconscious ways that cultural memories are transmitted 

through the generations. See Jan Assmann, Das Kulturelle Gedächtnis: Schrift, Erinnerung und Politische Identität 

in frühen Hochkulturen. (Munich: Verlag C.H. Beck, 1992). 
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imitate certain Western ideas (never values) is thus reframed—contra long debates over Russian 

originality and cultural inferiority—as a form of cultural intelligence and messianic universalism.  

Florovsky makes little reference to any particular material practices or artifacts in his 

cultural morphology.  What must be emphasized is that this aversion to the material side of 

culture is also apparent in Florovsky’s discussion of Orthodoxy. On the one hand, Florovsky’s 

rejection of social and political manifestations of Christianity grows out of his wholesale 

rejection of “external” culture. However, his indifference to the external appears even in the 

context of religious artifacts. Historically, the Russian polemics of East vs. West emphasized the 

physicality and beauty of Orthodox theology and practice (and, by extension, the liturgical link 

to the Incarnation). For Florovsky, the inferiority of external culture—even within a Christian 

context—is at least in part a matter of personal preference, as he himself confessed to being 

largely uninterested in the sensual dimensions of the liturgy in favor of the intellectual.279 

However, Florovsky’s insistence on the superiority of internal culture is more than a question of 

taste. Within the context of the dispersed Russian community, this rejection of social, political 

and material culture was intended to strengthen, not weaken, the project of creating a meaningful 

model of lived Orthodoxy in exile. The emphasis on culture as an invisible storehouse made 

manifest through a psychological orientation to the world is a powerful buttress against engaging 

with social or political institutions. The loss of churches, relics, icons—not to mention 

widespread poverty—is mitigated by a call for religious renewal that happens only in the mind 

and heart. Florovsky soon settles on the verbal as being the only legitimate mediator of the 

internal essence and an external expression of culture. 

 
279 Blane, 25. 
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Florovsky’s aversion to materiality is also a response to utopian thinking, a fallacy to 

which Russians are particularly inclined (Berdyaev often makes the same point).280 In his 1923 

essay “The Two Testaments” (in Russia and the Latin Creed), Florovsky dismisses the idea of 

changing the world with social or political programs as a misguided motivation for the “local.” 

Local thinking hopes to see the world become a better place—instead, the only hope is for 

eternal spiritual life.281 He calls the hope of social or even ecclesial renewal a temptation of the 

devil and tasks his readers to win over souls to build the heavenly temple of God, not to build the 

city of god on earth.282 Taking up the Judeo-Christian motif of a New Jerusalem, Florovsky calls 

for a spiritual home that is a “free” and “internal Jerusalem.” Its freedom is constituted by its 

liberation from geography and history, for the New Jerusalem will never be a “local city” 

(zdeshnij grad), it will never realize “societal ideals.”283 The unity of the world, he concludes, 

cannot be realized in Orthodox projects of social change because the very unity of the world is 

arranged by divine single-mindedness in the unity of Divine grace (edinomyslie v edinstve 

Bozhiej blagodati).284 Theological expressions—over and against any social or political 

institutions—are the human expression of the “single-mindedness” of God.285 Florovsky 

apparently understands the project of social unity as incompatible with—or even antithetical to—

participating in the unity of the mind of God. Moreover, the search for local solutions to external 

 
280 Florovsky, “Metaphysical Presuppositions of Utopianism” Put’, 82. He dismisses the possibility of a universal 

utopia, in what is obviously a critique of the Soviet project. A global utopia requires, for Florovsky, a deterministic 

and homogenous model of all cultures: only if cultures share some innate similarities could they achieve the same 

social organization. He dubs this possibility “anti-historical.” This is a trope taken from Spengler, who describes 

how the internal character of a culture limits the possibilities of its growth and development  

281 Florovsky, “Dva Zaveta” (The Two Testaments), Rossiia i Latinstvo, 1923. 

282 The Two Testaments, “There is a Christian task (delanie) in the world, … not to build an earthly city, but make a 

temple out of their souls to the Heavenly God.” 

283 “The Two Testaments.” 

284 Florovsky, “The Two Testaments,” 91. 

285 This idea appears throughout “Two Testaments” and “On the Metaphysical”. 
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cultural problems limits one’s historical self-consciousness. Like Berdyaev, whose Meaning of 

History argued that magnificent creativity requires historical self-awareness, Florovsky is eager 

to reorient his readers to see culture and history on a much larger scale . A capacious historical 

self-consciousness, for Berdyaev, can provide insight into the meaning of history and the destiny 

of the Russian people; for Florovsky, it provides access to Divine Reason.286  

 

Creating a New Russia 

Florovsky’s deeply anti-political convictions would remain an intellectual constant in the 

decades following the Revolution. His cultural morphology and resistance to socio-political 

change distanced him from the larger émigré community’s hope of solving the problem of the 

Revolution by replicating old Russian or new European modes of daily living. Moreover, his 

understanding of social history which pits utopia against divine reason is a marked deviation from 

most Christian discourses that have historically linked the human aspiration for a perfect society 

with the Kingdom of God (such as the healing ministry of Christ or the early charismatic 

community of the apostles). Florovsky’s rebuttal of local utopias reveals elements of his early 

thought that pave the way for his unique medievalizing vision of the past. Arguably, lurking behind 

his rejection of local thinking is the possibility of utopian hindsight, the recognition of a better past 

that becomes visible with historical distance.  

Florovsky invokes the idea of a New Jerusalem—like the theme of the City of God dating 

back to Augustine—as the model for human community. Liberated from the constraints of 

geography and history, Florovsky’s New Jerusalem is a spiritual community united by dogma and 

 
286 “Metaphysical presuppositions”:  “The history of philosophy teaches that people cannot comprehend Divine 

Reason because they are living by their century.”  
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theological orthodoxy. From the pan-Christian vision of a New Jerusalem, Florovsky proposes a 

“New Russia” that can resist political utopianism. In the aftermath of the Revolution comes the 

opportunity to rebuild a “New Russia” with no recourse to empire, government or even the physical 

space of the “geographical fatherland.”287 To be Russian is entirely a cultural category predicated 

on Orthodox Christianity. In language that foreshadows Florovsky’s famous injunction in 1936, 

“to be Orthodox we must be Greek,” Florovsky insists in 1923 that “to become ‘Russians,’ it is 

truly necessary to ‘be Orthodox.’”288 Beyond the missionizing role of Russia and its potential for 

having a synthetic culture that absorbs the best of the West (as discussed in “Dostoevsky and 

Europe”), it is difficult to pinpoint concrete positive (or negative) features of Russianness. 

Florovsky describes this quest for a new Russia in particular in two essays, “On Non-Historical 

Peoples” (1922) and “On Patriotism” (1923). Not surprisingly, this New Russia will be a spiritual 

entity and not a “cultural-everyday” one.289 The Revolution destroyed the everyday Russia: it was 

a “cataclysm” which forever destroyed the possibility of Russia as a political entity. Instead, a 

secret “vanished” Russia has been exposed by this cataclysm wherein lay the seeds of New Russia. 

This true and invisible New Russia will be built by embracing a “true religious pathos.”290 The 

Russian émigrés must recover “the good, sacred, eternal, holy elements of our people” so as to 

restore a “eternally renewed culture beyond the [everyday] way of life.”291 Language will be the 

 
287 Florovsky, “Breaks and Connections,” Exodus to the East, 16 

288 “On Sinful and Righteous Patriotism.” Part 5. 

289 “On Sinful and Righteous Patriotism.”  

290 “Breaks and Connections,”.  

291 “One Non-Historical Peoples.” 
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tool for this project of cultural rejuvenation. The New Russia must be created with words and not 

by the sword—with words one can establish a “heavenly reality.”292   

What does it mean for this new Russia to be created with words? It certainly is not an 

appeal to Russian literature or the Russian language. The words that constitute true Russian 

culture are the theological or religious works that build on Russia’s indigenous and inherited 

spiritual traditions. The origin of true Russian culture is found in Holy Rus’, and here, in the 

medieval vision of Russian piety, is the closest Florovsky comes to offering any specific image 

of Russian culture. Florovsky describes how Russia’s tradition of culture is held together by 

“gossamer threads” that stretch from Dostoevsky and Tolstoy back to St. Nilus of Sora and St. 

Sergius and onto “thickets beyond the Volga” and even “to Mount Athos and beyond, to the 

scorching spaces of Thebes.”293 Florovsky praises Holy Rus’ and notes that, while the masses 

may have been “creatively weak,” the religious writings of the time were a genuine part of the 

Orthodox intellectual tradition and the “spirit of Hellenic philosophy.” In the organic society of 

Rus’, the teachings of the Fathers shaped the liturgical life of the people, and prayers and hymns 

were compiled “in the spirit of the Holy Fathers.”294 In his treatise on patriotism for the 

Eurasians, Florovsky admits that he is not yet fully reconciled with the absence of any positive 

external forms of culture. However, rather than falling back on the silence of Old Russia that was 

a trope throughout Russian intellectual history, he proposes that Russia’s “tradition of culture is 

intangible and immaterial.”295 The culture of Holy Rus’ is not a set of “fixed content” but a way 

 
292 “One Non-Historical Peoples.” By contrast, the sword swings clumsily for a “wavering and shaky” abstraction of 

the motherland. 

293 “On Non-historical peoples,” 66.  

294 “On Sinful and Righteous Patriotism.” 

295 “On Sinful and Righteous Patriotism,” 66. He acknowledges his difficulty in pinpointing many examples of 

external culture, calling it puzzling, impossible to understand and difficult to describe. 
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of seeing the world, an orientation towards the divine truth that centers on God-humanity (here, 

quoting Soloviev) rather than “juridical principles.” Florovsky praises the old Slavic desire for 

“spirit” instead of “order” (an impulse he will come to roundly reject by the late 1930s).296  

In language akin to Fedotov’s, Florovsky marks the end of Rus’ as the bifurcation of the 

high and low classes, a disruption of the “organic fusion” of the people that existed in an ideal 

medieval space. Contra Fedotov’s recovery of Old Russian spirituality as the grassroots 

traditions of the unnamed masses, it is the silence of the Russian elite that concerns Florovsky. 

He explicitly states that his discussion of Holy Rus’ is historical and not patriotically mythic or 

symbolic. Thus, for all his poetic language, he is describing what he believes to be a historically 

genuine cultural epoch, the dawn of a Byzantine-Slavonic world (mir vizantino-slavyanskij) 

whose synthesis can be contrasted to the internal schism arising in the Western culture and 

Western mind. 

Florovsky’s texts from the early twenties reveal a glorification of the cultural vis-à-vis the 

everyday that equates culture with spirit, intuition and piety. In Florovsky’s exultations of Holy 

Rus’ there is no mention of folk culture and little mention of the “external” manifestations of 

religious culture (hagiography, iconography, Hagia Sophia, specific saints). While Florovsky has 

not yet arrived at his philosophy of culture that centers entirely on dogmatic fidelity and 

theological vision, he is already insisting that the creative task of the Russian émigrés is to form 

a community defined by a theological disposition. Moreover, being Orthodox is largely a mental 

practice; it is participation in a tradition of spiritual perspective that dates back to medieval 

Russian piety and the Byzantine encounter with Old Rus’. Florovsky, Fedotov and Berdyaev all 

believe that there is something unique to the way that Russians understand the world, a national 

 
296 “On Sinful and Righteous Patriotism,” 64. 
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feature that is also inseparable from the Orthodox faith. For all three men, it was vital to 

safeguard a Russian identity that went beyond the boundaries of the Russian land and the 

Russian state. The emphasis on vision, internal culture and psychological acuity reveal a shared 

tendency to locate Russianness in the intangible and spiritual dimension. However, both 

Berdyaev and Fedotov identify how the internalized culture and Weltanschauung of the Russian 

people is manifest to the outside world. For Berdyaev, Russian writers bring a prophetic voice to 

challenge their readers and the West.  For Fedotov, the medieval canon of saints and their 

hagiographies point the way for the modern Russian to a source of lived Russian holiness. 

Florovsky makes mention of Russian writers (linking Dostoevsky to earlier saints) but in 

comparison with Fedotov and Berdyaev, his prognosis of Russian culture is even more 

ephemeral and romantic.  

 

Paris: From Russian History to Church History  

 

Florovsky moved to Paris in 1926 and began teaching at the end of that year at Saint-

Serge. The creation of Saint-Serge  had been years in the making and was, in large part, the 

product of Russian social and intellectual capital and Western European financial capital.297 

Many luminaries of the Russian religious renaissance were involved in establishing Saint-Serge  

and thus, while Florovsky was no longer a young man per se, he was again markedly younger 

than his peers, occupying the position of precocious youngster despite his age (mid-30s). Saint-

Serge  provided Florovsky a lively intellectual environment, a long-sought permanent teaching 

 
297 Ecumenical funding for the institute started in Prague and the successful fundraising was the result of Russian, 

Czech, French and American collaborations, not least with the YMCA. 
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position, new exposure to the Greek fathers and an institutional base for increased visibility as an 

expert in matters Orthodox and ecumenical. 

In his 1925 defense of Eurasianism in “Stony Unfeeling,” Florovsky insisted that the 

liberation of Russia required a battle for Holy Rus’, a battle for the very root (koren’) of 

Russia.298 However, the more he studied and wrote about Byzantine theology in Paris, the more 

lacking he found Russian thought. In the late 1920s, Florovsky abandoned the Eurasian rhetoric 

of Slavic exceptionalism and an attendant messianic role of the Russian people. In rejecting the 

idealized construction of Rus’, Florovsky found a new focus in his medievalizing search for a 

period of social cohesion and theological integrity: Byzantium. He would spend the rest of his 

life advocating for a return to Byzantine culture as the creative task of Christianity. The message 

of Christianity may be universal, but its messenger is now Greek. Florovsky uses the same 

intellectual paradigm he used for justifying the Eurasian lionization of Russian culture to defend 

now the universal Hellenization of the Christian world: a belief in a national psychology; 

dependence on metaphors of organic development; attempts to balance the East vs West debate 

with a new fixed point of cultural reference and a mythologizing of the past that uses language 

and vision as the paradigm for cultural ideals. His call to return to Byzantium is at once a clear 

development of his philosophy of culture and a continuation of his medievalizing narrative of 

history. It is also an antidote to problems facing the politically and theologically fractured 

Russian community of Paris.  

 

 
298 “Florovsky, “Okamenennoe beschuvstvie” (Stony Unfeeling), Put’, no. 2, 1925. 
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Hermeneutics of Revelation as the basis for Byzantine exceptionalism 

 

As far back as the 12th century, Russian religious writings attempted to create narratives 

that weave the Slavs into divine history and the family of Christian peoples.299 Later Medieval 

texts relied on a variety of biblical tropes to explain the “late” arrival of Russians/Slavs to 

Christianity in a positive way: the contrast of the Old and New Testaments (Law/Grace); the 

image of the grafted branch (see also Fedotov); the parable of the eleventh hour. In his 1931 

article “Revelation, Philosophy and Theology,” Florovsky employs the well-established 

Christian rhetoric of contrasting the (former) election of the Jews to the new people of God after 

Christ.300 However, rather than seeing this binary as ethno-national/specific (Old Testament) vs. 

universal (New Testament), the Greeks replace the Jewish people as the chosen vessel for divine 

economy.301 Florovsky systematically defends the primacy of Greek language and culture in his 

explanation of divine economy and human intellectual creativity: 

Israel did not accept the Divine Christ, did not recognize Him nor confess Him and 

"the promise" passed to the Gentiles. The Church is, above all, ecclesia ex gentibus. 

We must acknowledge this basic fact of Christian history in humility before the will 

of God, which is fulfilled in the destiny of nations. And the "calling of the Gentiles" 

meant that Hellenism became blessed by God. In this there was no "historical 

accident"—no such accident could lie thereto. In the religious destiny of man there 

are no "accidents." In any case the fact remains that the Gospel is given to us all 

 
299 The Primary Chronicle of Nestor offers the earliest account of the Slavic/Russian encounter with Byzantium as 

well as proffering a Biblical genealogy for the Slavs (descending from Noah). 

300 Florovsky, “Revelation, Philosophy and Theology,” 1931. This article originally appeared as "Offenbarung, 

Philosophie und Theologie" in Zwischen den Zeiten, Heft 6 (München, 1931). Republished in English translation in 

Volume 3: Creation and Redemption of The Collected Works of Georges Florovsky, ed. Haugh, p 21-40. The 

passage from the Bible is Galatians 3:26-29 (NASV): “For you are all sons of God through faith in Christ Jesus.  For 

all of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ.  There is neither Jew nor Greek, there 

is neither slave nor free man, there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus.  And if you belong 

to Christ, then you are Abraham’s descendants, heirs according to promise.” 

301 “This means that the truth of divine Revelation must unfold within human thought, must develop into an entire 

system of believing confession, into a system of religious perspective—one may say, into a system of religious 

philosophy and a philosophy of Revelation.” “Revelation, Philosophy and Theology,” 27.  
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and for all time in the Greek language. It is in this language that we hear the Gospel 

in all its entirety and fullness.302  

 

Like the Gospels, church dogma—the formulations of the Church Fathers—can be translated but 

it is always most perfectly expressed in Greek, making them the synthetic product of divine 

revelation and Byzantine (Hellenic) philosophy. “The words of dogmatic definitions are not 

‘simple words,’ they are not ‘accidental’ words which one can replace by other words. They are 

eternal words, incapable of being replaced.”303 Florovsky reasons that certain words and 

concepts are therefore eternalized by the very fact that they express divine truth. In conceptually 

preparing the way for human understanding of Christ as man and God, the Greek-speaking 

milieu of pagan philosophy was divinely ordained to develop into the cultural and historical 

setting for the articulation of Christianity’s immutable truths. 

The “system of religious philosophy” that was worked out by the Byzantine fathers was, 

contra Harnack, a divinely ordained synthesis of Greek philosophy and Christological 

revelation.304 This system takes on a sacramental character by being the result of the “baptism of 

thought by fire” which transformed Greek thinking and culture:  

Its [baptism’s] entire meaning consists of the fact that particular themes of Hellenic 

philosophy are received and, through this reception, they change essentially; they 

change and are no longer recognizable. Because now, in the terminology of Greek 

philosophy, a new, a totally new experience is expressed.305  

 

 
302 Florovsky, “Revelation, Philosophy and Theology,” 32.  

303 Florovsky, “Revelation, Philosophy and Theology,” 33.  

304 Adolf Harnack, History of Dogma, 1894–1898. Harnack argues, in brief, that Christian dogma was contaminated 

by Hellenic thought and these intellectual impurities mean that the (modern) theologian is free to critique Christian 

dogma in an effort to discover a purer expression of the Christian faith.  

305 Florovsky, “Revelation, Philosophy and Theology,” 33: “Although themes and motives of Greek thought are 

retained, the answers to the problems are quite different; they are given out of a new experience. Hellenism, for this 

reason, received Christianity as something foreign and alien, and the Christian Gospel was "foolishness" to the 

Greeks Corinthians 1:23]” 
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Florovsky attempts to balance this divine vocation of the Greek language and philosophy with the 

universality of the Christian message: 

There was precisely as little "chance" or "accident" in this "selection" of the Greek 

language—In the selection of the "Hellenes" we must acknowledge the hidden 

decisions of God's will. In any case, the presentation of Revelation in the language 

of historical Hellenism in no way restricts Revelation. It rather proves precisely the 

opposite—that this language possessed certain powers and resources which aided 

in expounding and expressing the truth of Revelation.306 

 

Rather than ask whether and why the specificity of “historical Hellenism” must always 

circumscribe the human reception of revelation, Florovsky celebrates the fact that there was any 

human language at all that could make sense of revelation. He also dedicates almost no attention 

to the fact that the development of Christological (and other dogmatic) terminology took place 

over centuries, rather than coalescing immediately after the first council of Nicea. 

Only with Greek concepts and terminology could the Fathers articulate a dogmatic 

explanation of the Trinity, of the Incarnation, and even Scripture. The Bible, Florovsky notes, is 

a text that comes after the Church and some of the Church Fathers—the very formation of the 

New Testament depended on an earlier creative response to revelation, a response that demanded 

an entire “system of thought.” This system is the church dogma, which universally undergirds all 

other creative responses to the Christian message (such as liturgical traditions or iconography). 

This insistence on the primacy of Greek thought and Greek language safeguards Florovsky, the 

Russian thinker, from the temptation of “localness.” By insisting that the paradigm for 

intellectual and religious truth is only found in the past, Florovsky also avoids historically local 

thinking.  

 

 
306 Florovsky, “Revelation, Philosophy and Theology,” 32-33. 
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From Christian Hellenism to a Medievalizing Byzantinism 

 Florovsky names Byzantium the era of “Christian Hellenism.” He proposes that 

something tremendous happened around the end of the 4th century and that this new “life of 

mankind” deserves a title—Byzantium. In his introduction to the Eastern Fathers, he describes 

how the previously bifurcated (between Christianity and paganism) “spiritual structure” 

(dushevnyi stroi) of antique man is being transformed into something new over the course of the 

transitional epoch of the fourth century.307 As the era that begins in the 5th century, following the 

First Council of Nicea, Florovsky’s understanding of Byzantium has remarkably little reference 

to its existence as an empire.308 Instead, Byzantium is foremost the Greek-speaking theological 

community that survived the conciliar and theological disputes of the late antique period without 

falling into heresy. Byzantium was home to the philosophical and dogmatic work that expressed 

the church’s Christology and anthropology, safeguarding the doctrinal (largely Christological) 

formulations of the Church Fathers and establishing the expansive foundations of Orthodox 

theology for the following centuries. It is telling that, in Florovsky’s account, Byzantium’s 

beginning is marked by a theological rather than a geo-political event —the Christological 

debates rather than the establishment of Constantinople as an imperial capital. Florovsky is quite 

explicit about this distinction between empire and theological clarity and it is reflected in the 

titles of his two volumes on the Church Fathers: Eastern Fathers of the 4th Century and 

Byzantine Fathers of the 5th-8th Centuries. The Eastern Fathers are not simply so called because 

they predate certain historical events (the transfer of the capital from Rome to Constantinople, 

 
307 Florovsky, Vostochnye otsy IV veka (Eastern Fathers of the 4th Century), (Paris: YMCA Press, 1931) 8. This 

discussion of the transformation of the soul of the individual (and by extension the national collective) in different 

epochs is also present in Berdyaev’s historical analysis] 

308 Florovsky, Vizantiiskie otsy V-VIII veka (Byzantine Fathers of the 5-8th centuries), (Paris: YMCA Press, 1933) 5.  



139 

 

for instance). In his study of the Byzantine Fathers, he characterizes their work as “theological 

synthesis”—in contrast to the “eastern” impulse towards asceticism (something he actually 

conceives of as a form of humanism) or the various Christological heresies.309 The pre-fifth 

century fathers are also dubbed “eastern” because their thinking is not yet fully Christianized and 

they are still mired by the intellectual legacy of paganism, not purified yet by the “baptism by 

fire.”310 

The unity between Christian Revelation and Greek philosophy that is achieved in the fifth 

century leads to a culture fundamentally distinct from ancient Greek culture: Byzantium.  While 

the term “Greek” or “Hellenic” may retain some ambiguity, “Byzantine” always refers to the 

transformed culture of Christianized Hellenism. As with other medievalizing visions, Florovsky 

crafts a narrative of divine origin and cultural legitimacy as the basis for his call to a return. 

Florovsky’s Byzantium is a concrete historical creative time with clear chronological boundaries 

and a trans-historical culture that can be revived.311 In comparison with French or English 

medievalisms that focus on the long-lost cultural integrity of their national Middle Ages, 

Florovsky’s Byzantinism is more absolute: his imagined Byzantium is not simply more pure or 

more orthodox than the present culture, it is the culture with direct cultural and linguistic access 

to the divine truth.312 Byzantium is the model for all human cultures, not just for the Greeks or 

the Orthodox. The Church Fathers—exclusively conceived of as being “Byzantine”—were not 

 
309 See the Conclusion of Byzantine Fathers.  

310 Eastern Fathers, 7. 

311 Throughout WRT, Florovsky contrasts the concrete (be it an epoch, an act, a human personality) with the abstract 

or theoretical (an inferior category that holds too much traction in the West and for certain Russian thinkers such as 

Pavel Florensky or Soloviev). 

312 French and English medievalisms naturally invoke a pre-Reformation Catholic past as part of their idyllic 

understanding of the Middle Ages. However, whatever unique divine calling of their nation is largely centered on 

political power rather than a linguistic or apostolic legitimacy.  
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just participating in divine history while` developing their dogmatic formulations, they stand as 

confirmation of the divine election of the Greek language and culture in human-divine relations. 

As the divinely chosen synthesis of Greek learning with Christian revelation, Christian 

culture, especially all those peoples missionized by the Greeks, cannot exist without recourse to 

Byzantium. Florovsky creates a genealogy of Byzantine thought that anchors it to the historical 

figure of Christ and antique thought:  

Byzantine theology is organically related to the original deposit of the truth of the 

faith…The beginning of Byzantinism is not the beginning of a new Christianity. 

Rather, it is the legitimate heir of the legacy of the New Testament, of early 

Christianity, of the Apostolic Fathers, of the Fathers of Church.313  

 

Byzantine thought purified and synthesized all aspects of Christian life. Even early non-Greek 

Christian phenomena find their perfection in Greek hands. For example, regarding the founding 

of monasticism, Florovsky says that monasticism began in a non-Greek milieu (in Egypt and 

then Palestine) but it was precisely the Greeks who first synthesize the ascetic experience and 

formulate the ascetic ideal.314  

Florovsky makes it clear that it is not enough to simply accept the dogmatic statements of 

the Byzantine Fathers (that is, to simply avoid heresy). One must also have a “truth of 

perception,”315 the Byzantine Weltanschauung that properly orients one in the task of creatively 

responding to truth. Florovsky redefines dogma, arguing that it is not simply a set a theological 

statements or creeds, but an ‘intellectual vision’ and “intuitive truth.”316 This vision has an 

 
313 Byzantine Fathers, 5.  

314 Byzantine Fathers, see chapter on Ascetic Fathers: The Beginning of Monasticism. 

315 “Revelation, Philosophy and Theology,” 29. 

316 “Revelation, Philosophy and Theology,” 29-30. This emphasis on dogma and the verbal articulation of 

Revelation distinguishes Florovsky from contemporary Russian religious philosophers who placed a special value in 

apophaticism and the (supposedly) extra-mystical participation of Russians in the Orthodox faith. Ibid., 31: “Man, 

however, is called not only to be silent but also to speak, to communicate.” 



141 

 

eschatological, salvific dimension: in the Resurrection, Christ restored human vision, making 

dogma possible.317 Dogma and vision are circumscribed by the possibilities of (the Greek) 

language, because in the “quest for words” “the essence of thought itself is transformed and 

sanctified.”318 Like culture itself, dogma has an inner and external form: the internal truth or 

“inner word” that becomes “fixed and unalterable” in its external expression in human (Greek) 

language. Considering Florovsky’s bipartite system of culture that privileges the invisible, 

creative and cultural over the everyday, it is significant how dogma transcends this duality, since 

the external “material” of the Greek language is flawless and timeless and perfectly corresponds 

to its internal essence. “Dogma,” as Florovsky says, “once established, cannot be rewritten or 

reworded.”319 The verbal expression of dogma makes it the highest form of human culture.  

 

National identity and medievalizing collectives 

 In the early and mid 1920s, Florovsky’s polemics were riddled with binaries of East vs. 

West, categorizing different psychological and intellectual trends as belonging to one or the 

other. In his historical surveys from the 1930s, there remains an uneasy alliance between national 

character, dogmatic clarity and cultural superiority. In his telling of church history, Florovsky 

frames the non-Chalcedonian and iconoclastic heretics as un-Greek in a double sense—both in 

 
317 “Revelation, Philosophy and Theology,” 30, In this context, sin appears to be a failure of vision or articulation, 

rather than something bound to evil or death. 

318 “Revelation, Philosophy and Theology,” 31. 

319 Dogma is not “the entire fullness of Christian experience” but it is a closed system of theological articulation.  

“Even in the imperfect language of humans, dogma can be fixed and unalterable: …Dogma is a definition—that is 

why its logical form is so important for dogma, that ‘inner word’ which acquires force in its external expression. 

This is why the external aspect of dogma—its wording—is so essential… The whole meaning of dogmatic 

definition consists of testifying to unchanging truth, truth which was revealed and has been preserved from the 

beginning. Thus it is a total misunderstanding to speak of ‘the development of dogma.’ Dogmas do not develop; 

they are unchanging and inviolable, even in their external aspect—their wording…And once established, a dogma is 

perennial and already an immutable "rule of faith ["régula fidei]; Dogma is an intuitive truth, not a discursive axiom 

which is accessible to logical development.” “Revelation, Philosophy and Theology,” 30. 
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their lack of Greek “spirit” and in their ethno-national identity. In the context of the miaphysite 

schism, Florovsky claims it was not accidental that miaphysitism quickly became a “non-Greek 

faith, the faith of Syrians, Copts, Ethiopians, Armenians.”320 As with Western rationalism in the 

Eurasian writings, there is a circular inevitability to this link between culture, hermeneutics, and 

theology. In Florovsky’s reading, “national [national’nyj] separatism” is always acutely sensed 

in the monophysite debates.321 And yet, despite the Greek origins of monophysite theology, it is 

defined, for Florovsky, by an un-Greek rejection of Hellenism: 

The dogmatic nature of Monophysitism is very much connected to Greek tradition 

— it is comprehensible only through Greek terminology, the Greek way of 

thinking and the categories of Greek metaphysics. It was Greek theologians who 

worked out the dogma of the Monophysite church. Yet, a keen hatred of 

Hellenism is very characteristic of Monophysitism as a whole. They use the word 

“Greek” as a synonym for “pagan” — “Greek books and pagan sciences.”322  

 

Florovsky himself here misunderstands or misrepresents the historical usage of “Greek” (that is, 

“Hellene”). As early as the New Testament and throughout the writings of the Fathers (and much 

later), it was universal in Greek-language Christian discourse to use “Greek” as synonymous for 

“pagan.”323 This terminology was used precisely by those Church Fathers who would have met 

all of Florovsky’s criteria for being ideal Byzantines (“Hellenes”), but who would have not 

called themselves Hellenes.324 For example, Canon XIV of the Council of Chalcedon prohibits 

 
320 Florovsky is not alone in this assessment, as late 19th and early 20th century accounts of the schism also reverted 

to ethnic categories to in part explain the schism within the late antique Christian world. He uses the term 

monophysite, which is now referred to as miaphysite. 

321 Byzantine Fathers, Chapter 1: Ways of Byzantine Theology, Part 5 Pt. 10. In his words, “It was not accidental 

that “monophysitism” quite quickly became an un-Greek (negrecheskoi) faith, a faith of Syrians, Copts, Egyptians, 

Armenians. National separatism could be felt the entire time very strongly in the history of the monophysite debates. 

322 Byzantine Fathers, Chapter 1: Ways of Byzantine Theology, Part 5 Pt. 10 Monophysites rejected “Greek books 

and pagan sciences.”  

323 See: Ἕλλην and derivatives in G. W. H. Lampe, A Patristic Greek Lexicon. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1961 p. 

451. 

324 The closest antithesis to Greek qua pagan would be Christian, which would carry no ethno-linguistic connotation. 
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the marriage between a pagan (that is, a “Greek” or “Hellene”) and a Christian.325  Such a 

terminological confusion highlights the deeply problematic nature of Florovsky’s patristic 

exegesis taking place while he was simultaneously captured by anxieties about Russian identity 

and national character.  

Unlike the early dramatic rhetoric of his Eurasian contributions, Florovsky’s studies of the 

Byzantine Fathers are well-researched and measured academic works. Yet he still struggles to 

articulate what, if anything, constitutes the “national”326 characters he sees playing a role 

throughout Christian history. He cannot let go of the notion that these (ethno-)national collective 

characters are intrinsically tied to culture and thereby to a collective mode of seeing and reading 

(i.e. vision and hermeneutics).327 As the example of the miaphysite controversy shows, 

Florovsky struggles to clarify how Greek thought is distinct from Greek vision but continues to 

use those two categories as separate standards for intellectual creativity. He concedes that 

miaphysitism was entirely based on Greek thinking and Greek terminology  but that it was at the 

same time not Greek in its “vision,” or “pathos.”328 This indictment of the Greek-but-not-Greek 

heresy offers maps onto Florovsky’s earlier contention that underneath the “culture-historical” 

legacy (or “treasure house”) of culture lies  a “cultural-philosophical” level that determines how 

a people think. The key defender of the miaphysite position, Severus along with his allies, thus 

 
325 Specifically, marriage is prohibited with a heretic, Hellene or Jew.  

326 Naturally, there were no nations or nationalism as such in the Byzantine era. Like Florovsky, I use to term as a 

placeholder for the sort of ethno-linguistic or ethno-regional identities whose modern collective self-identities would 

constitution nationalism.  

327 This continues throughout his career, in the much later addendum to the Byzantine Fathers, Florovsky attempts to 

designate an ethnicity for the saints he profiles. 

328 The figure of Severus, a major leader in the Christological debates on the side of the miaphysites, is the subject of 

Florovsky’s attempt to make sense of various profundities of Greekness. Severus was from Pisidia in Anatolia so he 

would have been as ethnically Greek as anyone from his milieu. And yet, his heretical though is lacking an internal 

Greekness, by nature, it appears, of being heretical.  
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appear externally Greek but are not internally Greek on the deepest level. This pseudo-ethnic 

psychological orientation is especially problematic when applied to the Byzantine space; not 

only because modern notions of ethnicity did not exist, but because the elite throughout the 

Empire would have been thinking in Greek (that is, in the Greek language, and in the tradition of 

Greek philosophy). Thus, when Florovsky talks of the Alexandrian “perception” (as opposed to 

Greek) that colored the miaphysite hermeneutic methods, he appears to be conflating a regional 

school of thought with an ethno-regional identity. The elite of Alexandria were certainly Greek 

speaking and culturally Hellenic. Moreover, all parties to the debates over Christology were 

thoroughly Byzantine in terms of culture, education and language. This confusion is perpetuated 

by his conflation of Hellene with Byzantine—as we see in the introduction to the WRT, the 

failure of Russian Byzantinism was at once the failure of Russian Hellenism. That is, 

Greekness—what will become the theological ideal for him—is national but also always 

historical in its circumscription by Byzantium: it is the Christianized Greek culture of a specific 

historical era and location. While other scholars have underscored the historical whitewashing of 

other ethnicities and cultures (Gallaher) that was necessary to create Florovsky’s imagined 

Byzantium, they do not emphasize that this vision of Byzantium also simplifies a vast and 

complex community into an imagined community of elite theologians: just as thinkers in 

Armenian, Georgian, Syriac and Arabic are erased, so too are all those ordinary people who 

leave behind no written record of their thought. 

 

Ways of Russian Theology  

The Ways of Russian Theology (1937, WRT) aimed to be an exhaustive chronology of Russian 

religious thought from the Christianization of Rus’ in 988 through the early 20th century. 
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Originally conceived as a project to outline the unique Russian path of Orthodoxy, by its 

completion in the 1936, WRT had evolved into an almost entirely negative account of Russian 

thought. Patristics scholar Andrew Louth, in his recent appraisal of Florovsky’s work, draws 

attention to how Florovsky framed the “ways” of Russian theology as “deviations,” as the ill-

taken ways of the psalmist who laments falling away from God.329  Berdyaev opened his 

scathing review of the work by proposing that the title should have been the besputstvo of 

Russian theology—a term that etymologically is literally “waylessness” but which has 

connotations of confusion and licentiousness.330 Berdyaev also aptly pointed out that this 

waylessness applied broadly to Russian theology as well as Russian thought and Russian 

spiritual culture, three domains of creative activity that significantly overlap for all three figures 

in this study. Gavrilyuk and Arjakovsky have written of the Sophiological controversies of the 

time as one of the impetuses for Florovsky’s insistence on patristic fidelity contra Russian 

innovation.331 Gavrilyuk described Florovsky’s Ways of Russian Theology as his own “exodus to 

the east”: he left Eurasianism for a return to Greek sources in order to continue his quest for a 

theology of culture that could vacillate on the permeability of the boundary between east and 

west, believing that “the Christian Hellenism of the Fathers was a trans-cultural norm.” 332 

 
329 Andrew Louth, Modern Orthodox Thinkers: From the Philokalia to the Present, (Westmont, IL: Intervarsity 

Press, 2015). Florovsky uses the same term “ways” (puti) to describe Byzantine theology in his Byzantine Fathers 

volume, so the many “ways” do not always imply waylessess. 

330 Berdyaev, Orthodoxy and Humanity (Ortodoksia i chelovechnost’), Put’, no 53, 1937.  

331 Florovsky was part of the committee that analysed Bulgakov's concept of Sophia to determine whether it was 

heretical. Florovsky, by his own account, was very reluctant to take part in the process because of his close 

friendship with Bulgakov. Nevertheless, he weighed in according to his principles, rejecting the orthodoxy of 

Bulgakov's idea without actually claiming it was heretical. Since the early 1920s, Florovsky had been increasingly 

critical of Soloviev's thought and he saw in both Soloviev and Bulgakov a dangerous tendency towards reimagining 

Orthodox concepts in (German) Idealist terms. His relationship towards both thinkers cast a shadow on his reception 

of creative exegesis in what we now call the Russian Religious Renaissance. 

332 Gavrilyuk, Florovsky, 66; Furthermore, Gavrilyuk notes that “For Florovsky, not only the apostolic kerygma, but 

also the teaching of the Fathers was a “permanent category of Christian faith, a constant and ultimate measure or 

criterion of right belief,” 204. 
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Arjakovsky describes how the émigré community was divided over competing narratives of 

Russian history which were predicated on different “powerful myths” that were increasingly 

challenged in Paris and the struggle to define what the church abroad.333 

Florovsky outlines in WRT how Russian thought needed again to be baptized by fire, to be 

“churchified” through the dogma of the Fathers. For Florovsky, Russian history is a series of 

cultural failures and disruptions that begin in medieval Rus’. Florovsky names this historical 

decline the “Crisis of Russian Byzantinism” and systematically plots how Rus’ failed to embrace 

Byzantine culture (in both its internal and external forms), opening the way for Russian culture 

to fall prey to its own foibles and the unfitting influence of outsiders. In Florovsky’s historical 

diagnosis, there is no inherently Russian model—the only model is to internalize Byzantine 

culture into a Slavo-Byzantine synthesis. Russian history is a history of the failure to be both 

“Russian” and “Byzantine.” This Byzantine medievalism liberates Russia not only from the 

catastrophes of its various poorly chosen “ways” but also from its own “national” way or 

messianic historical destiny. The longstanding anxiety about the way forward for Russia was 

ultimately solved for Florovsky in WRT by abandoning the idea of a return to a Russian ideal and 

calling for a perennial return to Byzantium.334  

Florovsky begins his capacious study with the contention that Russian history is defined 

by its failure to be Byzantine and takes care to correct his reader of whatever prejudices they 

 
333 Antoine Arjakovsky, The Way, "These three conceptions of Russian history revealed three different 

representations of the church: as the Wisdom of God, as the Body of Christ, and as the place where the Spirit 

disclosed itself. For these intellectuals, the church was not merely a concept…These secularized forms of the myth, 

however, were seriously challenged by political realities. In 1935– 40 the violent opposition between partisans of the 

God-bearing Russian people, of the Byzantine golden age, and of salvation through the intelligentsia revealed the 

limits of a nationalistic definition of Orthodoxy, be it Greek or Russian." 

334 Florovsky's involvement in this struggle aimed not only to offer his own myth of Russianness; he became a 

tonsured priest under the Greeks in 1932. In a community deeply divided over questions of apostolic succession and 

ecclesial legitimacy, Florovsky's decision had an ecclesio-political dimension.  
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may have acquired from the “normative” reading of Byzantium’s decline in Russian intellectual 

history. Byzantium of the tenth century was actually the “sole country of genuine culture” in the 

European world. Russia’s long history of fissures and oppression is not because of its Byzantine 

legacy but in spite of it: 

The crisis of Old Russia was one of culture, not the lack of culture or non-culture. 

The undisclosed intellectual aspect of Old Russia's spirit is a consequence and an 

expression of inner doubts or aporia. This was a true crisis of culture, a crisis of 

Byzantine culture in the Russian spirit. At the most decisive moment in Russia's 

effort at national and historical self-definition, Byzantine tradition was interrupted. 

The Byzantine legacy was set aside and remained half-forgotten. The core and 

essence of this cultural crisis consisted of Russia's rejection of the "Greeks."335 

 

To underscore this cultural tragedy, Florovsky lists a few examples of how Russian culture was 

temporarily connected to Byzantium. He emphasizes how eleventh- and twelfth-century Kiev 

was connected to Byzantium, Athos and Palestine and again, in the fourteenth and fifteenth 

centuries, a religious renaissance in writing and iconography was the result of Byzantine 

influence.336  

Here, as in earlier writings, Florovsky foregrounds the psychological dimension of being 

Byzantine, and, by extension, of being properly Christian. He further emphasizes how the 

process of translating the Bible—a task that required significant linguistic innovation modelled 

on the Greek original—transformed not only the translators but the Russian people. As has been 

the case for many languages, the advent of Christianity brings with it the need to transform a 

solely spoken language into a written one. Florovsky describes how Cyril and Methodius’ 

(Byzantine missionaries from modern-day Thessolonika who developed the first Slavic alphabet 

and made several early translations) changed the Slavonic language in an internal, essential way-

 
335 WRT, 13, emphases my own. 

336 WRT, 12-13. 
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-it underwent an internal “christianization and churchification” (to become like the Greek), 

thereby changing Slavonic thought and letters (mysl’ i slovo) and, by extension, the very soul of 

the people.337 Florovsky goes so far as to say of the recently converted eleventh-century Russians 

that what they needed most was not Christian literature or teachings, but psychological self-

overcoming and self-abstraction.338 For, by his accounting, almost as quickly as the Slavonic 

soul was Christianized, it was under pressure from the wrong intellectual and religious trends. 

The “silence” of Rus’ is a symptom of a psychological orientation and cultural malformation. 

Florovsky’s account of the encounter between Christianity and culture—be it Hellenic or 

otherwise--is nearly identical to the Spenglerian paradigm where cultures are organic forms that 

develop in a confrontational relationship to other cultures. Florovsky conceives cultures as 

formed by the reaction between internal and external forces, existing as (metaphorical) physical 

composites that collide with and abut each other. In the case of Byzantium, the encounter 

between Greek culture and Christianity resulted in a perfect synthesis: the “Hellenization of 

Revelation,” and the “Churchification of Hellenism” (the plasticity of his terminology alone 

gives away the equality between Hellenism and Christianity in his cultural morphology). 

Byzantium’s synthetic stability safeguarded its theology and culture from constant attacks 

(heretical or otherwise foreign or unfitting).339 This philosophical and theological synthesis is 

framed in the Spenglerian morphology as osmosis. Through osmosis, a balance is reached with 

 
337 WRT, 19.  

338 WRT, 19. 

339 Florovsky avoids drawing links between Byzantine culture and its political collapse, which itself is a deviation 

from the common Russian and Western narratives of Byzantine decline. Instead, he focuses on “victories,” such as 

the defense of icons. 
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the surface culture (which Florovsky also calls “daytime”—of the mind and spirit) and the 

underworld (which he calls “night”—of dreams and imagination).340  

Rus’ never reached an osmotic balance between its indigenous and Byzantine levels. 

Florovsky describes how paganism was a “historical underground” that ran underneath the 

surface of Russia’s Christian culture, occasionally breaking through.341 On the one hand, the 

“daytime” of Rus’ was the imported Byzantine culture, the culture of the intellect and the elite, 

where the nighttime culture was pagan, syncretistic and full of dreams.342 Developing Spengler’s 

metaphor of night and day to describe civilizational health, Florovsky explains that the goal of a 

healthy culture should not be to extinguish the night, but to master it: Florovsky claims that 

cultures must develop introspection and self-restraint. Thus, it was not the pagan elements of 

Rus’ that doomed it, but the failure of Old Russian culture to have a “willed responsibility” for  

sustaining Byzantine culture.343 This process—the embrace of theology over asceticism, dogma 

over mysticism—is a form of “spiritual sublimation” that transforms “piety into spirituality 

through ‘intellectual’(umnyi) asceticism and through the ascent to intellectual vision and  

contemplation.”344 Slavic softness (miagkost’) is contrasted with Byzantine aridness (sukhost’): 

 
340 This figurative language of day and night recalls Berdyaev use of the same metaphor from 1924 in The New 

Middle Ages. Like Florovsky, he conceived of this cultural night as a time of tempering and restraint. However, for 

Berdyaev, the night was a time of both psychological and intellectual restraint as well as physical restraint: he 

speaks pointedly of the need to resist the capitalist urge to spend money and the necessity of having smaller families. 

The night offers rest and contemplation and is not, as for Florovsky, haunted by dreaminess and decay. 

341 WRT, 14. Similar language appeared in “On Patriotism” where Florovsky talked of European culture in Russia as 

either a shell around it or an external load pressing upon it. See also similar language in the intro to Eastern Fathers, 

where he says, “The whole culture was still pagan, it was full of pagan remnants and memories. It was felt in 

everything beginning from home life (domashnii byt).” 

342 WRT, 14-15. This metaphor of light and dark is also apparent in Spengler, although he doesn’t see individual 

cultures as containing both. Rather, for Spengler, one culture is representative of night, another of day, Decline of 

the West, 188 and 325. 

343 WRT, 4, The defect and weakness of Old Russia's spiritual development in part consisted of its defective ascetic 

temperament (certainly not of any excess of asceticism) and in part it consisted of its soul's insufficient spirituality, 

excessive "piety" or "poetics" as well as its spiritual amorphousness.  

344 WRT, 3-4. 
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the soft and paganistic culture of night and dreaminess failed to coalesce. In short, the 

transformation of the soul’s structure (dushevnyj stroi) that was accomplished in the generations 

between the “Eastern” fathers and the “Byzantine” fathers fails in the Russian medieval.  

Pseudomorphosis, taken from Spengler’s study of global civilizations, features 

prominently in WRT as an explanation for the various failures of Russian culture. Lacking 

restraint and integrality, Russian culture since the eleventh century is a story of “splits, 

bifurcations and breaks” as the Russian people attempt (largely without success) to navigate 

internal and external cultural pressures. These failures of psychological and spiritual synthesis 

left Rus’ vulnerable and ultimately besieged by “pseudomorphosis,” or the deformation of its 

naturally fitting form. Lacking osmotic stability with the divinely mandated culture of 

Byzantium,345 Russian history is framed as three periods of pseudomorphoses: post-Mongol Kiev 

(approx. 1450-1700), Petrine Russia (1700-1800), and nineteenth century. In each case, a 

Western ideas and values were forced upon the Russian people, suffocating it and preventing its 

“own” culture to develop. In the case of Kiev, “Latin” culture encroached upon Russian 

Orthodoxy, and by extension, Russian culture. Petro Mohyla the Metropolitan of Kiev (1597-

1647), is the antihero in this era of Russian history, a Kievan forerunner of Peter the Great 

(1672-1725) and his disastrous reforms: under his leadership arose “a new and alien spirit, the 

Latin spirit in everything.” 

Mogila's career brought about a drastic "Romanization" of the Orthodox Church. 

He brought Orthodoxy to what might be called a Latin "pseudomorphosis." True, 

he found the Church in ruins and had to rebuild, but he built a foreign edifice on 

the ruins…He "Romanized" the liturgies and thereby "Latinized" the mentality and 

psychology, the very soul of the Orthodox people. 346  

 
345 Gavrilyuk, "Neopatristic Synthesis," 216: “Modern theology and indeed much of western medieval theology, for 

Florovsky stood under the sign of the ‘fall’ from the Byzantine theological ideal. Modern Orthodoxy could 

rediscover its true identity by returning to the perennial Christian philosophy of the Church Fathers. 

346 WRT, 71 
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This Western thinking was an “internal toxin” even more dangerous that the so-called Unia (in 

1596, several Orthodox bishops in Ukraine, Poland and Belarus decided to place themselves 

under Rome, leading to the establishment of Catholic communities with Eastern Orthodox 

liturgics; the new ecclesial institution is referred to as the Unia, its members as uniates, although 

modern terminology prefers “Eastern Catholics”). Florovsky also describes Western thinking 

using the language of disguise and concealment.347  In his 1936 speech “Western Influences on 

Russian Theology,” Florovsky calls this a “Latinization of the entire psychology” of Russia—the 

mind of Russia is altered by Western intellectual paradigms and liturgical models and is thus 

further removed from the “Slavo-Hellenic” ideal.348 Florovsky stresses that the issue was not that 

the Russian church fell into heresy, but that “the essence of this Roman pseudomorphosis lies in 

the fact that Scholasticism screened and obstructed Patristics for the Russians. It was a 

psychological and cultural Latinization rather than a matter of creed.”349 Dogma, as in his earlier 

essays, is not simply a set of true statements but a psychological worldview. 

The division of the Russian spirit reaches a fever pitch under Peter the Great: “This 

painful split in the very spiritual mentality itself is perhaps the most tragic result of the Petrine 

epoch. There developed a certain ‘duality of faith,’ in any case a spiritual division, a disunity of 

the soul.”350 This spiritual disunity was exacerbated by the creeping influence of Protestantism 

(which Florovsky reads as an extension of Catholicism), embodied in the figure of Theophan 

 
347 This distinction between culture and creed is also made to highlight the Unia and how their apostasy was a 

different type of falling away, concrete in terms of ecclesiology, but perhaps not always in spirit.  

348 “Western Influences on Russian Theology,” lecture given in 1936, published in Procès-Verbaux du Premier 

Congrès de Theologie Orthodoxe (Athens, 1939) and reprinted in Aspects of Church History, 162. 

349 “Western Influences,” 165-166 

350 “Western Influences,” 168. 
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Prokopovich (1681-1736), one of Peter’s advisors and the chief executor of religious reforms.351 

From here, the influence of German philosophy--particularly Romanticism--on Russian thought 

was but a natural extension of Russia’s turn to the West.352 

 

Rejection of Russian Autocephaly 

Florovsky calls the effect of these Western influences a “forcible pseudomorphosis”: 

under the influence of external forms of thinking, there was no creative dynamic or healthy 

“dialectic of Russian theological thought.”353 As always in his system, cultural failures begin at 

the internal—i.e. theological or intellectual—level. Peter’s reforms were, in effect, an intellectual 

colonization of Russian religion, one made all the more violent and enduring because the state 

itself was perpetuating the foreign influences. Here Florovsky’s earlier generically anti-political 

position takes aim at specific Russian secular and ecclesial institutions of power. The further 

Russia moves away from Byzantium, the more misguided are its cultural, social and political 

programs.354 Florovsky draws a line from the early Latinization of Kiev to Russia’s bid for 

autocephaly and the eventual subjugation of the Russian church to  the state.355 Rather daringly, 

considering his diasporic intellectual milieu, Florovsky dismisses not only the Romanov dynasty, 

 
351 One point is in any case beyond doubt: Theophan was not just "connected" with Protestant scholasticism of the 

17th century; he was simply a Protestant himself (A. V. Kartashov). Theophan’s works actually belong to the history 

of German theology of the Reformation.” (WRT, 169).  

352 WRT, 72. But Mogila's "crypto-Romanism" entered silently and imperceptibly, with almost no resistance. It has 

of course often been said that Mogila's "accretions" were only external, involving form not substance. This ignores 

the truth that form shapes substance, and if an unsuitable form does not distort substance, it prevents its natural 

growth. This is the meaning of 'pseudomorphosis.' Assuming a Roman garb was an alien act for orthodoxy.”  

353 WRT, 169-170 

354 Russia's national self-affirmation played the decisive part in this estrangement. Simultaneously Russia developed 

and strengthened its links with the West. By the end of the fifteenth century, many perceived the West as something 

more real than the destroyed and conquered Byzantium. 

355 WRT, 121. 
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but also Russian autocephaly. He dismantles the narrative of the Russian inheritance of 

Byzantium—Moscow as the third Rome—by discrediting the marriage of Ivan III to Sophia 

Paleaologus on the grounds that she (and Ivan) were more culturally Western than Byzantine.356 

The dynastic lineage of the  Byzantine Empire is rendered immaterial because Sophia was 

“raised in the atmosphere of the Council of Florence” (in 1452 the Emperor, Patriarch and 

delegates from Constantinople agreed to unite with Rome, however, the union was subsequently 

rejected by the populous--galvanized around the one dissenting delegate, Mark of Ephesus--and 

the union was never formalized). In brief, Florovsky’s Byzantium cannot contain the historical 

reality of union with Rome. While Florovsky does not outright dispute the legal legitimacy of 

Russian autocephaly, he disparages it as a political mistake and a rejection of Byzantium: 

The Moscow patriarchate was established more as evidence for the independence 

and preeminence of the Russian tsardom than for the independence of the Russian 

Church (see, for example, the establishment charter). Establishment of the 

patriarchate was primarily a political act which reverberated in the very depths of 

the national spirit. It marked the final rejection of Byzantium.357 

 

The creation of the tsar (the Russian “Caesar”) and autocephaly were undertaken by Moscow to 

replace Byzantium, rather than continue it. The “Third Rome” discourse that arose in Russia 

(where Russia was the third imperial seat of Christianity, after Rome and Byzantium) is not a 

narrative of continuation, but rupture. The “Third Rome”, for Florovsky, aims to replace 

Constantinople, rather than carry it on. Florovsky see “Third Rome” as rupture rather than 

continuity because the Russian church did nnot carry on a memory of the Greek past. This turned 

 
356 WRT, 26. The marriage of Ivan III to Sophia Palaeologus is often viewed as a Byzantine restoration in Moscow. 

In reality, the "marriage of our tsar in the Vatican" symbolized the beginning of Russian westernism. 

This is because Sophia Palaeologus was “raised in the atmosphere of the union achieved by the Council of 

Florence.” … “The marriage quickly drew Moscow closer to the orbit of contemporary Italy and did not signify any 

awakened aware ness for Byzantine traditions and memories.” 26 

357 WRT, 47. 
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(Russian) Orthodoxy into a national church, rather than the ecumenical church it had (notionally) 

been before. Florovsky limits his discussion of autocephaly, but it is clear—not only from the 

fact that he himself became a priest under Constantinople in 1932—that the patriarchate of 

Constantinople is more than rhetorically “the first among equals.” Moreover, he likens the 

rhetoric of Russian messianism and its autocephaly as a “nationalistic impulse,” not unlike that 

of the Third International.358 Berdyaev and Fedotov discuss the links between the pre-

Revolutionary imperialism and the global aspirations of the Communist project. They see the 

union of church and state to be as dangerous as the areligious utopianism of Communism. 

Florovsky, however, does not indict Byzantium qua empire, because it exists as a transnational 

(yet Hellenic) entity, immune from nationalism. 

By the time Florovsky’s historical analysis reaches the 20th century, Russian theology is 

enslaved to the Western threats featured in his Eurasian works—rationalism, humanism, Neo-

Kantianism. There are still bright spots in Russian thought—Florovsky names quite a few 

thinkers whose work is Byzantine in spirit or who resist the temptations of Western theology and 

philosophy. However, they are either stymied by the larger inadequacies of their time or the 

limitations of their own thought. The best that can be said of the great thinkers and writers of the 

19th and early 20th century—from the Slavophiles to Dostoevsky to Solovyov—is that they could 

sense, with great acuity and passion, the problems of schism and synthesis in Russian life. They 

could not solve this problem, but they knew it was time to leave “abstract principles” in search 

for a return to wholeness (tsel’nost’).  Florovsky turns to the “Slavophiles” and points to how 

they were correct in their search for organic unity and wholeness, but that they were misguided 

 
358 “On Sinful and Righteous Patriotism” Florovsky compares third Rome to Third International. 
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in believing that social unity could be a reflection of wholeness of the Church. 359  Their 

romanticism muddled ecclesiology with ideas of the zemstvo and the organic unity of the folk. 

The Russian religious renaissance of the late 19th and early 20th century is treated similarly, as 

another well-intentioned path paved by truth-seeking intellectuals, but again failing to take 

Russian thought in the right direction by not making the proper returns to the pure faith or the 

Church. Even in the church reforms of 1905, Florovsky rejects external measures for solving 

internal spiritual problems, contrasting the “church-political” measures with what was really 

needed: “spiritual and ascetic struggle (podvig).”360 As in his Eurasian contributions, the final 

conclusion is that the time has come to move beyond “social themes” toward much more 

important matters: the articulation of theology.  

 

Contemporary critiques of Florovsky’s history  

The content of WRT, while much more academically thorough than his Eurasian 

indictments of European and Russian thought, echoes the language of Florovsky’s early 

polemics, identifying temptations, the cultural morphology of a national soul, breaks and 

connections, tragedy and synthesis. Accusations of Romanticism date back to the earliest critique 

of Florovsky’s Hellenism: Berdyaev’s scathing 1937 review in Put’ of the Ways of Russian 

Theology.361 Berdyaev criticizes Florovsky a Byzantinism that is a romanticism, a "melancholy 

nostalgia and yearning for an extinct world…an emotional idealization of the historical past, of a 

 
359 Florovsky expresses his dislike for the Slavophiles and everything they stand for by referring to them only in 

quotation marks. 

360 WRT, 606. 

361 Nikolai Berdyaev,  Orthodoksiia i chelovechnost’, Put’, 53 (April-July 1937), p 53ff. Berdyaev accuses 

Florovsky of having no idea what Romanticism really is and instead using it as a ubiquitous stain on almost all 

forms of Western and pre-Revolutionary Russian thought while simultaneously being blind to it in his own thought. 
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historical tradition."362 Later critiques of Florovsky’s WRT focus on the historical or theological 

validity of his conclusions. Gavrilyuk contends that Florovsky whitewashes the historical 

diversity of Byzantium, and thereby (perhaps inadvertently) advocates for an ethnic or linguistic 

monopoly on Orthodox cultural expression. He criticizes the simplistic portrayal of historical 

Byzantium, contending that, “Hellenism is only one major component, but by no means the only 

building block, of late antique culture”363 Mjør and Sysyn contextualize these historical failures 

as the product of a man who was less interested in uncovering a real past than working out an 

imagined ideal.   Sysyn characterizes Florovsky’s description of Rus’, as seeming to be “ largely 

a construct of Florovsky’s understanding of the needs of his own time, or of the eternal needs of 

Orthodoxy, rather than a description of early modern Ukrainian religious and cultural life.”364 Of 

course, this imagined Rus’ is itself an imagined negative counterpart to an equally simplified 

vision of Byzantium which can in theory answer to the “eternal needs of Orthodoxy”. Both 

societies are discussed with scant reference to social issues or geo-political concerns, save for the 

political drive for Russian autocephaly. In a critique that considers Florovsky’s historiography as 

well as the ramifications of his theological claims, Brian Gallaher asks whether Florovsky’s 

thought ever succeeded in breaking out of the Western polemics, which it claimed to 

transcend.365  

 
362 Florovsky did not publish a response to this. Gavrilyuk, Georges Florovsky, 196. 

363 Gavrilyuk in Orthodox Constructions of the West, “Depending upon the locale, late antique culture was always 

Hellenism plus something else. That is, Hellenism plus Latin literature and philosophy; Hellenism plus Oriental 

mystery.” 

364 Mjør, 40. See also Frank Sysyn, “Peter Mohyla and the Kiev Academy in Recent Western Works: Divergent 

Views on Seventeenth-Century Ukrainian Culture,” Harvard Ukrainian Studies, Vol. 8, No. 1/2, June 1984, 155-

187.  

365 Gallaher, “Waiting for the Barbarians”: “He would later offer a more robust theological account of his return to the 

fathers. Florovsky would much later call this the need to have ‘The mind of the Fathers’ (1960) In fact, uses kerygma 

and energies and apostolic tradition and all that to make sense, but he may make sense retrospectively, but not in 

1937.” Gallaher refers to the article by Florovsky, "The Ethos of the Orthodox Church" in The Ecumenical Review, 

Vol. XII, No. 2 (Geneva, I960). 
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As was common in his milieu, Florovsky went to great pains to distance his own ideas 

from Romanticism (although he acknowledges his intellectual debts to Khomiakov and 

Soloviev). From our contemporary position, however, it seems that Florovsky uses decidedly 

romantic and morphological ideas of culture.366 Yet the degree to which Florovsky’s thought is 

“Romantic” is not a productive debate, lest the term itself become a bogeyman, an accusation of 

“German thinking” in the early 20th century context. Instead, it is helpful to look at how 

Florovsky’s account of culture and history indulges in medievalizing the past to legitimate his 

call for a return to Byzantium and to then ask what is at stake if his call for cultural creativity 

exists in explicit response to Byzantine theological formulations.  

 

Byzantinism as medievalism: universalizing vision for exile 

Florovsky reveres Byzantium for its theological creativity and doctrinal fidelity to 

patristic teachings. His Byzantinism is not a glorification of empire nor a fetishization of 

Byzantine material or social culture. Rather, theology is the creative activity par excellence in his 

analysis of cultures. His Byzantine Medievalism is quite dissimilar from Western Byzantinisms 

that see in Byzantine culture an opulent, sensuous Other, or a political model for the seamless 

wedding of Christianity and empire.367 Florovsky’s imagined Byzantium is an entirely 

intellectual construct, largely divorced from the institutions of power that supported the historical 

empire’s millennium of existence.368 His evaluation of Byzantium disconnects theology from any 

other “material” culture, purposefully excluding non-textual religious culture and broader social 

 
366 "On Historical and Non-Historical Peoples,” 62.  

367 See Bullen’s Byzantium Rediscovered.  

368 Florovsky, “The Role of Byzantine Emperors” in Chapter 10 of Byzantine Fathers of the 5th Century.  
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culture. Language and national identity are, however, dimensions of internal or essential culture. 

Florovsky’s profound faith in the divine guidance of the Church Fathers may be one reason why 

he does not sense the need to account for the roles that money, armies, politics and personal 

relations played in theological disputes. Byzantinism is defined by the internal, cultural projects 

of “churchification” and “Hellenization” which result in theological orthodoxy and an 

imperviousness to foreign cultural influences.369 To be Byzantine presupposes a mobile 

medievalism: it is to participate in a culture with universal significance that does not depend on 

historical or “everyday” (bytovoj) conditions.370 Byzantium is not relegated to the past because it 

is an immaterial mode of being, a divinely-inspired vision that demands a return and, then, a 

movement forward. 

In valorizing Byzantium for its theological productivity, Florovsky not only rejects 

material and everyday culture, but delegitimizes all forms of cultural expression outside of 

theological creativity. His uniquely Orientalizing gaze homogenizes Byzantium and images it as 

an ethno-linguistic unity with a cultural center dominated by all things “Greek.” As Berdyeav, 

Mjør, Sysyn and Gavrilyuk point out, Florovsky’s portrayals of historical Old Russia and 

Byzantium are lacking when read as purely historical accounts. With Mjør and Sysyn, I would 

argue that despite his own claims to the contrary, Florovsky is not dealing with the historical 

reality of Byzantium, but using an imagined past as a conceptual and rhetorical tool for his own 

theological program. Tracing problems of Russian culture from Eurasianism to the WRT reveals 

how the weak medievalism of Florovsky’s early thought developed into a robust Byzantinism 

 
369 On the concept of a mobile medievalism, see the Introduction and Kathleen Davis in Cole and Smith’s The 

Legitimacy of the Middle Ages, 41. “The ‘Middle Ages’’ is a mobile category, applicable at any time to any society 

that has not ‘‘yet’’ achieved modernity or, worse, has become retrograde.” 

370 See his article, “Dostoevsky and Europe” (1922), 50: Florovsky sees the “bytovoj” plane of life as both 

inconsequential and sometimes a mirage. 
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thanks to his own internally logical philosophy of culture. Florovsky presents his account of 

Russia and Byzantium as history; yet to critique it solely qua history or even theology misses the 

opportunity to use WRT to identify the building blocks of his philosophical and ideological 

system and to understand how medieval returns were foundational in his own émigré narrative of 

cultural renewal.  

Rather than focusing on WRT's historical fallacies, we are better served to explore the 

prodigious material it offers for tracing Florovsky’s understanding of the Russian mission in the 

West and the possibility--indeed, the imperative--of liberating that mission from Russian 

nationalism. In 1921, Florovsky critique the nationalistic elements of Slavophile thought by 

arguing that imitating other cultures—if they are superior to one’s own—is a form of national self-

regard and pride: 

It is only on the basis of universal, unquestionably universal principles that true 

culture is possible, and the national task of the Slavs can only lie in actively 

turning to the values that will be chosen for the supreme good in the free exploit 

of thought and faith. And in this sense, even people's self-denial is a true self-

assertion of nationality, a higher manifestation of national independence than 

obedient adherence to the fatherly covenants.371 

 

In this piece, those examples of “true culture” were in the great writers of the West (Dante, 

Shakespeare, etc.), now the great culture is Byzantine theology, especially Byzantine 

Christology. The opus that opened with a lament for the failure of Russian Byzantinism ends 

with the medievalizing call to action: it is the dawn of a new age of theology that demands a 

return to the past. The question now is how to return to the origin and follow the correct path.  

Like the Byzantine Fathers on the eve of the First Council of Nicea, the world is on the cusp of a 

new “theological age” that demands theological synthesis. This is the goal of the émigrés: this 

 
371 WRT, 14 
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synthesis is their calling. The very title of the Ways of Russian Theology emphasizes a point of 

origin and the inevitability of movement from that origin into the present. There should be no 

creative stasis, because stasis leads to pseudomorphosis, infection and decay. The epochal 

thinking that undergirds other post-Revolutionary narratives of Russian culture (especially 

Berdyaev’s) emerges subtly in the conclusion to WRT. 

Florovsky’s history of Russian thought reorients the post-Revolutionary era as part of the 

positive arc of divine history, no longer bound to the apocalyptic conclusion of the Revolution or 

the bondage of Western thought. Florovsky defends this Russian vocation from his position as a 

historian, as one who can “understand the rhythm and meaning of created events.”372 Yet the 

present moment, for the historian, demands more than reflection or contemplation: he must in 

speak to those around him. Taking up his prophetic mantle, Florovsky insists that the Russians 

must leave behind social, ecclesial or political themes. Now is a battle for souls, a time when 

“every question about meaning and life” must have a Christian answer.373 He insists that 

theology has again become a “common cause” because it has a universal and catholic calling. 

This calling is to complete a verbal task.  The struggle of Russians in modernity is framed in 

verbal terms—it is a fight for speech over silence, for articulation in place of confusion or 

inarticulateness.374 Florovsky sees the theological confession of an integral system of thought as 

the only response to the revolution.375 

Florovsky was fervently trying to counteract narratives of Russian messianism or 

exceptionalism that encouraged theological innovation or émigré political programs. In reading 

 
372 WRT, 653. 

373 WRT, 654.  

374 “Silence, or confusion, confusedness or indistinction in their testimony” WRT, 654.  

375 WRT, 657.  
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his Byzantinism as a medievalism, critiques of historical accuracy give way to understanding his 

narrative as part of a larger ideological project informed by the polemics and anxieties of the 

Paris community. Florovsky contrasts his Byzantine model with that of the Old Believers, whom 

he criticizes for their idealization of the past, their romanticism, and their socio-apocalyptic 

thinking: “Therein lies the Schism's fatal paradox: it did not embody the past, but rather a dream 

about Old Russia. The Schism represents mourning for an unrealized and unrealizable dream.”376 

The flaw of the Old Believers was not just their romanticizing of the past, but their belief that 

their own “local” instantiation of religious and social traditions was the best. A return to 

Byzantium is not a local return—at least not in Florovsky’s estimation—because it is a return to 

a transcendent historical category, to a pathos or way of seeing that has no external cultural 

markers beyond the verbal. The mobility of Byzantine culture becomes, for Florovsky, a 

powerful cultural model for a church and community in exile, without recourse to political or 

ecclesial institutions that have previously defined Russianness and Russian identity.  

No medievalism is truly comprehensive—each one picks and choses elements of the past 

to glorify, be they literary, visual, architectural, or political. Florovsky understands his entire 

philosophy of history and culture to be related to dogma, to the verbal revelation of God in 

human history. Verbal responses to revelation are the only unassailable external product of 

human creativity. In this way, they at once arise from the historical specificity of the Fathers and 

are grounded in the plane of invisible, eternal culture that need not be sullied by political or 

social concerns. In crafting a narrative of the divinely chosen role of Byzantine culture and then 

defining that culture almost exclusively as dogma and its attendant patristic vision, Florovsky 

constructs a system of ideal culture that can be recreated anywhere.   

 
376 WRT, 94.  
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Georgy Fedotov: A Medieval Model of Russian Love 
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The “integral figure” of the Russian émigrés 

Intellectual, polemicist, professor and political activist, Georgy Petrovich Fedotov came of age in 

the at once turbulent and culturally vibrant pre-Revolutionary years in Russia. Born in in 1886 in 

Saratov, his early life was dominated by intellectual and political commitments: he began his 

education in St. Petersburg in 1904 but returned to Saratov after the 1905 Revolution to work 

with a democratic socialist organization. His political activism—or “agitation” as it was deemed 

by the authorities—nearly saw him internally exiled in 1906. Instead, he managed to depart for 

Germany and spent two years studying medieval history before returning to Russia and resuming 

his studies in St. Petersburg University. In 1910 he again fled Russia under threat of arrest, this 

time traveling to Italy. Upon his return to Russia, the government allowed him to resume his 

studies in St. Petersburg, but he nevertheless was sentenced to a brief period of internal exile 

near Riga before he could complete his master’s degree in history. Thereafter he began his 

doctorate in Medieval History while teaching and working as a librarian to support his studies. In 

1916, he defended his dissertation on Augustine and, after the Revolution, moved back to 

Saratov where he taught Medieval History and focused his research on Merovingian France. 

Fedotov was politically and religiously active in the years before and during the Civil War and 

he became involved in at least one of the religious-philosophical circles that flourished around 

the time of Revolution—Resurrection (Voskresenie) which later became Christ and Freedom 

(Khristos i Svoboda). Fedotov was the editor of Resurrection’s short-lived journal, Free Voices 

(Svobodnye Golosa) and became increasingly religious during this period.377  

 
377 Mjør, Reformulating Russia: The Cultural and Intellectual Historiography of Russian First-Wave Émigré 

Writers, (Leiden: Brill, 2011) 92-93. A. V. Antoshchenko proposes that this increased involvement with religious 

groups was also borne from an unrequited love for his friend and confidante, Tatiana Dmitrieva. See his “Kogda 

lyubish’, togda ponimaesh’ vse: predislovie k publikatsii, Dialog so vremenem, 37, (2011) 297-314. 
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Fedotov continued to be socially, politically and intellectually productive in the years after the 

Revolution, although the shifting political landscape would ultimately force him to reconsider 

whether he could realistically remain active in Saratov. He published a book on Peter Abelard in 

1924378 and, under the guise of traveling to France for further research, immigrated to Paris in 

1925.379 He soon joined the faculty at Saint-Serge and taught Western Church History and Western 

and Russian Hagiography from 1926 until 1939. His tenure at the seminary largely overlapped 

with Georges Florovsky’s, with whom he was also involved in the ecumenical Fellowship of St. 

Sergius and St. Alban. Fedotov served as the editor of journal The New City (Novyi Grad) from 

1931 until 1940 and was a frequent contributor for this publication and for The Way (Put’).  During 

his Paris years he wrote a biography of Metropolitan Filipp of Moscow,380 a collection of religious 

poems, and the brief historical sketch, The Russian Church since the Revolution.381 His historical 

study, The Saints of Ancient Russia (Svyatye drevnei Rusi, 1931; hereafter: SAR) marks his 

scholarly shift away from the French medieval and the beginning of his lifelong project of bringing 

greater attention to the history of Russian spirituality, particularly as it existed in Kievan Rus’ and 

pre-Petrine Russia. The Russian term for holiness—svyatost’—can mean sainthood, saintliness or 

sanctity and shares its root with the adjective ‘holy’ [svyatoi]. The svyatost’ that Fedotov takes as 

his theme of Russian culture thus refers to both holiness as a religious virtue or moral orientation 

 
378 Abeliar, (Petersburg: Izdatel’stvo Brokgauz-Efron, 1924). 

379Antoshchenko notes that because of his political convictions, Fedotov’s position within the USSR was already 

precarious. Fedotov could go abroad despite material difficulties thanks to a letter of support from Ivan 

Mikhailovich Greaves and the somewhat less stringent travel laws in place at the time. According to the introduction 

to a collection of his essays titled, Litso Rossii (The Face of Russia), his timing was fortunate: many members of his 

“circle” would end up executed or in labor camps following a series of trials in 1929. Litso Rossii, (Paris: YMCA 

Press, 1967) p 8-9. 

380 G. P. Fedotov, Svyatoi Filipp, Mitropolit Moskovskij, (Paris: YMCA Press, 1928). 

381 G.P. Fedotoff, The Russian Church since the Revolution, (London: Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, 

1928). 



166 

 

as well as sainthood as a historically and institutionally established tradition. As will be 

demonstrated, saintliness is expressed as a complex mode of social and personal orientation that 

for Fedotov is represented by the Russian saints’ specific balance between asceticism and work on 

behalf of others, existing in defiance of the temptation of wealth or cooption by institutional power. 

In 1940 Fedotov immigrated to the US and, in 1943, became a professor at St. Vladimir’s 

Orthodox Seminary. It was in the United States that Fedotov wrote his most celebrated works, 

the first volume of The Russian Religious Mind (1946) and A Treasury of Russian Spirituality 

(1948), which expand on the themes of SAR specifically for an Anglophone audience. The 

second volume of The Russian Religious Mind was unfinished at the time of Fedotov’s death in 

1951, but Father John Meyerdorff, a priest and scholar himself from the émigré community, 

completed it posthumously using Fedotov’s notes and partial manuscript. Fedotov’s Treasury 

and the two volumes of The Russian Religious Mind were, for much of the 20th century, more 

widely circulated than the Russian original of SAR, which served as the basis for all three 

English works.  

Fellow intellectual and Russian émigré Fyodor Stepun (1884-1965) once described Fedotov 

as an outlier in the Paris community for being the only thinker who embraced Christianity 

without leaving his Marxist past behind.382 In Stepun’s estimation, unlike many other thinkers of 

the diaspora, Fedotov experienced no division in himself between the religious and the political, 

between convictions old and new.383 Contemporary  Russian philosopher A. A. Kara-Murza 

echoes this, describing how, for Fedotov, his religiosity and his political convictions were 

 
382 F.A. Stepun, Writings. V.K. Kantor (ed.). (Moscow: ROSSPEN [Russian Political Encyclopedia], 2000) 749. 

383 Stepun mentions Berdyaev, Bulgakov, Struve and Frank. Florovsky would also be an outlier for his enduring 

commitment to the church, but before his move the United States (where he joined the Republican party) he did not 

have any political convictions to reconcile or renounce.  
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complimentary—the transformative hope of Christianity mapped onto his belief in a radical 

Marxist re-imagination of society and science.384 For this reason, Kara-Murza calls Fedotov the 

only “integral figure” of the Russian emigres in Paris who could constructively reconcile the 

various strands of Russian thought.385 Fedotov is also a unique figure in the present study as he is 

the only trained medievalist. His earliest treatment of the Russian medieval is nevertheless still 

marked by a recognizable romanticism and nostalgic rhetoric that recalls the Scythians, the 

Eurasians and even Slavophiles in their affection for a long-forgotten idyllic Russia far removed 

from modern realities. However, Fedotov’s later medievalism—in particular, his portrait of 

Ancient Russia as the site of profound Christian evangelism—is tempered by a scholarly 

insistence on methodology and reasoned hermeneutics, fashioned, in his case, by his unwavering 

commitment to understanding history as inextricable from the political, the social and the 

spiritual. The central texts that deal with Fedotov’s understanding of the Russian medieval are 

SAR and his interwar essays on Russian spirituality and its historical roots, namely “The Face of 

Russia” (1918), “The Three Capitals” (1926), “The Tragedy of the Intelligentsia” (1927), “The 

National and the Universal” (1928),  “The Tragedy of Old Russian Spirituality” (1930), “The 

Holy Spirit and Culture” (1932), and “Historical Criticism and Orthodoxy” (1933).386 The essays 

“Three Capitals” and “The Tragedy of the Intelligentsia” were published in the Eurasian journal 

 
384 While Fedotov would not profess Marxism for his whole life, he remained a dedicated socialist and was active in 

social and student movements in Paris.  

385 A. A. Kara-Murza, Problema svobody v intellektual’nom tvorchestve G.P. Fedotova.”  

“The Problem of Freedom in the Intellectual Work of G. Fedotov,” Otechestvennaia filosofskaia mysl’, no. 4, (2015) 

29. 

386 “Litso Rossii,” Svobodnye golosa, 1, (1918), 11-19; “Tri stolitsy,”Versty, 1 (1926), 147-163; “Tragediia 

intelligentsii,” published under the pseudonym E. Bogdanov, Versty, 2 (1927) 145-184; “Natsional’noe i 

vselenskoe,” Vestnik RSKhD, 6, (1927), 260-267; “Tragediia drevne-russkoj sviatosti,” Put’, 27, 43-70. Originally 

given as a lecture on Nov. 9, 1930; “O Sv. Dukhe v prirode i v kul’ture,” Put, 35, (1932), 3-19; “Pravoslavie i 

istoricheskaia kritika,” Put’, 33, (1932), 3-17. 
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Versti and offer another point of intersection between the medievalism of the larger émigré 

community and the Eurasian movement. The Saints of Ancient Russia—and its related English 

volumes—chart a history of Russian spirituality through portraits of its saints, expositions of the 

dominant types of Russian saints, and several synthesizing essays. Fedotov paints a picture of 

medieval Russia as home to saints who at once brilliantly reflect the image of Christ and also 

witness to a national, in this case, Russian, vision of holiness. In his conclusion to SAR, Fedotov 

makes the bold claim that, “having overcome any temptation of national pride, the evangelical 

image of Christ shines brighter in Ancient Russian holiness than anywhere else in history.”387 

This chapter charts the transformation of Fedotov’s medievalism, focusing on how his particular 

reading of Russian history and Russian hagiography allows him to argue for a new interpretation 

of primary sources to offer a portrait of medieval Russian Christianity that must be resuscitated 

as the model for the Russian diaspora.  

 

The problem of “Ancient Russia” 

Fedotov’s terminology requires some clarification, especially as it traverses from Russian to 

English. Fedotov’s medieval ideal is always “Holy Rus” (sviataia Rus’) or “Ancient Rus’” 

(drevniaia Rus’), terms that he tellingly uses interchangeably. In his English works, he uses the 

term Ancient Russia, a convention that is followed in this chapter.388 He uses the term “medieval” 

(srednevekovyi) rarely, and in his Russian texts, he sometimes uses it to indicate the period of 

 
387SAR, 236. 

388 Later translations of the term tend to use “Ancient Rus’” to avoid the nationalistic undertones of conflating Rus’ 

with Russia. Moreover, standard academic discussions of “drevniaia Rus’” prefer the phrase “Old Rus’,”- a 

translation that creates a clearer distinction between antiquity and the emergence of Slavic culture whose literary 

production began in the 11th century. The shortcomings of the term “Ancient Russia” are clear, but as an idiomatic 

convention it is closest to Fedotov's language and is thus used throughout. 
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Rus’ under the Mongols (11th-13th century).389 When discussing this in the West, he uses the term 

“srednevekovyi” to indicate the centuries between the fall of Rome and the fall of 

Constantinople.390 In his later English language works, he uses the term “medieval” to apply to 

Russian folk culture as late as the 20th century.391 So while I continue to use “medieval” and 

“medievalizing” as to designate a temporal ideal and a mode of historical imagination, it must be 

emphasized that in my analysis of Fedotov, this is always circumscribed by Ancient Russia and 

not strictly by his own use of the terms srednevekovie/medieval. A helpful example of this 

distinction can be found in Fedotov’s monograph on St. Filipp of Moscow. Here Fedotov speaks 

broadly of social problems within the medieval (srednevekovye) church as the background 

against which we can understand the remarkable life of St. Nilus of Sora (15th century), an 

exceptional example of Ancient Russian (drevnee russkoe) spirituality. Fedotov’s medieval ideal, 

Ancient Russia, thus corresponds to both a concrete historical period and an idealized cultural 

model that originates during this period and endures beyond it. By the time Fedotov was writing 

SAR, Ancient Russian spirituality was conceived of as a mode of being distinct from other forms 

of religious or socio-cultural life that is possible to reactivate by imitating certain qualities of 

medieval Russian saints’ lives. 

 
389 For example, in his Preface to A Treasury of Russian Spirituality (New York: 1948), Fedotov briefs his Western 

reader on Russian history by positing that the Russian Middle Ages was the period of the Mongol occupation, which 

began by rupturing the unity of the northern and southern Slavic peoples. The Middle Ages end by 1500 with the 

consolidation of the Muscovy as a state power.  

390 Sotsial’noe znachenie khristianstva (The Social Meaning of Christianity), (Paris: YMCA Press, 1933) 22. This is 

also a period he identifies as having Christianity bound to the state and empire. 

391 Fedotov, A Treasury of Russian Spirituality, vii: “Russia had been a medieval civilization until the time of Peter 

the Great [ca 1700], knowing no Renaissance nor any cleavage between religious and secular culture. And until their 

emancipation from serfdom [1861], the Russian ‘people’ - in contrast to the gentry and the ‘intelligentsia’ -were 

medieval in their religion and in their world-outlook. Without too violent a pressure on facts, one can venture the 

statement that the people leaped directly out of the Middle Ages into the atheistic society of Communism.”  
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While Fedotov’s name does not enjoy much recognition in the contemporary Anglophone 

world, his contribution to Old Russian studies was appreciated during his life and in the 

following decades. In recent years a number of articles and monographs on Fedotov have been 

published in Russian, a trend perhaps reflecting the growing scholarly interest not only in the 

Russian diaspora, but in those thinkers whose work addressed social, political and theological 

concerns.392 Dmitrii Likhachev, the father of twentieth-century Old Russian studies, wrote a brief 

introduction to the 1991 debut publication of SAR in Russia, noting how it serves as part of a 

longstanding academic project to dispel commonly held misconceptions of Rus’ as backward or 

uncultured. Likhachev also subtly reminded readers of the pastoral dimension of the work, 

insisting that understanding the moral fabric of Old Russia could inform and strengthen the 

moral lives of contemporary readers.393 Priest and scholar Alexander Men’ introduced Fedotov’s 

Saints as a “return to the sources”—a phrase now immediately associated with Florovsky but just 

as apt for Fedotov. Father Men’ stresses how Fedotov’s return is part of the quest for a national 

expression of religious creativity within the framework of Christianity’s universal nature.394 His 

brief preface to the 1991 edition raises the central question that informed nearly all of Fedotov’s 

writing: How does culture, specifically a national culture, inform, express or distort the universal 

message of Christianity?  

 

 
392 See the work of A. Antoshchenko, Kara-Murza and  Zh. A. Gumerova’s study of Fedotov’s “Cultural-Historical 

Perspective” in “Ideal sviatosti u G. P. Fedotova,” Vestnik Tomskogo gosudarstvennogo universiteta, 289, 

(2005), 32–38. 

393 D. S. Likhachev, Preface to Svyatye drevnei Rusi (SAR) (Moscow: Moskovskii rabochij, 1991). “First of all, it 

[the book] reminds us of the moral ideals on which our ancestors were raised for several generations. The myth of 

Old Rus’ backwardness has been long dispelled by scientists but it stays rooted in the minds of a great number of 

our compatriots.” 

394 Alexandr Men’, in SAR, (Moscow: Moskovskii rabochij, 1991) p 8-27. 
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Discovering the tradition of medieval holiness in the search for Russia 

Fedotov’s entire oeuvre evidences a clear debt to his mentors in Russia who, in the case of 

Ivan Greaves (1860-1941), trained him in medieval Western history and, in the case of A.A. 

Meier (1874-1939), oversaw his early religious and political maturation. Fedotov’s 

historiography uses the quasi-romantic 19th-century concept that individuals are archetypes who 

reflect their epoch.395 This reading of history through iconic individuals was largely informed by 

Greaves, with whom Fedotov studied in 1910 and 1911 in St. Petersburg. Greaves, a Russian 

scholar of the French medieval, read history as revealed through the exceptional personalities of 

a particular generation: these figures (lichnosti) were heroes who, in their search for spiritual 

truth, witnessed to a united and continuous cultural development that reflected the manifestation 

of an epoch, a nation or a people.396 Fedotov similarly approaches his objects of study by 

conceptualizing epochs as having “faces” and so the historian’s task was to tease out the “images 

of humanity” that were clues to discovering the past.397 This hermeneutics took on a more radical 

social dimension after he joined the religious-philosophical circle Resurrection in 1918. In this 

community, under the leadership of philosopher A. A. Meier, Fedotov began trying to work out a 

historical and cultural understanding of Russian Orthodoxy that could account for the traumatic 

events of the Revolution and the Civil War. Fedotov was profoundly impacted by Meier’s ideas 

of Christian freedom and a new form of social collectivism. Meier believed in a third way 

between (humanist) individualism and (dehumanizing) collectivism that was defined by 

 
395 The approach to individuals as representing epochs and national spirits is most obviously developed by Herder in 

the late 18th century (following Vico’s philosophy of history), but then is developed by a variety of European 

philosophers throughout the 19th century, often as a form of critique of more materialist readings of history. 

396 A. V. Antoshchenko, “Eurasiia” ili “Sviataia Rus”: rossiiskie emigranty v poiskakh samosoznaniia na putiakh 

istorii, (Petrozavodsk: Petrozavodskij gosudarstvennyi universitet, (2003), 277.  

397 Antoshchenko, “Eurasiia” ili “Sviataia Rus,” 277. 
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spontaneous religious action and the shared joy of the freely assembled community.398 Fedotov 

became convinced that love—the concrete antidote to hate or nihilism—could resurrect 

Russia.399 Fedotov read Russian social conflicts as born out of hate: hate for the poor, hate for 

the rich, hate for the intelligentsia, hate for the peasantry, hate for the nation itself. Meier 

convinced Fedotov that Russian history had been and could again be shaped by concrete 

embodiments of Christian virtues and, above all, by love. Later, in writing about the medieval 

saints, Fedotov focused on examples of holiness that were informed by love in community rather 

than by extraordinary feats of asceticism or miracle-working.  

It was not until 1918 that Fedotov turned to the theme of Russian history. This national 

reorientation was hardly an extension of academic work on the French history. Instead, Fedotov 

found himself captivated by the Russian medieval after confronting the state of Russia in the  

aftermath of the Revolution. Like Florovsky with his search for the image of “New Russia,” 

Fedotov spends over a decade working out what the new face of Russia would be.400 His writings 

on Russia from 1918 until the publication of SAR in 1931 show how his initially romantic 

imaginings of Ancient Russia develop into a new narrative of Russian history replete with his 

own historiographic method. Fedotov accomplishes this by establishing holiness as a category of 

scientific study and Ancient Russian holiness as the model par excellence for Russian spirituality 

and, by extension, for Russian culture. Fedotov’s particular vision of saintliness in Ancient 

 
398 Kara-Murza, 27.  

399 Kara-Murza, 28. See also Antoshchenko’s article on Fedotov in love, which may also explain why the months 

immediately after the revolution were dominated by themes of the potency of love. “Kogda liubish’, togda 

ponimaesh’ vse,” Dialog so vremenem, 37, (2011), 297-314.  

400 Fedotov uses the term “litso” in refence to Russian identity throughout early essays, emphasizing the difficulty of 

making out the contours of an ephemeral or semi-eradicated image. In 1929 he assesses the past 11 years of Russian 

discourse with a systematic appraisal of what “New Russia” could be, now using concrete political, historical, 

ethnographic and economic arguments. See “Budet li sushchestvovat’ Rossia?” (Will Russia exist?) in Vestnik 

RSKhD, 1-2 (1929), 13-21.  
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Russia becomes thus at once the guiding model for Russian culture and the scientific framework 

for his historiography.  

Fedotov’s early essay, “The Face of Russia,” foreshadows the medieval narrative he 

would arrive at in Paris. Here, in one of his earliest attempts to articulate the historical meaning 

of Russia, he turns to Russia’s medieval past as a model for religious and social life.  Akin to 

Florovsky’s essays from the early 1920s, Fedotov’s work acknowledges the present impossibility 

of prescribing specific characteristics for Russia or the Russian people.401 From this lacuna he 

takes the natural world as the first clue: the landscape is the face of the nation. Here and in Three 

Capitals, the essence of Russia is bound to its physical dimensions and to the particularity of its 

geography: to see Russia is to walk in its forests, to look out onto the steppe, to feel the cold of 

the North. Once Fedotov establishes a physical presence, he can identify a human face: the early 

saints and hermits, whose lives were profoundly rooted in the natural environment. 402 Fedotov 

laments that these saints and their teachings have been largely forgotten. Modern Russians 

instead remember their history—and thus construe their modern culture—as a constant tension 

between Europe and Russia, with one or the other in a position of dominance. They have 

forgotten that Russia has its own syncretic, indigenous and diverse culture that need make no 

recourse to Western achievements. 403 Moreover, they do not realize the Russia’s cultural history 

is a story of spiritual heroism, rather than artistic or intellectual accomplishments. Already, 

Fedotov focuses on a spiritual (dukhovnyj) dimension to Russian history, rather than the more 

 
401 Fedotov, "Litso Rossii,” Svobodnye Golosa, 1 (1918), 11-19. 

402 This search for the face works particularly well in Russian, where “litso” means a face but is commonly used as a 

synecdoche for person. 

403 Fedotov consistently sees Russia and the Russian people as a composite of various races. While he accounts for 

the Slavic identity as the dominant one, he fundamentally believes that there is some Russian character or soul that 

is the stable confluence of historical, geographical, social and cultural factors. 
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polemically common emphasis on Russian Orthodoxy (vs. other confessions).  

Fedotov concludes the 1918 essay with fifteen answers to the question, “What is the face 

of Russia?” Most answers reference medieval Russia or the Russian relationship to nature. All of 

Peter the Great’s achievements (whose “inhuman” feats transformed a kingdom into a state) are 

but one example, given no more recognition than the Cossack peasants, the hermit-monks or the 

“natural pagan wisdom of Slavic folk songs, fairytales and rituals.”404 The essay centers on how 

lived Christianity undergirds the Russian character. Rather than using Orthodoxy as a bludgeon 

against Catholicism or Protestantism, the social and cultural manifestations of Orthodoxy are 

reckoned: icons, church architecture, monasticism, martyrdom. Fedotov closes by invoking the 

Icon Not Made by Human Hands and the image of Christ. Fedotov is uncertain of what the new 

Russia will look like, but he knows that it’s face (litso) will be modeled on the image (lik) of 

Christ.405 By invoking the dynamics of icon—whereby the visual reproduction of a person is 

believed to create a real connection to the heavenly realm--Russia itself is conceptualized with a 

certain type of (collective) personhood that allows it to participate in this iconographical 

imitation of the divine.  

In a similar incarnational vein, Fedotov holds firm to his conviction that Russia cannot 

exist simply as a memory for those who survived the Revolution. Russia must be embodied—it 

demands flesh (plot’). He likens his musing on Russia’s face as a need for “а way from spirit to 

material”— to create a flesh for “the great soul of Russia.”406 Even the materiality of religious 

 
404 Fedotov, “The Face of Russia,” 5. 

405 Lik is the Old Church Slavonic word for face and in modern theological discourses it refers to a holy image, such 

as the image of Christ, the saints or angels, often in reference to their depiction in an icon. Litso is the unmarked term 

for the face. Fedotov continues this theme at length in the 1929 essay on whether Russia can continue to exist, see 

“Budet li sushchestvovat’ Rossiia?” (Will Russia exist?) Vestnik RSKhD, Paris, 1929.  

406 Fedotov, “The Face of Russia,” 6.  
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culture is not enough—Fedotov rather astonishingly claims that “the flesh of Russia is the 

Russian state” and that without an “economic-political fabric (tkan’)” there is no national 

existence. From his vantage point in 1918, the Russian state had brought about its own demise 

through terrible acts: indifference to suffering, imperial expansion, unjust laws. And yet, this 

failure of the Russian state does not mean that Russia can exist purely as a culture without 

political or socio-economic dimensions.  

 While Fedotov would eventually move away from insisting on the state as the political 

embodiment of Russia, his political focus remains, motivated in part by his belief in 

internationalism as the solution to the rising tide of nationalism.407 Internationalism was the 

alternative to universalism and nationalism, disastrous political scenarios he saw as two sides of 

the same coin. For Fedotov, to reject “the body, the material and state process” was a form of 

sinful asceticism, a rejection of the embodiment of the Russian people. Likewise, any historical 

analysis of Russian culture must consider the holistic development of the nation’s political, 

social and religious dimensions.408 Such an insistence on the body and social processes 

foreshadows his critical understanding of asceticism as an impulse that can, even in a monastic 

setting, become improperly rigid and divorced from love (of one’s fellow human). The task of 

rebuilding the body politic is the current duty of his community who has thus far “abandoned the 

sanctity of the internationalism world outlook.”409 Fedotov uses that term sanctity (svyatost’) that 

would later represent his Russian ideal. The usage has continuity here and in later writings: in his 

 
407 Fedotov saw WWI as the result of nationalist interests and he would predict that the collapse of the Soviet Union 

would lead to disastrous violence under the auspices of nationalism. Antoshchenko, “Eurasia’  ili ‘Sviiataia Rus”, 

280. 

408 Kara Murza, 29; Mjør, 96-98 

409 Fedotov, “The Face of Russia.” He insists that it is the time to “rebuild anew this body down to the very last of its 

cells,” 7. He contrasts this project of rebuilding the body with the “sin of asceticism” that has been perpetuated by 

certain Russian thinkers.  
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vision of what an internationalist Russia could look like, he repeatedly references Ancient 

Russia: this medieval society enjoyed a sort of proto-internationalism united by religion, home to 

a variety of ethno-linguistic groups who coexisted with some shared sense of belonging but 

without nationalism and without its spiritual leaders being coopted by the state authorities.410  

National culture and the political 

Fedotov emigrated to Paris in 1925 and almost immediately joined the faculty at Saint-Serge. 

Fedotov found himself at home in a variety of circles in the émigré world: with the socially 

active Orthodox (such as Elizaveta Skobstova, later the nun and eventual saint Mother Maria), in 

Berdyaev’s philosophical gatherings at Clamart, and with the circle of Eurasian and semi-

Eurasian thinkers. He wrote for several émigré journals and helped found the journal Novyj Grad 

in 1931. Kara-Murza and Mjør stress how Fedotov’s entire post-Revolutionary career was 

shaped by a quest to understand Russia’s body of national culture. In Mjør’s words, for Fedotov, 

the past reveals the values of the present by virtue of being the “storehouse of the collected labor 

of the past.”411 Rather than conceptualizing of the past as a linear regression, history is an ever-

accumulating body of creative activity that survives into the present; culture is the witness to the 

collective labor (trud) of a people. Once in France, Fedotov became less concerned with solving 

the riddle of the Revolution—and what new political instantiation would replace the 

Bolsheviks—and more concerned with what it meant to live as a Russian in exile. Ancient 

Russia provided the organizing model for his answer to what it meant to be in exile and what 

type of culture was the witness of the Russian people. 

 
410 For more on Fedotov’s Internationalism, see Maria Matiushevskaia, “Geopoliticheskie vzgliady G. P. Fedotova,” 

Journal of International Law and International Relations. 1-2 (2016) 64—69. Last accessed online 

http://www.evolutio.info/content/view/2528/215/ March 2017. 

411 Mjør, 96. 

http://www.evolutio.info/content/view/2528/215/
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Fedotov’s early medievalizing vision is self-consciously imaginative. In Three Capitals, he 

focuses on medieval Kiev as the most stunning example of lived Russian Orthodoxy, yet he tells 

his readers that this is the “idea of Kiev.” Historically vague and grounded in his fierce political 

convictions, Fedotov’s medievalism shares fundamental similarities with the type of political 

medievalism represented by G. K. Chesterton.412 Inspired by his distributionist politics, 

Chesterton advocated for a return to pre-modern social and economic relations and his fictional 

and non-fictional works portrayed the medieval as an alternative society to that of the present. 

Ian Boyd’s study of Chesterton’s medievalism outlines how Chesterton was quite aware that 

medieval England was not actually an idyllic polity. Nevertheless, the real English medieval 

captivated Chesterton’s imagination and served as an inventive foil for critiquing the 

“fanaticisms” of modernity. By self-consciously inventing a historical ideal, Chesterton could 

bring into relief the virtues lacking in modern society, and from the vantage point of an imagined 

past one could “see the contemporary world with fresh vision.”413 In his fictional works, 

Chesterton tempers his own nostalgia for an imagined past with satirical portraits of characters 

who lose themselves entirely in historical longing. True medievalism, for Chesterton, was neither 

wholly romantic nor wholly objective but was “always seeking to balance varied elements within 

an existing social order” within a “framework of unity.”414 Chesterton legitimated his own 

medievalism by recourse to the Incarnation, arguing that there had in fact been one period in 

human history when a spiritual ideal was fully realized (God incarnate as man). As an imitation 

of the historical reality of the Incarnation, Chesterton’s medievalism, at once religious and 

 
412 Ian Boyd, “Chesterton’s Medievalism,” Studies in Medievalism, Vol III, No. 3, (Winter 1991), 243-255. See the 

Introduction for an overview of political medievalisms. The more common type is to use medieval precedent to 

argue for the legitimacy of dynastic rule, such as did the Prussians. 

413 Boyd, 247. 

414 Boyd, 248. 
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political, presumed that one could continue to work towards the “material reality of a spiritual 

ideal.”415 

Fedotov does not explicitly use the Incarnation to justify his idealization of Ancient 

Russia but his early polemics are laden with incarnational tropes, such as his iconographic 

analogy in the The Face of Russia.416 Like Chesterton’s oeuvre, Fedotov’s writings consistently 

stress that lived models of Christianity—medieval or modern—exist within political 

infrastructures. Fedotov’s positive assessment of the medieval Russian political space is largely 

based on the providential absence of centralized power. The natural and fitting form of political 

rule in Russia had been a primordially understood self-rule (samoderzhavie) that Vasilii III 

radically reorganized.417 In his biography of Metropolitan Filipp, the tension between lived 

Christianity and the state is a constant theme that would reappear in SAR. Because, for Fedotov, 

so much of Russian history reveals varieties of political oppression, the story of Russian holiness 

is the story of how to be holy in the political sphere, whether that be for or against an earthly 

power. Fedotov sees Russians as particularly sensitive to how a holy life must intersect with 

political life; as evidence, he points to how Russian paterikons are filled with lay people or with 

monastics who engaged in social and political affairs, such as the blessing of military action 

against the Mongols. Fedotov’s narrative of Russian holiness in these early years in Russia and 

abroad emphasizes how the universal Christian calling to resist evil is most often demanded of 

the Russian Christian in the context of political evil.  

 

 
415 Boyd, 248. 

416 “The Face of Russia,” 4. 

417 Fedotov, St. Filipp of Moscow. 
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A Eurasianist Medievalism: The Three Capitals 

Fedotov’s religious vision of diverse Russian peoples brought together by a shared 

culture and Orthodoxy complimented the broadly Eurasianist vision disseminated in Versty.418 

Fedotov was never a Eurasianist de rigeur, but in the early years of the emigration he found 

himself posing similar questions and searching for a teleological narrative for the multi-ethnic 

community under the umbrella of the (former) Russian Empire.419  Fedotov contributed two 

pieces to the Eurasianist journal Versty: Three Capitals (1926) and The Tragedy of the 

Intelligentsia (1927). Like Florovsky, Fedotov was largely uninterested in the Orient or even the 

space of Eurasia. He was however, committed to articulating a unique historical path for Russia 

that understands the Russian nation as a multiethnic space where different languages and cultures 

coexist harmoniously.420 Fedotov also followed the Eurasianists in their understanding of the 

influence of landscape and geography on culture. In this way—while steering clear of the 

pseudo-science of the Eurasianists—he participates in their project of dismantling the East vs. 

West binary in favor of a third way for Russia. Fedotov’s third way hinges on a double axis of 

return: to another space and another place, where the Medieval maps onto the physical 

perimeters of Russia.421    

 
418 Fedotov was also friends with Vasily Sezeman, a Russian-Lithuanian philosopher who was a Neo-Kantian and 

convert to Russian Orthodoxy. Sezeman lived in St. Petersburg and Saratov immediately after the Revolution and 

likely included Fedotov in the social circle of the Eurasianists with whom he was affiliated. Antoshchenko, 

"Eurasia” ili “Sviataia Rus’," 286. 

419 Antoshchenko, “Eurasia" ili “Sviataia Rus’,” 286-8 

420 Antoshchenko, “Eurasia” ili “Sviataia Rus’,” 287. Antoshchenko also mentions that by this point, the 

Eurasianists hardly confined themselves to publishing purely Eurasianist texts. Figures such as Berdyaev and the 

poetess Marina Tsvetaeva also published in Versty.  

421 For an overview of the theoretical distinction between space and place, see geographer Yi-Fu Tian’s seminal 

work, Space and Place: The Perspective of Experience, (University of Minnesota Press: 2011). In brief, a space is 

conceived of as something open and which contains many things in it. Place, on the other hand, is a “terrestrial 

surface” that cannot be exchanged or replaced with anything else. It is a distinct set of physical attributes and 

inhabitants that in terms means that it has a unique relationship with the those who interact with it.  
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Three Capitals, written shortly after Fedotov’s arriving in Paris, is an elaborate narrative 

of his early medieval Russian ideal. Fedotov opens with the well-worn trope of Moscow and St. 

Petersburg as the Eastern and the Western personalities of Russia.422 Russian identity has 

struggled to reconcile these two poles and the Revolution has transported the dilemma to Russia 

Abroad: the struggle for the true expression of Russian identity is now the task of the European 

diaspora.423 Yet Fedotov promptly undermines the polemic of Moscow vs. Petersburg: rather 

than pit the contemporary cities against each other, he insists that each city has become a 

disfigurement of its medieval instantiation. Fedotov imagines Ancient Russia as a network of 

exemplary medieval Russian cultures where each ideal medieval cultural space corresponds to a 

failed post-medieval city. Akin to Florovsky’s geological metaphors, the Revolution is a 

cataclysm that has uncovered the real nature of Russia. In contrast to the rhetoric of death in The 

Face of Russia, the Revolution now has not annihilated Russia, but stripped her of a veneer 

accumulated over the centuries. With florid language, Fedotov walks his reader through Moscow 

and Petersburg, first as chaotic, blood-splattered post-revolutionary cityscapes where sons fought 

against fathers, then turning to the edges of the city where the architecture, landscape and people 

are still harbingers of Slavic culture and simple Orthodox piety. As he walks his readers past the 

glittering onion domes of old Moscow, time itself shifts and Fedotov moves back in time through 

the reign of Ivan the Terrible, the Time of Troubles and the Mongol invasion, arriving ultimately 

in the golden age of Ancient Russia.  

 
422 This focus on capitals and the legitimate reflection of Russia through its cities was an especially prominent theme 

with the Slavophiles. Antoshchenko, “Eurasia” ili “Sviataia Rus’,” 309.  

423 Bear in mind that Fedotov himself was not from either of these two poles, but from Saratov. “If we add that 

almost all of Russia abroad are barely detached members of the St. Petersburg Russia, it becomes clear: Moscow 

and St. Petersburg — is not yet an exhausted theme. The Revolution frames it in a new way and throws new light on 

the history of two centuries of dispute.” “Three Capitals,” 1.  
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 Fedotov insists that the modern cities (both pre- and post-Revolutionary) of Moscow and 

Petersburg are not true capitals, they are masks that obscure the real city and its true inhabitants. 

The true Muscovite is not the tsar in the Kremlin, but an Oblomov figure, lazy and contented in 

his estate (regardless that the original Oblomov was in fact a Petersburger).424 Real Petersburgers 

are not bureaucrats living in “monstrous violence against nature,” but an assortment of 

Varangians, Estonians, and Russian tribespeople, united amongst the Northern pine forests in an 

“atmosphere of ardent faith.”425 The Revolution has destroyed one Petersburg—the city of 

bureaucrats and empire—and in the elimination of everything “superficial,” one can now find the 

“Orthodox Petrograd, the capital of Northern Rus.”426 He extols the medieval Orthodoxy of 

Petersburg, a one-time bastion of true Russian culture, home to Alexander Nevsky, the 

Novgorodian princes and “rich Slavic traditions.” Petersburg, (in)famously built by Peter the 

Great at the turn of the 18th century, could hardly be considered a medieval capital. Yet in the 

narrative structure and historical imagination of Fedotov, “Orthodox Petrograd” becomes a 

placeholder for a type of Russian culture that compliments medieval Muscovite culture and also 

critiques modern Petersburg/Petrograd. As a necessary element in his polemical discourse and 

historical narrative, a medieval space can be invented if not readily available.  

This unmasking of the two Russian capitals works on many fronts. On one hand, Fedotov 

dismantles any meaningful distinction between the symbolic East and West by recasting 

Petersburg as the North, a discursive move not without precedence.427 He replaces the 

longstanding dilemma of East vs West with the distinction between the past and present. He 

 
424“Three Capitals,” 57. 

425 “Three Capitals,” 56. 

426 “Three Capitals,” 54. 

427 In the 19th century several Russian authors used the term “Northern Palmyra” to describe Petersburg and it was 

the “northern” capital in relation to Moscow.  
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imagines the cities as two distinct faces of Russian existence, both Orthodox, but with different 

temperaments born from their distinct landscapes. Like the Eurasianists, Fedotov links the 

Russian character—with its “hatred of boundaries and passion for the boundless”—to the 

Russian territory: the natural world has imbued the Russian people with their collective “lack of 

will, lack of restraint, impetuousness in their longing (toska), heaviness and brutality.”428 The 

Muscovite desire to “anticipate Asia” 429 inspires Russians to travel down the Volga, to settle in 

the Urals, to embrace feats of martyrdom and strenuous labor. However, this morally neutral 

impulse to spread out led to the disastrous embrace of tsardom, and Russia was fashioned into an 

empire to control and convert its “Asiatic” territories. In language that predates Florovsky’s 

rejection of Eurasianism’s imperial aims, Fedotov calls the Asiatic and Western impulses the 

“two inescapable failures of Russia.”430 Each failure distracts Russia from its own distinct mode 

of being and its downfalls are in its imperial reach: the quest for greater power over greater 

distances destroyed the natural landscape, oppressed the people (both those directly colonized 

and those whose taxes paid for costly military expansion), and stripped the church of the power 

to resist--on a large, institutional scale--political injustice. As in Florovsky’s narrative in the 

Ways of Russian Theology, Peter’s reforms are deemed catastrophic but hardly unprecedented—

the two preceding centuries of Russian history testify to the ever-expanding gulf between the 

political elite and the common people. 

 
428 “Three Capitals,” Fedotov continues this description by invoking the troika (Russians love fast driving), gypsy 

songs and feats of martyrdom. The Russian will to rebel and “creatively overcome” is contrasted with the “spirit of 

gravity” and “drowsy laziness” of Asia and the Turanian, 68-69. The Turanian refers to Central Asian people, 

sometimes to indicate a pan-Turkic ethnicity or a culture from Central Asia through Iran. 

429 Antoshchenko discusses how the Steppe and the “Turanian” element are critical themes in Fedotov’s early 

formulations of the Russian soul, especially as he was in dialogue with the Eurasians. See “Eurasia” ili “Sviataia 

Rus’,” 310-311. 

430 “Three Capitals,” 64. 
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 Kiev is a third way, a path beyond Moscow and Petersburg and the tension of their past 

and present forms. Kiev is “the unmoving Orthodox pole in the destiny of Russia.” Unlike 

Moscow and Petersburg, Kiev doesn’t need to be reconciled with its modern instantiation. Kiev 

is perennially medieval, inseparable from the early culture of Holy Russia.431 Both 

geographically and historically, Kiev has “eternal and imperishable meaning” for Fedotov—he 

calls the very soil holy.432 Kiev testifies to the multi-layered and multi-ethnic history that is the 

legacy of modern Russia: “We carry their [our ancestors’433] memory in our blood, in our 

language, in our everyday life. We remember the contribution of the Scythians in our dictionary, 

in the Greek forms of Little Russian pottery, in the Asiatic ornament of Ukrainian carpets.” Kiev 

is a true image of Russia because of its spiritual tradition, its symbiotic relationship with nature 

and its link to ancient cultures.434  With a bravado common in Eurasian polemics, Kiev is not just 

the firmament of Russian culture: Fedotov even suggests that the Kievan mountains could have 

been the birthplace of the “future Hellenes” or the Balkans who went on to populate the Aegean 

archipelago.  

 In Kiev, the medieval is an immediate and material reality. There is no quest to uncover 

the past here, instead one inhabits the medieval, shocked by the immediacy of “Byzantine and 

 
431 This romanticization of Kiev is not just a form of nostalgic medievalizing. Antoshchenko notes how in the 

émigré debates over Ukrainian independence, Fedotov’s insistence on the Russian meaning of Kiev (especially 

regarding its “corruption” by Poland) had political and polemical significance. “Eurasia” ili “Sviiataia Rus’,” 311. 

432 Antoshchenko, “Eurasia” ili “Sviiataia Rus’,” 311. 

433 “That is, Cimmerians, Scythians, Trypillinans, peoples with no name, future Hellenes, Balkans, and the ancient 

‘Japhetic’ people.” “Three Capitals,” 66-67. Note that Japhetic refers to a category including Caucasian (i.e. people 

of the Caucasus), Semitic and Basque people based on the ethno-linguistic categories of Nico Marr. Marr claimed 

these languages shared common origin—based on his linguistic paleontology—and he takes the term Japhetic from 

the Biblical figure Japheth, one of the sons of Noah. Marr’s theories, developed in the 1910s and 1920s, reveal both 

a linguistic prowess and ideological energy that sought to undermine the dominance of Indo-European languages in 

Soviet era linguistics.  

434 “The amazing feature of the Kievan cityscape is that nature encroaches on it” “Three Capitals,”65. 
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princely Kiev in all its preservation and glory.”435 The jewel in the crown of the city is Hagia 

Sophia, modeled after the seat of Eastern Christianity in Constantinople. Hagia Sophia is the 

testament, for Fedotov, to the particular way that Russia expresses the universal truth of 

Orthodoxy. In its aesthetic perfection, Hagia Sophia is an eternal symbol of the possibility of 

Russo-Hellenic creative accomplishment and piety: “It tells not only of the eternal truth of 

Orthodoxy, of the perfect sphere enclosing within itself the diverse national-private worlds. It 

gives the markers of our special path amongst the Christian people of the world.”436 These 

markers are described, in Antoshchenko’s words, as a historical narrative that binds imagery 

with symbolism.437 The symbolism of Fedotov’s medievalizing narrative is rendered with a 

painterly quality, betraying a preference for the visual rather than the textual in legitimating 

Ancient Russia as an ideal Russian space and the mediating culture between Greece and modern 

Russia. This emphasis on the visual will prove to be a key device for Fedotov’s explanation of 

the meaning of Russian history. 

 Kiev’s story turns tragic when the city becomes Latinized and oriented towards Poland in 

the 17th century. The problem with this Latin orientation is not, contrary to Florovsky’s 

interpretation, framed as a theological problem: it is culturally inappropriate, defying the natural 

course of Ancient Russian culture. The primacy of Kiev as a Russian capital rests on its 

connection with Greece: “the true path was given in Kiev: not Latinism, not basurmanism438 but 

Hellenism. Our wild stalk has been grafted to the trunk of Christian mankind namely in the 

 
435 “Three Capitals,” 68. 

436 This image, like the grafted olive tree, draws on Biblical tropes of synthesis. Here, especially, is the inclusion of 

grace and law: “Everything here is in complete perfect peace, having reached the correct measure, freedom in law, 

infinity, enclosed in a circle. To those who have not seen anything else but the great holy Sophia, it seems as though 

nothing else could better express in stone the very idea of Orthodoxy.” “Three Capitals,” 68. 

437 Antoshchenko, “Eurasia” ili “Sviataia Rus’,” 312. 

438 Basurman being a broad term for a pagan or non-Christian, often euphemistic for Muslim. 
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Greek branches and it will not be a meaningless accident.”439 The Byzantine legacy is important 

because there can be no accounting for culture without reference to its “historical accumulation.” 

Without indulging in the hellenophilia of Florovsky, Fedotov emphasizes that Russia’s 

relationship with Byzantium is providential: the metaphor of the grafted tree is deployed to show 

how Russia is bound to its Byzantine tradition but the Byzantine “branch” is itself an extension 

of a greater organism. The image of the grafted tree incorporates Russia into Greece and into the 

universal church simultaneously by recalling the New Testament imagery of the olive tree, where 

some branches must be broken off and other grafted on to build the new church.440  Fedotov uses 

this Gospel motif to then polemically assert the value of distinct national traditions and the 

specific path of Russian Christianity. As with his earlier essays, he stresses the cultural and 

social fabric of Christianity: 

But religion does not live outside a particular flesh—cult, culture---and together 

with Greek Christianity we are joined to Greek culture. … In the depths of 

Christian Greece-Byzantium lives classical Greece, maturing towards Christ, and 

its precious gift belongs to us as the right of firstborn and legal heirs…It would be 

senseless to think that the spiritual life of Russia could grow on the “wild root” of 

some Slavic or Turanian exclusivity. Our great happiness and the undeserved gift 

of God it that we have accepted truth in its universal center [sredotochii]. For it is 

in Greece and nowhere else that all the ways of the world are tied together in one 

knot.”441 

 

What is most important is not solely the link to Byzantium, but the specifically (Ancient) 

Russian way that Greek culture was transformed once on Slavic soil: if Greece was the 

 
439  In his essay “Tragediia drevnerusskoi sviatosti” (The Tragedy of Ancient Russian Holiness) Fedotov also uses the 

vine metaphor, writing of the “Russian branch from the universal Vine of Christ.” Put’, 27 (1931) 4. 

440 See Romans 11, where the broken branches represent the Jews and the grafted branches are the Gentiles, together 

comprising the new church in Christ. This usage resonates with other Russian historical narratives that play with 

motifs of Jew/Gentile and Russia’s “late” arrival to Christianity. One of the earliest examples of this type of Biblical 

hermeneutic to create a space for Russia’s inclusion in universal Christendom can be found in Hilarion of Kiev’s 

sermon on Law and Grace where he several Biblical tropes to explain Russia’s Christianization. “Slovo o zakone i 

blagodati Mitropolita Ilariona,” translated into modern Russian by A.M. Moldovan and A. Yurchenko, accessed 

online January 8, 2020: http://lib2.pushkinskijdom.ru/tabid-4868. 

441 “Three Capitals,” 70. 
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"firstborn" then Byzantium and Ancient Russia are the "legal heirs." Ancient Russia embraced 

and enriched Greek traditions and teaching, thereby providing a national model of Russian 

holiness that survives into the present. Herein lies the legitimacy of Kiev and Kievan Rus: it is at 

once the site of original Russian Christianity and the connective tissue to the rest of world 

Christianity.  This is echoed in SAR, where Fedotov sees the Greek liturgy and prayers as a 

driving cultural force in Ancient Russia, noting how Byzantine hymnography and liturgical 

prayers had “an enormous impact on the Russian soul.”442 This Greek legacy was transformed by 

the early saints of Ancient Russia into a symphonic culture that blended Greek and Russian 

elements—"easily layered one and on another.” While Fedotov may have been professedly 

inclusive in his notion of the culture-ethnic dimensions of Russian Christianity, it remains that 

this historical narrative is almost alarmingly simplistic to the modern scholar, as it excludes the 

rich variety of other Christian peoples who mediated Byzantine Christian culture and theology 

from Constantinople throughout the greater “Slavic” territories.443 Nevertheless,  it is important 

to underscore how this envisioned cultural harmony found in Kiev that in no way muddles the 

Russian identity is fundamental to the portrait Fedotov creates of a city that reflects the distinct 

national character of a diverse people with a specific social history. This portrait in turn functions 

as a proxy for the image of Russia as an ideal and nationally specific mode of Christianity. While 

Fedotov makes no mention of the Russian diaspora, his insistence that the Russian way is 

unthreatened by its blending with another culture intimates at the evangelical possibilities he 

would later see for the émigrés in Paris.  

 
442 SAR, 33. Also, much later writing in the US, Fedotov would see the development of Russian kenosis—a 

particularly Russian mode of spiritual activity—as a response to an extension of Greek religiosity.  

443 Also akin to the Eurasianist rhetoric, Fedotov manages to simultaneously celebrate the diversity of Kiev while 

firmly establishing it as emblematically Russian (rather than Ukrainian). 
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 In turning to Kiev, Fedotov finds evidence for the “existence of Russian culture’s 

history” but also the inadequacy of the Byzantine legacy. 444 Because translations into Slavonic 

were limited to the Bible and a few religious texts and excluded pagan works, there was no basis 

for “an organic development of society.”445 Aligning temporarily here with Florovsky, Fedotov 

thus pinpoints the separation from “Hellenic roots,” rather than Peter’s reforms, as Russia’s 

disruption (razryv) from universal thought.446 The most glaring result of this failure to have an 

organic society is the divide between two classes that grew progressively further and further 

from each other: the upper classes (broadly represented by the boyars, the aristocracy, Peter’s 

civil servants, the intelligentsia of the 19th and 20th centuries) separating from the common 

people.447 As a result of this social bifurcation, the dominant narrative of Russian history 

concerns only one segment of the Russian people. Russian history is in part a long story of 

empire, Westernization, and the urban growth of Petersburg and Moscow. However, there is 

another story of the underclass and non-elites, of monasticism, of folk life, of the daily existence 

in the Russian countryside. Fedotov wants to explore this untold history and, in doing so, write a 

“holistic history.”448 It is in searching for a way to reconcile these social divides that Fedotov 

later turns to holiness as a key to understanding this forgotten stream (potok) of Russian life, a 

stream that originates, in Fedotov’s metaphors, from Kiev and spreads through Ancient Russia. 

However, before arriving at a methodology of holiness, Fedotov must first work out the way in 

 
444 Antoshchenko, "Eurasia” ili “Sviataia Rus’,” 312. 

445 Antoshchenko, “Eurasia” ili “Sviataia Rus’,” 283.  

446 He describes this “rupture from universal thought” even earlier, in his 1918 piece, “Thoughts on the Brest Peace 

Accord” (Svobodnyei golosa, 12-15).   Florovsky, of course, does not blame the Byzantine mission for this 

inadequacy, instead seeing Rus’ itself as incapable of absorbing the culture abundantly offered. 

447 “Three Capitals,” 55-56. 

448 Zh. A. Gumerova, “Ideal sviatosti u G. P. Fedotova”. Vestnik Tomskogo gosudarstvennogo universiteta, no 289, 

(2005) 33.  
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which Russian culture has tragically failed to safeguard its medieval spirit.  

 

The Tragedies of Russian History 

Fedotov links his medieval ideal to post-Revolutionary exile by way of two intertwined tragic 

subplots: the tragedy of the intelligentsia and the tragedy of Ancient Russia. The tragedy of the 

former is that its heroes never really existed, the tragedy of the latter is that its heroes are 

unknown or forgotten.  Like Berdyaev’s use of tragic motifs, Fedotov’s narrative structure relies 

on tragedy to frame the rise and fall of Russian history. The narrative structure of tragedy 

provides dynamism and pacing as well as a sobering pathos to the collapse of Russian society: 

the Revolution is the logical dénouement of Russia’s post-medieval history. The death of the 

nation—as if it were a character on stage—appears as the denouement in “Three Capitals,” “The 

Tragedy of the Intelligentsia” (1927, Novyi Grad), and “Orthodoxy and Historical Criticism.” 

This motif of a dramatic death again features in the end of SAR, in the chapter “The Tragedy of 

Ancient Russia” (first published in Put’ in 1931).  Echoing Spengler’s organic model of a 

culture’s lifespan, Fedotov claims that social institutions can be studied “as a natural species” 

which “develop and die according to their own laws.”449 Social history is important as the 

“background of the tragedy”; at another point he describes it as “the chorus of Sophocles' 

dramas.” However any wisdom of the choir is rendered nonsense (poshlost’) if it exists by itself, 

rather than in dialogue with the speech of the hero. The hero is any example of individual lived 

Christianity, a historical particular person who represents the “human spirit” acting within 

history and, by virtue of the “supernatural spirit within them,” is beyond the deterministic laws 

of nature. It is thus the freedom of the individual and the “daring words of the hero” that has the 

 
449 “Orthodoxy and Historical Criticism,” 11. 



189 

 

possibility of interrupting the arc of tragic history.450 The free activity of individuals defiant of 

the natural pressures of social history thus rescue the human story from being an endless tragedy 

of determinism and places the prophetic and sacrificial activity (podvig) of the Christian at the 

center of the historian’s inquiry. By studying the life of an individual, the historian is able to 

work in the nuances of spiritual life, to ignore the good/evil dichotomy that captivates “the 

teacher of asceticism” in favor of “the world of mediocrity, of the middle, of the everyday, 

expelled from the ascetics.”451 Fedotov differentiates his scholarship from social history and 

from a more rigid religious (or pastoral) approach that divides religious history into heroes and 

villains.  

 In Fedotov’s polemical essays, he aims to show how history has been telling the wrong 

story of the Russian people. The Tragedy of the Intelligentsia narrates the demise of Russian 

culture from Kiev through the Revolution, focusing on how the intelligentsia as a social class 

failed Russia. Fedotov’s project here is not unlike the theological-historical narrative offered in 

Ways of Russian Theology, where the historian’s task is to uncover in the past “the key to 

understanding Russia and her future.”452 True Russian history has been obscured by the typical 

narrative of the intelligentsia (and their polemics with the West).  As in Three Capitals, Fedotov 

includes St. Petersburg in Northern Rus’ even though it is a much younger, post-medieval city. 

He praises Northern Rus’ as a truly Russian (not Greek and nor even Slavic453) culture that 

“ceased to be a shy student of Byzantium” without losing its “religious and cultural ties to 

 
450 “Orthodoxy and Historical Criticism,” 11.  

451 “Orthodoxy and Historical Criticism,” 10-11. 

452 "Tragedy of the Intelligentsia,” 45. 

453 That is, he notes that it is specifically Russian, and not generically Slavic.  
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her.”454 Kiev is called a “Greek suburb” where Byzantine learning was integrally bound to 

“Slavic wilderness.” This interplay of restraint and excess is, not unlike for Spengler, Berdyaev 

or Florovsky, the engine of cultural creativity. Kievan Rus’ balances external influence with 

internal stability: it is an organically united society, where monastic and folk culture are in 

symbiosis and neither the state nor the church are oppressive institutions.455 Russian history has 

an imminent quality and is imagined as a spatial presence: “our history lies before us, like virgin 

soil waiting for the plow.” 456 In The Tragedy of Ancient Russia, the medieval enjoys a particular 

integrality or unity—a “Byzantine ‘symphony’ of Church and state”—that predates the two 

successive schisms of Nikon/Old Believers and Peter’s Reforms.457 The first was a literal schism 

where Nikon’s liturgical reforms lead to a mass exodus of the faithful from the church; the 

second was a more figurative schism, as Peter’s reforms introduced Western conventions into 

Russian society, driving a wedge between those who adopted them (i.e. city-dwellers and civil 

servants) and those who did not (peasants, Old Believers, citizens far from the capital). In 

Fedotov’s retelling, these schisms are a natural result of trends that began in 15th- and 16th-

century Muscovy, namely, the gradual erosion of the saintliness of Ancient Russia which was 

manifest in the state’s almost complete domination of the church. Further contributing factors 

included popular religious departures into heresy or paganism, the intelligentsia’s turn to 

secularism and the church itself falling into nationalism. Peter’s Reforms were merely the final 

 
454 “Tragedy of the Intelligentsia,” 56.  

455 “Three Capitals.” In the prologue to his description of Kiev, he notes how neither the state nor the church were 

opposed to the people. 

456 “Tragedy of the Intelligentsia,” 145  

457 “Tragedy of the Intelligentsia,” 145. 
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blow to “the dilapidated shell of Holy Rus.’”458  

 In both tragedies, Kiev harbors the roots of the “tragic schism” of Russian life: a failure 

to maintain Greco-Byzantine culture.459 In failing to host a synthesis of pagan and Greek 

learning (which was accomplished in other medieval cultures), Kiev’s decline is caused by 

cultural inadequacies.460 While Kiev declines from cultural inadequacies, Moscow and the North 

(Petersburg) are the victims of disastrous political circumstances caused by imperialism. Fedotov 

links this imperial impulse directly to Byzantium: in response to the victory over the Mongols, 

the Russians tragically imitate the imperial Byzantine model rather than remaining a 

decentralized consortium of local powers.461 Here, in the political realm, rather than in Mogila’s 

academy, Fedotov sees the origin of a devastating infection of foreign ideas in Russian history.462 

Like Florovsky’s language of toxin and pollution, Fedotov describes the arrival of German ideas 

and technology as a series of violence and illness acting in the mind (razum) and body of Russia 

in the post-medieval times.463 The poison acts differently in his account: the rise of Muscovy 

brought about another fateful institution in addition to the coercive state—an intelligentsia who 

 
458“Tragedy of Ancient Russian Holiness,” in SAR. “Peter destroyed only a dilapidated shell of Holy Russia. 

Therefore, his desecration of this Holy Russia was met with insignificant spiritual resistance.” 

459 Florovsky almost certainly has Fedotov's criticism in mind when he wrote Ways of Russian Theology, as he 

responds to these points explicitly and places the blame for Kievan immaturity on the Russians and not the 

Byzantines. While in Ways, Florovsky has a more historically informed response, in his Eurasian period he claimed 

that Kiev had Plato centuries before the west. Ways of Russian Theology, Part 11, 4ff. 

460 This synthesis is the basis for the Renaissance, a cultural period that Fedotov holds in high esteem,   “A powerful 

medieval culture took shape in the fermentation of pagan and Christian elements -- long before the Renaissance.” 

Fedotov, written under the pseudonym E. Bogdanov, “Tragedia intelligentsii,” Versty, (1927) 154. 

461 “Tragedy of the Intelligentsia,” This tragic plot could be read as a counter-narrative to Florovsky’s Byzanto-

centric narrative. 

462 “Tragedy of the Intelligentsia,” 155. Without a Greek-reading public, Russians were rife for exposure to German 

thought, “in place of Plato and Aeschylus they sprung upon Kautsky and Lippers” (presumably Karl Kautsky (1854 

–1938), Austrian-Czech Marxist and Julius Lippert (1839 –1909), Austrian cultural theorist). 

463 “Tragedy of the Intelligentsia,” 158. German technology was incompatible with Orthodox daily life and from the 

17th century on, there is a gap in the Russian mind; this deficiency is given numerous medical diagnoses: the 

deformation of the national (natsional’nyi) spirit, elderly sclerosis of the social body, the vaccination of German 

technology into an Orthodox way of life (byt). 
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hated Russia. Fedotov identifies the first Russian intellectuals as the eighteen men sent abroad by 

Boris Godunov (1551-1605) who never returned. The seeds of class hatred that began with the 

creation of serfdom were cultivated under Peter, who shaped the intelligentsia into an institution 

in service to the state: dissidents were weeded out and survivors were turned into cogs of the 

bureaucracy, into [state] builders of empire, or into westernizers, such as Derzhavin and Pushkin. 

Under Peter, society is split into two peoples (dva naroda) incapable of understanding each 

other.464 The early intelligentsia is a “thin chain of heretics and apostates” who become the 

iconic intelligentsia of the 19th century and eventually transformed into the revolutionaries of the 

20th century.465 The term intelligentsia was only coined in 1830 and was deployed throughout the 

19th century to refer to a specific community of socially-oriented thinkers, many of whom 

themselves were critical of the state. The religious thinkers gathered around the Landmarks 

project (1905) understood themselves as forging a counter-intelligentsia (not their terminology), 

a community of politically and intellectually unified Russians who were  not beholden to the 

ideological mistakes of this other “class” of intellectuals.466 Fedotov’s narrative of an 

intelligentsia originating in the sixteenth century and ushering in the Russian Revolution makes a 

very narrow group of actors the epitome of post-medieval Russian cultural production who in 

turn function as a distorted reflection of the type of social commitment that was practiced in 

saintly medieval Russia.  

 Following the archaeological analogies in his Eurasian essays, Fedotov sees a hidden 

stratum of history underneath the documented one. The surface history, like the modern faces of 

 
464 “Tragedy of the Intelligentsia,” 161. 

465 “Tragedy of the Intelligentsia,” 159. This was also exacerbated by the oppressive state, which forced a division in 

the society between the state and the elites, streltsy, etc 

466 Berdyaev and Bulgakov condemn the intelligentsia in their contributions.  
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the three capitals, is the story of elites: kings and aristocrats, authors and artists. Fedotov gives 

the example of Theophan the Recluse (1815 –1894)—whom no one had ever even considered 

including in the history of the Russian thought despite his deeper impact on national (narodnaya) 

life than any given “idol” of the intelligensia —to underscore how lived Orthodoxy and the 

charismatic authority of religious figures has been excised from the narrative of post-medieval 

Russian history.467  

 Fedotov here engages in the very beginning of what would be a heated debate in the 20th 

century over the theme of the “silence of Old Rus’” (molchanie svyatoi Rusi). While Florovsky is 

often credited with the first accusation of Old Russian “silence” in his Ways of Russian 

Theology, the absence of a textual or philosophical legacy of medieval Russian culture had been 

long acknowledged and lamented by the Russian intelligentsia. Only a few years earlier, Fedotov 

had raised the issue of medieval Russian silence (in the Tragedy of the Intelligentsia), and he was 

resuming a longer discourse that stretches at least through the 19th century that understood the 

Byzantine legacy of Russia as one of rote religion and ecclesial hierarchy rather than cultural 

creativity. Fedotov died over a decade before the debate over Russian silence moved to being a 

public and international debate between historians, philologists and literary scholars.468  

 
467 “Tragedy of the Intelligentsia,” 148. Theophan the Recluse was a priest, monk and eventual bishop in the Russian 

Orthodox Church. He played a critical role in having the Philokalia translated into Russian. The Philokalia is a 

collection of spiritual texts written from the 4th – 15th centuries and is a cornerstone of hesychasm, a movement 

within Orthodoxy that centers on continuous silent prayer. Theophan’s spiritual teachings (he wrote his own treatese 

on prayer and the spiritual life as well) were very popular and promoted the contemplative life of prayer in Russia. 

468 After Florovsky’s pointed dismissal of medieval Russian thought, the debate would take on full form between 

Florovsky and medievalists James Billington, Nikolai Andreev, Dmitrii Likhachev and others in the 1960s. See 

Florovsky, “The Problem of Old Russian Culture,” Slavic Review, Vol. 21, No. 1 (Mar., 1962), pp. 1-15; Likhachev, 

“Further Remarks on the Problem of Old Russian Culture,” Slavic Review, Vol. 22, No. 1 (Mar., 1963), pp. 115-120; 

N. Andreev, “Pagan and Christian Elements in Old Russia,” Slavic Review, vol. 21, (1962), 19ff; J. Billington, 

“Images of Muscovy,” Slavic Review, Vol. 21, 1962, 27-32; Likhachev’s Introduction in I.P. Eremin, Literatura 

drevnei Rusi, (Moscow:  Izdatelstvo Nauka, 1966),, p 1-8; William R Veder, “Old Russia's 'Intellectual Silence' 

Reconsidered,” in Medieval Russian Culture, vol 11 (Berkeley: University of California Press), p 18-28. For a more 

recent meditation on the theme, see Mikhail Epshtein, “Slovo i molchanie v russoi kul’ture,” Zvezda, 10, (2005) 

202-222.  



194 

 

Nevertheless, he anticipated several of their thematic concerns when he claims that there is good 

reason for the conventional description of Ancient Russia as “silent.”  Beyond the absence of a 

robust native literature (something many other scholars would agree on), Fedotov imagines an 

absence in the silence of holiness: Rus' failed to pass on its religious experience to later 

generations.469  

 The tragedy of the intelligentsia is that their ideas are not a wholistic depiction of Russian 

culture but they were strong enough to lead to the Revolution; the tragedy of Ancient Russia is 

that this hidden other side (of saints, monks, peasants and daily holiness) of Russian history is 

lost, forgotten or impossible to discern. Because Fedotov’s historical paradigm seeing the voice 

of the free individual as the primary force of agency to interrupts the tragic arc of social history, 

this silence of Ancient Russia is a tragedy for everyone living in the post-medieval, doomed to 

be deprived of a historical tradition and its prophetic voices of resistance to evil. Moreover, this 

second tragedy places a responsibility on the Russian historian since, for Fedotov, the difficulty 

of a Russian hagiographical science reveals how almost every single Russian cultural problem is 

based “on the tragedy of our historical process.” Despite Kiev’s failure to perpetuate its synthetic 

culture, Fedotov critiques the notion that Ancient Russian silence is a form of idiocy. Instead, he 

wonders if silence is a problem of source material and our own historical position; in short, is 

silence imagined where there is none?470   

By the time he writes The Tragedy of Old Russia, Fedotov has a clear antidote to the 

 
469 The silence is also caused by the aforementioned rupture from the verbal culture of Byzantium. Fedotov, SAR, 

Introduction, 32: “New Russia, armed with the entire apparatus of Western science, passed indifferently by the very 

theme of ‘Holy Russia,’ not noticing that the development of this topic [holiness] ultimately determines the fate of 

Russia.”  

470 This very notion would resurface in less philological (or religious) terms in Epstein’s essay on Russian silence, 

see Chapter 5 “Molchanie slova” (The silence of the word) in М. Epstein, Ironiia ideala: paradoksy russkoi 

literatury (The irony of an ideal: the paradoxes of Russian literature). (Novoe Literaturnoe Obozrenie, 2015). 
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variety of historical and cultural failures that resulted in the Russian Revolution: the recovery of 

Ancient Russia, specifically as a society shaped by saintliness. For Fedotov, the most important 

point of intersection between institutional religion and spirituality is the tradition of canonization 

of saints. Canonization is the link between the creative, free, unique experience of the individual 

feat (podvig) and the collective history of the church, the body of knowledge and practice that 

constitutes tradition and culture. 

 

Challenges to seeing saintliness: the tyranny of generic forms  

Convinced now that the model for Russian life lies somewhere in the medieval silence, 

Fedotov must develop a historiography that supports his uncovering of Russian holiness using 

limited primary sources. Historians have assumed that, because the spiritual life exists 

“immoveable in the depths of the changing streams of history,” it cannot be analyzed as a 

counterpart of social, political or cultural phenomena.471  Fedotov is astounded that historians, 

even church historians, study the state, society and culture without asking how “living holiness” 

interacts with these worldly elements. In approaching Russian history through the phenomenon 

of holiness—rather than religion, theology or religious anthropology--Fedotov insists that his 

work is methodologically novel and socially relevant.  In SAR and his 1932 article, “Orthodoxy 

and Historical Criticism,” Fedotov explains how the study of holiness can dovetail with the 

historian’s craft. This latter essay is a key intermediary text between the early rhetorical and 

ideological invocations of Ancient Russia and Fedotov’s later theory of saintliness based on a 

cultural historical methodology. Fedotov argues for his exilic project of understanding saintliness 

 
471 Fedotov, “Pravoslavie i istoricheskaia kritika,” Put’, 33 (1932), 3; published in English as “Orthodoxy and 

Historical Criticism,” in The Church of God, ed. E.L. Maskell, (London: 1934), pp. 91-104.  
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as a category of history, and then considers how faith and historical criticism could be 

complimentary elements of the scholarly task. The importance of Ancient Russia is as the source 

of texts, traditions and folk culture that require a historical and spiritual analysis. Fedotov calls 

holiness a “category of spiritual life” and a “particular tradition of spiritual life.”472 Because the 

story of medieval Russia is fundamentally a history of the interaction between the human and the 

divine epitomized in the canon of saints, no history, especially no social history, should fail to 

account for the spiritual life.  Here one glimpses the sheer optimism of Fedotov’s project, to 

reconcile the reality of the intimate spiritual life of the (long-deceased) individual with the 

historian’s task of describing and analyzing the past. And yet how does the historian begin? 

“Common sense, however, completely fails him [the historian] when he must face an event from 

spiritual life, including events that go beyond the realm of his experience. There is no science of 

spiritual life or, at least, we are only witnessing its birth.”473 The historian, however, is intuitively 

and instinctively prepared to negotiate the same tension of impulses as the Christian. Fedotov 

compares the historian to the ascetic, since criticism is the “fine and sharp weapon which history 

uses when it wants to get at the truth of facts” that balances judgement just as the ascetic 

navigates “superficial assertion and superficial negation.”  Fedotov’s historiography will 

introduce new types of materials as well as a new hermeneutic for approaching the conventions 

of hagiography (on a textual and cultural level).  

Fedotov uses the ostensible objectivity of the historian as grounds for great possibilities 

of study: historical criticism is founded on the testimony of various sources, on their comparison,  

and “on the discovery of discrepancies, in reference to more ancient, genuine and objective 

 
472 SAR, 28. 

473 “Orthodoxy and Historical Criticism,”7.  
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sources.”474 To understand Ancient Russia demands the academic study of such sources as 

hagiographies, icons and monastic records as well as, to a degree, taking the spiritual dimension 

at face value. Because the historian must reckon with all his sources, he is tethered to the 

spiritual by the copious accounts of the spiritual and supernatural. Fedotov insists that the 

historian cannot dismiss these accounts simply because they do not accommodate our modern 

ideas or knowledge.  Whether or not they are true, they tell us something about what Russian 

holiness was supposed to look like, since hagiographies themselves offer idealized portraits. 

Because of the silence of Ancient Russia, the key to uncovering the image (or face) of 

Russian holiness will not always be found in official Lives but in “living, modern, simple folk 

(even apocryphal) traditions.”475 Fedotov described the Ancient Russian life of holiness as one of 

“moderation ” (mernost’—what Mjør translates as dimensionality), a life balanced between 

public service and contemplation.476 This moderation, balance or good measure, specifically in 

terms of the individual's relationship to the public and to ascetic discipline, is the entry point for 

studying a phenomenon that has otherwise proved elusive. In the absence of new sources (i.e., 

new texts), the historian must attempt to shed new light on Russian hagiography by means of a 

new hermeneutic. Working in Paris, Fedotov could hardly hope to solve the problem of scant 

textual evidence for medieval holiness; instead he proposes using old sources for a new purpose: 

“to put forth new problems—new for Russian studies, but altogether old in their essence, for they 

coincide with the very meaning and idea of hagiography itself—the problems of spiritual life.”477  

 
474 “Orthodoxy and Historical Criticism,” 7. 

475 “Tragedy of the Intelligentsia,” 156.  

476 Antoshchenko describes Fedotov’s mernost’ as follows: “Moderation is the combination of personal spiritual 

perfection with social service characteristic of ancient Russian holiness.” 

477 SAR, 32 
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Studying holiness as the lived experience of the individual Christian considers each unique 

model of saintly activity against the backdrop of folk customs, political institutions, monastic 

traditions and liturgical practice. Holiness is deeply bound with folk culture and the lives of the 

lower class because the canonization of saints is often preceded by the proliferation of local cults 

in their honor. The examples and teachings of saints are passed down through the ages in modes 

of representation fitting for the lower (illiterate) classes—in oral narratives, in visual culture and 

iconography, in pastiches of folk, pagan, and Orthodox clichés with concrete historical 

information. By the time the lives of the saints are enshrined in hagiographies, they have already 

been transformed, to some degree, by their transmission through folk traditions. As a 

consequence, the specificity of a historical individual’s life has been augmented and reimagined 

with events and tropes from other stories and lives, all fitted into a highly formulaic structure. 

Fedotov faces this dilemma headfirst: “Is it really impossible to make sense of a legend and use 

scholarly research to study the literary scheme of a life –and consequently, as a phenomenon 

develops, to see underneath the halo concrete personal and national characteristics?”478  

Fedotov understood his task as uncovering or discerning the individual features of saints 

obscured by literary conventions. Here Fedotov follows in the footsteps of earlier scholars of the 

Russian medieval who developed a theoretical framework for analyzing formulaic genres.479 

Fedotov’s approach—as in his earlier essays—stresses the visual dimension of recovering the past. 

He uses the icon as a model for reading hagiographies and discerning between the generic and the 

individual; he calls these traditions “stamps” that form the outline of the accounts of individuals.  

There is also a general law of hagiographic style, similar to the law of 

iconography: it requires the subordination of the private to the general, the 

 
478 Tragedy of Old Russian Holiness, part 2. 

479 Fedotov’s methodology here reveals his intellectual debt to V. O. Kliuchevsky and A. P. Kadlubovskii’s work 

from the late 19th and early 20th centuries, Mjør 109.  
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dissolution of the human face in the heavenly glorified face. A writer-artist, or a 

devoted disciple of a saint, who undertakes his work with his own new strength, is 

able, with a thin brush, sparingly but surely to accurately render a few personal 

traits (lichnykh chert). A later writer or a conscientious toiler works with these 

"facial scripts", refraining from the personal, the unstable, the unrepeatable.480 

 

This historical abstraction of the individual poses a great challenge to Fedotov because he 

believes that Christianity is a “religion of the personality” or “religion of the person.”481 Yet, as 

will be discussed shortly, this personal aspect is inextricable from a national or tribal one. It is 

telling that Fedotov does not simply discuss the conventional trope of medieval silence—in the 

forward to SAR, he describes Ancient Russia as a mute girl and as an icon (not a text) that can be 

recovered. This uncovering of the individual then has a new possibility: emancipated from the 

generalness of the hagiographic genre, the individualized portrait of the saint reflects something 

about the collective identity of their community.  Fedotov maintained the link between the 

salvific possibility of the individual and the greater culture—just as human beings can be 

sanctified and increasingly reflect the divine, so could entire cultures. These glimpses of 

“concrete personal and national characteristics” thus hint at the spiritual reality of the Russian 

people as individuals and a collective people in the history of Christianity. As the generic 

becomes specific (and national), the mute becomes voiced; there is the possibility of resisting the 

tragedy of Russian social history. 

 

 
480 SAR, 30. 

481 Antoshchenko, p 295. Antoshchenko reads this emphasis on the person and personality as Fedotov’s resistance to 

Soloviev and the current of Russian thought that rejected humanism. Fedotov embraced humanism and believed that 

in fostering humanism, people moved away from imitating animals and towards imitation of Christ.  
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National holiness as a form of collective identity  

Because history has a sacred meaning and the community of the church has eschatological 

and pneumatological significance, “historical antecedents” are of enormous value for the 

Orthodox. 482  Fedotov takes this further, insisting that each people have their own way of 

witnessing to Christianity which is revealed in the lives of the saints. Fedotov’s brief discussion 

of iconic saints of other cultures illuminates how his ideas of national Christianity, epochal 

characters and archetypal saintliness function outside the Russian milieu. Fedotov assumes a 

harmony between the indigenous examples of holiness and the larger culture, going so far as to 

assert that the religious character of a culture and society is foreshadowed in its earliest contact 

with Christianity. In a 1927 piece on St. Genevieve and St. Simeon the Stylite,483 Fedotov 

compares these two fifth-century saints and how they epitomize the local traditions of saintliness 

for the people around them. Genevieve, the consummate French woman, is a pious Christian 

who survives rebellions and warfare. She prefigures Joan of Arc and the ultimate victory of 

religion over the terror of the Revolution. She is also the patron of students and foreshadows 

Paris’ later role as a center of learning and erudition.484  Simeon, on the other hand, represents 

the remarkable asceticism of the Near East, where he spends his life as a stylite and offering 

guidance to pilgrims. They each mark the beginning of a national tradition (predaniie) that 

reflects a unity of a local culture and a universal Christian practice.  

Fedotov is quite explicit that the quest for a national tradition (or, in some case, a “face” 

of Christianity) is not a form of nationalism but a striving to manifest the appropriate and 

 
482 Mjør emphasizes how for Fedotov, the salvific role of the church (its eschatological mission) is a mystery, but 

what is certain is that it is the space of the activity of the Holy Spirit and thus pneumatology becomes even more 

important than eschatology.  

483 “Sv. Genevefa i Simeon Stolpnik” (Saint Genevieve and Saint Simeon the Stylite), Put’, 8, (1927) 58–72. 

484“St. Genevieve and Simeon the Stylite,” 59. 



201 

 

particular mode of national existence. In a contemporary essay (1928) on the universal and the 

national, Fedotov proposes that the Russian church “can reveal the meaning of the national idea 

in Orthodoxy.”485 Again the nation becomes a proxy for the individual, as Fedotov argues that 

just as each people has its own culture and mode of life, it should have its own mode of holiness 

that reinforces its national identity against the backdrop of universal Christianity. The striving for 

this “particular mode of national existence” is negated if it falls into nationalism, as happened 

with the Old Believers in his account. In his 1928 essay, “The National and the Universal,” 

Fedotov links nationalism (both narodnost’ and natsional’nost’) with paganism and heresy. He 

argues that, since the time of the Israelites, nationalism has been a pagan vice and remains so 

through the teachings of the Church Fathers.486 He also criticizes the historical model of 

universalism that was offered by Byzantium. Byzantium’s was a “fatal universalism” that 

demanded imperial and legal unity, wedding the state and church in the project of colonial 

expansion.487 It also conflated the universality of the Christian message with an imposition of 

Greekness on its subjects, a threat not wholly distant from Florovsky’s Byzantinism.  

The collapse of Muscovite Russia in the 15th century triggered Russia’s separation from 

“universal history,” which Fedotov believed to be the symphonic plurality of national 

expressions of holiness. Like Florovsky, Fedotov now shifts from seeing Russia as the messianic 

 
485 “Natsional’noe i vselenskoe” (The national and the universal), Vestnik RSKhD, 6, (1928) 261. 

486 This anxiety of nationalism was shared by Florovsky and Berdyaev, the latter  also polemically links it to 

Judaism. 

487 “The national and the universal,” 261. “But Orthodox Byzantium also lived exclusively with the consciousness of 

the universal. For her, the boundaries of the Orthodox world coincided with the universal, in the sense of its empire. 

Distant Russian princes, as they were Orthodox, were considered subjects ("stolniks") Basilevs, the only Christian 

king on earth. There was a substitution, even more obvious than in the West. The national-concrete, Greek, was 

declared universal. To accept Christianity was to accept the Greek hierarchy (if not language), Greek imperial laws. 

Such was the fate of Russia. In these universal claims of Byzantium, as well as of Rome, was perversion of the great 

truth. Christian mankind should have unity not only in spirit, but also in completeness of historical life. However, 

the equation of this earthly unity of the Church to external state unity was a great lie, revealed in the destruction of 

the Greek kingdom.” 
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solution to modernity to understanding the medieval past as the solution to modern Russia. 

However, rather than finding some universal foundation of Orthodoxy—such as the dogmatic 

teachings of the Fathers—Fedotov believes that only understanding national expressions of 

Orthodoxy can safeguard the faith and the faithful in the present day: 

Where, are we told, is the universal ideal of Orthodoxy? It seems to me that in our 

time the most important universal challenge is the advancement of the restoration 

and illumination of the face of Russia. The uncovered resurrected Russia will light 

up the world. She is shining even now, although through the grimy glass of our 

lanterns. … Not the proud salvation of the world, but the service of her own calling, 

not messianism, but a mission, is the way of creative repentance, the laborious 

sobriety, reassessment, the restructuring (perestroika) of entire life—that is the way 

of Russia, our common path.488   

 

This passage, from 1927, still resonates with Fedotov’s project as outlined in the introduction to 

SAR. Under the layers of indigenous and imported culture lie the kernels of the “consciousness of 

our private historical way,” and Fedotov resolves to separate out the Russian from the universal 

or Greek. He acknowledges the enormity of this task (in terms of familiarity with the rest of 

Christianity) and proposes SAR as the first step “to judge the special Russian character of 

holiness” which he considers the critical spiritual task of his day.489  

It is against the backdrop of other Christian traditions—together comprising “universal 

Christianity”—that Fedotov can begin to articulate the specificities of Russian Christianity. Any 

vision of Russian Christianity must make recourse to the medieval, as Fedotov insists, “churchly 

Russia lives by the traditions of Ancient Russia.’” Ancient Russian holiness, genuine Orthodoxy, 

is no longer being practiced collectively, it survives only in individuals (lichnosti). These 

individuals, like the early saints, come from all classes and backgrounds, they are an imitation of 

the international (vsenarodnoe) unity of the universal Church. If there is any possibility of 

 
488 “The National and the Universal,” 266. 

489 SAR, 29.  
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resurrecting the Russian intelligentsia, it must be as a churchly intelligentsia who safeguard the 

national religious consciousness which originated in Ancient Russia.490 Fedotov grounds the 

value of historical saintliness in theological, almost doctrinal terms: “in our evaluation of the 

present times the example of the saints and the providential guidance granted to the life of the 

Church are looked upon as surer guides than the Canons.”491 As with his iconographic 

metaphors, a recovery of medieval Russia is a search for the image of concrete people, a 

recovery of personalities, rather than the recovery of a school of thought or theology. 

 

Arriving at a multifaceted portrait of medieval holiness 

Fedotov’s medievalizing vision of Ancient Russia is most elaborately articulated in The Saints of 

Old Russia. John Meyerdorff, in his introduction to the 1965 edition of SAR, explains how 

innovative Fedotov’s approach was in the context of Russian history and the émigré community. 

He credits Fedotov with paving the way for hagiography as a “literary and scientific genre” that 

would be “understood not as a rehash of the medieval lives of saints, where history and legends 

intertwined, and not as rationalistic ‘demythologization,’ but as a true image of the people of 

God, who are facing their Lord and their neighbors in the whole integrity of religious and 

historical individuality.”492 Mjør’s work on Fedotov’s historiography emphasizes how, compared 

to the more polemic writings of Fedotov and of his fellow religious emigres, SAR stands alone as 

a highly critical examination of historical sources that also “sustains the mythical aspect of its 

predecessors, an aspect which seems to be inherent in the notion of Holy Russia. Fedotov 

 
490 “Tragedy of the Intelligentsia,” 183.  

491 “Orthodoxy and Historical Criticism,” 91. Fedotov also says that the Russian soul craved “myth not dogma.” 

492 Meyerdorff, SAR, Introduction. 
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idealises the past believing at the same time that it is possible to activate it.”493 Such a synthesis 

of idealization and activation is precisely how medievalism functions in historical and social 

narratives. However, Fedotov is discrete in his idealization: it is the saints of Ancient Russia and 

not the larger culture that has mythic import. He is quite explicit that there should be no 

romanticism for the medieval Russian folk, the clergy, or the wealthy classes of boyars who form 

the social backdrop of some of the lay saints. In a contemporaneous piece, The Social Meaning 

of Christianity (1933), Fedotov insists that all institutions, be they religious, social or political, 

are coopted by the wealthy or by the state.494 It is only beholding at an elite minority—the 

saints—that one glimpses an untainted Christianity. Throughout history, religious exemplars—

across confessions—emerge in spite of the institutional framework in which they find 

themselves. This pious resistance to social or ecclesial conventions is hardly new within religious 

studies or the history of Christianity—the retreat from the world in reaction to the political 

cooptation of the church began at least as early as 4th century when Constantine’s adoption of 

Christianity inspired the beginnings of Christian monasticism.  Fedotov’s skepticism of all 

institutions underscores how he believes the national expressions of Christianity are in part 

independent from their ecclesial or even liturgical traditions and it is therefore possible to 

synthesize a diverse group of individuals from a variety of social and cultural backgrounds into a 

coherent vision of what it means to be an ideal medieval Russian Christian. 

The fate of the Russian Christian is to always negotiate their individual and collective 

religious life with reference to the political and the social. This collection of hagiographies and 

reflections on the history of Russian holiness may not strike modern readers as particularly 

 
493 Mjør, Reformulating Russia, 117. 

494 Fedotov, The social meaning of Christianity, 2. 
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political. Yet Fedotov intended SAR is a testament to a form of holiness that is a natural 

extension of the social and political fabric of the Russian nation: 

To be able to grasp from a religious standpoint the circumstance of the 

persecutions of the contemporary Russian Church it is not enough to know the 

lives of the martyrs, those heroes of ancient times…you must know about the 

setting and life of the ancient church, the relations with government, the social 

life, in order to understand sanctification and Christianization of the world.495 

 

Fedotov looks at the earliest Russian saints and sees in them a specifically Russian mode of 

enacting Christianity in an environment that demanded they engage with local powers or flee to 

the desert (which, in this case, was the forest or tundra). Holiness flourished in Ancient Russia in 

the absence of an imperial government and thanks to the independence of the church from the 

state. The erosion of medieval Russian holiness was in turn caused by social and political 

circumstances that made it impossible for almost all but the most remarkable of men and women 

to imitate their medieval exemplars. For most of Russian history, political powers oppressed the 

church and the people.  The oppression of pious Russians under the Soviets—and the crushing 

poverty of pious Russians abroad—was for Fedotov an extension of, not a rupture with, the lived 

reality of Russian holiness since the 15th century.  

SAR alternates between discussing specific saints and specific types of saints. The individuals 

are Boris and Gleb, Theodosius of the Caves, Avraam Smolensky, Stefan of Perm, Sergius of 

Radonezh, Nilus of Sora and Joseph of Volotsk. In the category of types of saints are the monks 

of the Kiev Monastery of the Caves, the holy princes, the hierarchs, the Northern Thebaid 

(Severnaya Fivaida: the Russian imitation of Egyptian monasticism), the Holy Fools, and the 

Laity and Wives. There are two theoretical chapters, respectively on the tragedy of old Russian 

 
495 Fedotov, “Orthodoxy and Historical Method,” in The Church of Christ: 1934 Symposium between Anglicans and 

Orthodox, 98. Originally published in Russian in Put’ in 1932. 
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holiness and on legendary motifs in Russian lives. Of the saints discussed all save one-Joseph of 

Volotsk- are feted as emblematic of Russian holiness.496 The other saints create a chain of 

holiness that runs from the conversion of Ancient Russia until the 15th century, the end of the 

medieval as an epoch. This lineage of saints, one influencing the next, mimics the imagery of the 

stream that flows from Kiev through all of Ancient Russia and into the north (sometimes call 

“Muscovite Rus’”).497  

This diverse expression of Russian holiness is marked by a few consistent features: 

moderate asceticism, humility, commitment to the social welfare of the people and, above all, 

sacrificial participation in the church. Fedotov repeatedly calls Russian holiness a form of 

simplification (oproshcheniie). This idea of holiness as simplicity can be read as a critique of 

Byzantium, which Fedotov conceptualizes as both a vertical (hierarchical) and spatial alternative 

to Ancient Russia.498 In contrast to the vertical model of Byzantium, the social layers of 

medieval Russia are deeply entrenched—princes, monks, lay people and saints live across the 

boundaries of the political and the monastic, the sacred and the profane. Russian monasticism, 

for example, is simultaneously centered on agricultural economy and on the appreciation of 

beauty, embedded in the daily material life of the community yet looking heavenwards. These 

depictions of holiness constantly reinforce the social and sacrificial role of Russian saints and in 

the conclusion Fedotov synthesizes all these types into one imagined archetype of the Russian 

 
496 Josef acts out of Christian duty rather than compassion; while his asceticism was not extreme, he was extremely 

strict about his moderate rules, obviously lacking the measure that is so fundamental to Russian saintliness. On the 

other hand, his proclivity towards extremism is something that Fedotov clearly fears is also a particularly Russian 

trait. SAR, 182. 

497 SAR, 156. This stream is given very literal physical features, being described as two currents of one stream that 

flow northwards and southwards out from Holy Trinity St. Sergius Lavra. 

498 Mjør, 119. 
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saint.499 Fedotov presents his project to the reader as an extension of the work of Nestor, the 

chronicler who compiled the earliest accounts of Russian saints. Nestor, in Fedotov’s reading, 

“discovered” that there was a particular way of Russian Orthodoxy which in turn informed his 

selection, compilation and redaction of texts. Fedotov, as a medievalist, places himself within the 

scholarly heritage of Nestor while also emphasizing the perpetuation of Nestor’s vision of a 

particular type of Russian holiness as found in the lives of saints long after Nestor’s time.  

This national tradition of sacrificial participation in the church begins with the very first 

Russian saints—Boris and Gleb. These two brothers are archetypes for all Russian holiness and 

the inspiration for Fedotov’s conviction that a particular mode of Christian holiness emerged in 

Ancient Russia and that this mode of holiness is revealed in the earliest encounters with 

Christianity. Boris and Gleb died not as martyrs, but as passion-bearers, victims of political and 

familial strife. Passion-bearers are a distinct category of saint in Orthodox Christianity: they are 

those faithful who die in imitation of Christ (that is, willingly) at the hands of evil, but not 

specifically because of their faith (that being a martyr). Boris and Gleb died to prevent further 

violence, reflecting the deep sense of brotherhood of the Russian people. For Fedotov, the 

Russian mode of Christian life is not extreme (exemplifying moderation or mernost’), thus to be 

a passion-bearer is a position of suffering that does not rise to the heights of martyrdom. Boris 

and Gleb are neither monks nor priests, neither mystics nor theologians—they are princes and 

laymen, as would be so many Russian saints to follow. Their canonization came about from the 

ground up, thanks to local cultic practice and reports of miracles, showing how their existence 

remained embedded in the social fabric of the Russian people even after death. Making passion-

 
499 SAR does not discuss Seraphim of Sarov, who is included in the later Treasury of Russian Holiness. Seraphim 

was, for Fedotov, a spiritual genius, utterly unique in personality and in his expression of holiness.  
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bearers the Russian mode of holiness par excellence was also a symbolically loaded point in the 

1930s: the assassination of the Romanov family (only confirmed by the Soviet government in 

1926) led to calls for their canonization precisely as passion-bearers.500 

 The other foundational model of Russian saintliness is found in the Kiev Caves Lavra, 

where the earliest Russian spiritual fathers and monks lived. Here, a temperate and social form of 

monastic life was developed, avoiding the mystical inclinations or extreme asceticism of other 

communities in Christendom.501 Fedotov envisions Russian monasticism as deeply social—it 

was not an escape from the world but a vital component of it, serving the economic, socio-

political and spiritual needs of the larger community. Medical care, agricultural planning, 

mediations with the local authorities—all this was labor done by the monks on behalf of lay 

communities. It was only much later, as hermit saints sought out solitude further north, that 

Russian saintliness took on a more solitary and ascetic (and sometimes mystical) dimension.502  

 Fedotov’s discussion of two pairs of later saints reveal how deftly he treats his 

hagiographic materials in order to create a synthesizing portrait of his medieval saint. The first is 

a well-known pair: Nilus of Sora and Joseph Volotsky (Joseph of Volokolamsk), who each 

represented two fiercely opposed factions in the late 15th century debates over whether 

monasteries should own property (the “non-possessors” and the “possessors”). Remarkably, 

Fedotov speaks very little of the debates over property and the theological or ecclesial arguments 

 
500 The Romanovs were ultimately canonized as martyrs in 1981 by the Russian Orthodox Church Outside of Russia 

(ROCOR). However, as early as the 1930s there were calls for their canonization and the Moscow Patriarchate 

would canonize them as passion-bearers in 2000 as a step toward reunion with ROCOR.   

501 SAR, see Chapter 3: Saints of the Kiev Lavra Patirikon, p 69-79. 

502 This movement north was not an organic quest for solitude as much as a natural response to the violence of the 

Mongol occupation, which destroyed the symbiotic relationship between monasteries and local villages. Fedotov 

argues that this solitary impulse northwards was eventually tempered as communities grew up around hermitages 

and monasteries. Some Northern saints, such as Sergei of Radonezh, prepared for years in northern solitude before 

taking up important roles in communal life later. 
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thereover. Instead, he focuses on how both men were respectively dedicated to their monastery’s 

relationship to the greater community. Nevertheless, such dedications are sharply contrasted: 

Nilus’ commitment was driven by love whereas Joseph’s was driven by duty. Nilus began the 

tradition of the skete in Russia—a monastic system where only a few monks live in proximity 

and occasionally come together—because despite his desire for solitude, he knew that life in the 

church demanded “brother help brother.”503 The skete is an economically difficult arrangement: 

without enough land or manpower for agriculture, its monks may need to rely on alms. Nilus, 

however, insists that the monks live by their own labor, selling whatever crafts they can and 

embracing the economic hardship inherent to such an arrangement. Nilus’ commitment to 

poverty is framed as a spiritual orientation: poverty was not simply the proper existence within 

the skete but for the entire universal church, because it is in poverty that one’s soul is best 

prepared for prayer. The commitment to poverty is then linked to Nilus’ important role in the 

introduction of hesychasm into the Russian spiritual tradition. Nil’s hesychasm, a spiritual 

practice that came to Russia by way of Athos, is highlighted as exceptional (for its mystical 

possibilities) and also fitting to his Russian community: Fedotov underscores that Nilus uses his 

own words, rather than Greek words, to teach others this prayer practice (thus russifying, to some 

degree, the Orthodox mystical tradition). Moreover, Nilus understands that his community, 

especially the lay people around him, cannot expect to live in a permanent state of religious 

ecstasy: they must therefore also learn the “economy of love” that ensures a more abiding 

experience of the divine.504 Mystical prayer is a complement to communal life and the physical 

challenges of daily life. 

 
503 SAR, 169. 

504 SAR, 174. 
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 Joseph’s life offers far more material for the medievalist: three biographies (Lives) were 

written about him, in addition to a paterikon that circulated in his monastery, the only one from 

medieval northern Russia. Joseph is praised as a master administrator and man of unyielding 

discipline. His tightly run monastery and its strategic relationships with wealthy merchants 

meant that it could efficiently create and distribute wealth to the surrounding peasants. Yet 

Joseph and his followers are hardly spiritual exemplars: Joseph’s leadership is exact and 

punishing, his monks live by great “inner concentration and a general feeling of fear.”505 His 

alliance with the state and the wealthy merchant classes compromises the integrity of Russian 

holiness and makes it vulnerable to the theological and political debates that were on the horizon, 

and his unwavering personality inclined him towards brutal repression of heresy (in contrast to 

Nilus who opposed executing heretics). Joseph’s unwillingness to show compassion toward 

heretics reveals a severity (surovost’) that planted the seeds of schism, albeit inadvertently, into 

the religio-political world of Muscovite Russia.506 While Fedotov never explicitly condemns 

Joseph—who is, after all, a saint—he never describes him in the same terms as his other 

medieval exemplars. For example, while other saints are heralded for their contributions to 

spirituality, Joseph is noted for his remarkable influence on “Muscovite religiosity.” He is a man 

whose actions appear concretely Christian but who himself failed to represent the love of brother 

or resistance to power that defines the other figures in the canon. He is however a telling 

example of a certain (Russian) inclination towards extreme strictness which, coupled with 

 
505 SAR, 184. 

506 Fedotov links Joseph’s severity against heretics and his enemies (including Nilus) to Grand Prince Basil III’s 

extreme persecution of heretics, such as cutting out their tongues and burning others at the stake, SAR, 184-185. He 

also emphasizes that one of Joseph’s Lives (Parfutius’) describes him as having a “strong and unswerving mind” 

(krepkii i nepokolebimyj um). 
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cooperation with the state and subservience to the wealthy, threatens the life of the church and, 

ultimately, the wellbeing of society.  

 A much less commonly known set of saints appears in SAR to illustrate Russian holiness: 

the two Julianas. These two women and their spiritual struggles (about which there is little 

source material) provide the “ideal image of the Ancient Russian woman.” The first, Princess 

Juliana Vyazemskaya, is a passion-bearer killed by the evil prince who also killed her 

husband.507 She is known because of the popular veneration that developed around her grave at 

the Cathedral of the Transfiguration in Torzhok (in the region of Tver) in the late 17th and early 

18th centuries. The second, Juliana of Lazarevo (or Murom), is known from a life written by her 

son, the only biography of an Ancient Russian woman. Fedotov describes her as an example of 

“how deeply the Gospels could enter into the conscious and transform the life of an Ancient 

Russian person.”508 Born in the mid-1500s, Juliana of Lazarevo is an example of “Ancient 

Russian” holiness in a period—Muscovite Russia—that is pointedly no longer part of Ancient 

Russia by Fedotov’s chronology. Her story begins like many female saints, being born into 

privilege and married off to an appropriate suitor when the time comes.  Married to a wealthy 

man from Murom who does not share in her devotion, Juliana is kind to her servants, allowing 

them to work for the household but never perform any work for her personally. When her 

husband disappears for years at a time on business, he does not give her control over the 

household finances (that is her father-in-law’s domain), so she busies herself with needlework to 

raise money to give as alms. When famine strikes, she secretly gives away her own food 

allotments to the poor and bathes the infected with her own hands (again, secretly). Juliana has a 

 
507 Fedotov notes that her murderer repented at the Venevsky monastery and was also popularly venerated in the 

region, adding another link to the chain of saints in Old Russia. 

508 SAR, ch. 14. 
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large family, nevertheless her joy is not in her children and she longs to join a monastery. When 

her husband finally dies, she can give away all her property and dedicate herself to unceasing 

prayer- her Life mentions that she even prays in her sleep). During the famine of 1601-2 under 

Boris Godunov, Juliana fully dedicates herself to collecting and preparing food for the hungry—

this, for Fedotov, is her ultimate “feat of love” (podvig liubvi). Even though she is herself 

starving, she continues to scrounge for grain and bake bread for the the poorest of the poor, who 

delighted in its miraculous sweetness. Juliana died at 70 (after presumably having long desired 

death but still working towards her salvation) and ten years later her coffin was opened and 

smelled of myrrh: those who smeared their hands on her coffin were healed and so began her 

popular veneration as a saint.  

On the one hand, Juliana of Murom has many features common to Christian saints both 

East and West. Yet Fedotov concludes his discussion of her life with an emphasis on how she 

resisted her true (Christian!) desire for extreme asceticism and monasticism by instead living in 

service to the world and practicing “active Christian love.” It is not surprising that this latter 

Juliana would feature as an ideal image of medieval Christianity. What is more interesting is that 

Fedotov pairs her with the earlier Juliana about whom we know so little. What we do know, 

however, fits into his archetype of the Russian Christian—she is killed by a powerful man whom 

she resisted. The canonization of both women grew out of local cultic practices centered around 

their graves. The inclusion of these two women underscores how Fedotov’s commitment to the 

invisible or unheard voices of Russian history was extended to those of women, even if he is 

quite frank about the limitations of fully seeing or hearing them through historical sources. By 

pairing them, the voice of Juliana or Murom throws into relief how little we know about the 

other Juliana, highlighting the tragedy of this silence, this life known only through canonization. 
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Moreover, it is tempting to draw connections between Fedotov’s resuscitation of the cult of the 

two Julianas with the growing call for the canonization of the Romanovs (five of the seven were 

women) as well as (future martyrs) Grand Duchess Elisabeth and the Nun Barbara.509   

 Fedotov’s conclusion provides a clear synthesis of all his exemplars to arrive at the 

“general coefficients” of the “great past” and the “dominant type of Russian holiness.”510 The 

work of the saints was, first and foremost, “churchly evangelism” undertaken in simplicity. The 

simplicity of the medieval saints is also called “luminous moderation” (svetlaia mernost’), that 

is, the absence of fundamentalism or severe asceticism.511  Russian holiness thus marks an 

“extreme and abrupt digression” from the early Christian tradition of holiness. In place of 

asceticism there is labor and charity on behalf of one’s brothers and sisters (be they fellow 

monastics or compatriots). The saints were embedded in the “domestic economy” (domashnее 

khoziaistvo) and the radical rejection of power or wealth. The injunction that unites all Russian 

saints is “do not forget to love the stranger” (strannoliubiia ne zabyvaite). The Russian saint’s 

engagement in the world is contrasted with the “ancient Christian ideal” of extreme asceticism. 

The churchly evangelism of the medieval Russian saint was not only a commitment to their 

community, but a fearlessness in defying social conventions.  Holy princes laid down their lives 

for their people in battle and martyrdom, holy fools rejected the status quo “in the holy trampling 

 
509 Elisabeth, born a German princess and granddaughter of Queen Victoria, married the Russian Grand Duke Sergei 

Alexandrovich. After he was assassinated in 1905, she became a nun and founded a convent in Moscow to serve the 

city’s poor. Elisabeth was arrested in 1918 by the Bolsheviks and the nun Barbara (b. Varvara Yakovleva) from her 

convent voluntarily followed her into exile. They were both killed by the Bolsheviks in July 1918, and were both 

canonized by the Russian Church abroad in the 1980s and then by the Moscow Patriarchate in the 1990s. 

510 SAR, 234-235. 

511 Even Joseph Volovtsky, known for his extreme convictions and monastic reforms, is described as demanding 

unwavering commitment to moderately strict rules, rather than feats of extreme piety. 
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of everyday life.”512 The medieval saint was fearless before authorities, constantly defying or 

challenging the state. The “churchly” dimension of medieval evangelism also explains why 

medieval saints did not problematize life in the church or ecclesial institutions. Their attitude is 

unlike post-Petrine believers who live in a state of anxiety, conflicted as to whether the church is 

really the site of Christian salvation. In contrast to modern Christians who have been taught to 

“love goodness,” the medieval saints love people (the social) and beauty (the divine) instead.  

 Ancient Russia as a mode of holiness is almost entirely destroyed with the widespread 

martyrdoms of the 16th century. The symbiotic relationship of the saints and the people—part of 

the iconic medieval integrity of Russia—gives way to the social and ecclesial schisms that define 

post-Petrine Russia.513 There were, of course, still saints, but the very character of Russian 

holiness changed. The task of creating a science of holiness—the purported goal of SAR—

culminates with Fedotov charting out a chronology of of epochal sanctity, a series of spiritual-

historical ages that run parallel to social history. Specific modes of holiness arise and disappear 

like historical ages, with “integral and final” lifespans.514 In line with Berdyaev, Florovsky and 

many others of his generation, Fedotov echoes Spengler’s organic model of the civilization 

lifespan, where ages have a natural quality of ebb and flow, vulnerable to the same growth and 

decline that characterizes the seasons and can ultimately wither away like a plant or human life. 

 
512 Fedotov emphasizes that the Holy Fool should be taken as the emblematic Russian saint. He points to the 

tradition in Greece and also insists that holy fools become more numerous as the number of holy princes declines: it 

is from the co-opting of the church into the “everyday” that the need for a new religious force of destabilization 

arises. 

513 The schism under Patriarch Nikon began with his reforms in the 1650s and reached an apex in the 1660s with his 

anathematizing of the so-called Old Believers. While Nikon himself would be deposed, the split in the faithful was 

not repaired and only in the 20th century would the official church and the Old Believers begin the steps towards 

recommuning. 

514 Meanwhile, the pre-Peter holiness of the Russian Church seems already whole and completed. It is a spiritual 

process that has its own growth, its own peak (XV century) and its own decline. SAR, 234.  
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By the eighteenth century, the old way of Russian holiness had become nearly impossible and 

Fedotov underscores how the later saints lived subservient to the state, as so many of them were 

clergymen or bishops in a church under the control of the sovereign.515 The eighteenth century 

sees the rise of a “new forms of holiness” and, as before, these forms are an expression of the 

Russian spirit and a reaction to historical contingencies. This new Russian holiness is an 

expression of the character of “New Rus’.” 

 This New Rus’ is another epoch and, like Ancient Russia, is defined by the spiritual life 

of saints and the concrete manifestations of national spiritual life. New Rus’ exists 

contemporaneously with Russia, inhabited by concrete people—such as St. Seraphim of Sarov 

and St. Paisius Velichkovsky516—and recognizable in specific spiritual customs and institutions, 

such as spiritual eldership (the institution of “staretz”) and “priestly holiness fed by mystical 

experience.” Optina Pustyn and the monastery at Sarov are centers of New Rus’—“flames which 

warm frozen Russia.” In 1861, Dostoevsky—who himself spent time at the monastery of Optina 

Pustyn—said that there was a New Rus’ gradually being realized. His New Rus’ existed in the 

hearts of all Russians, as an “organic spiritual unity,” a refutation of Western civilization, an 

ideal towards which Russians were moving.517 Fedotov’s New Rus’ is hardly so idealistic. In 

 
515 Peter the Great dissolved the role of Patriarch in the Russian church and created a Synod, of council, in his place 

in 1721. This Synod was composed of bishops and laypeople who had been appointed by the Tsar, functionally 

making state bureaucrats embedded in the highest echelons of the church hierarchy. The Synod was not dissolved 

until 1917. 

516 Seraphim of Sarov (1754 or 1759 –1833) was a monk whose early spiritual life was dominated by feats of 

extreme asceticism and mystical contemplation. After years of solitude, he began hearing confessions and giving 

advice to pilgrims who flocked to him. He is paradigmatic of the “staretz” or spiritual elder that was epitomized in 

Father Zosima of Dostoevsky’s Brothers Karamazov. Paisius Velichkovsky (1722 – 15 November 1794) was a 

Ukrainian born priest who served for many years in Moldavia. He popularized the role of the spiritual father in his 

writings, translated patristics and was part of the heyschast tradition. The teachings of Seraphim and Paisius 

continue to be influential in Russian Orthodoxy. 

517 Dostoevsky, Riad statei o russkoi literature in Polnoe sobranie sochineni, (Leningrad: Nauka, 1972) vol 11, 23.   
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fact, Fedotov explicitly says that Ancient Russia is superior to the New Rus’. In New Rus’, the 

Russian soul is anxious and always searching for God; in fact it is unclear if Fedotov believes 

there is a possibility for spiritual peace without recourse to the Ancient Russian modes of 

holiness. Moreover, the agency of local lay people in the participation of canon-building is 

entirely absent in the 18th and 19th centuries.518 Thus, even within this spiritual history of Russia, 

holiness alone is not the ideal—it is medieval holiness that stands above and beyond all other 

forms. Ancient Russia is a “middle age” many times over—mediating the heavenly and earthly, 

the Greek and the Slavic, the ancient and the modern. Because there the world will always be a 

struggle between the strong and the weak, the rich and the poor, there is no need to replicate non-

religious medieval institutions or traditions in order to participate in medieval Russian holiness, 

it is fitting for all times, especially for Russians in the 1930s. Participating in this particular mode 

of national holiness promises to bring together the community in Paris and also establish them as 

another stream of that holiness that began in Kiev and spread out through the Russian North. 

 

Conclusion 

Since 1918, Fedotov invoked Kiev in his polemical and academic writings, urging his 

fellow Russians to turn to Ancient Russia as the wellspring of Russian culture and national 

identity. By the conclusion of SAR, Fedotov’s medievalism is bolstered by historiographic 

arguments and the theory that each nation or people has their own appropriate response to the 

universal message of Christianity. Medieval Russian holiness is the manifestation of Russia’s 

religious calling and spiritual genius, revealing the place of Russia in universal history and 

 

518 In comparison with the plentitude of diverse saints discussed throughout SAR, Fedotov morosely notes how in 

the course of two centuries only four people were sainted, all of them bishops. This is another silencing of Russian 

holiness, one so pernicious that Fedotov says it is in fact impossible to study the history of holiness from this period.  
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Christendom.519 Holiness and medieval Russia are inseparable. From the rise of Muscovy and 

the creation of the Romanov dynasty to Peter’s Reforms and the modernization of Russian 

society in the 20th century, Russian saints are bearers of an Ancient Russian spirit and perpetually 

witness to a form of uniquely pre-modern Russian piety in a society ever-increasingly besieged 

by schism, secularization, and political oppression. 

Mjør uses Paul Riceour’s theory of “emplotment” and “mise en intrigue” to describe 

how Fedotov goes from developing a “plot” to a “story” in his idealized telling of Russian 

history, giving forgotten events significance by creating a narrative 

interconnectedness.520  Following Riceour, Mjør proposes that the historian’s narrative is a 

metaphor, designed to let us see and understand the past from a new angle.  Mjør 

described SAR as “one attempt among several to formulate an imaginary heritage capable of 

uniting an imaginary community—the Russian people abroad and eventually at home—by 

providing it with a past.”521 The return to the medieval, the recovery of the sacred past, required a 

rewriting of the canon to create a new narrative and a new portrait of the Russian people. In this 

collective remembrance and imitation of medieval saints, Russians abroad have the possibility of 

restoring Russian culture to its ideal form. Because Fedotov’s medieval vision was filtered 

through distinct lives as case studies, there is a tension between portraying individuals as iconic 

representations of their epoch and as unique humans, fragile and imperfect. This explicit tension 

aimed to encourage the faithful abroad: “Fedotov’s vision of a Holy Russia makes exile 

 
519 SDR, “We believe, that every people (narod) has its own religious calling (prizvaniie) and, of course, it is 

accomplished most fully by its religious geniuses.” This conflation of saint with the genius is in stark contrast to 

Berdyaev’s collection of archetypes that categorizes the activity of the saint and the genius as entirely separate types 

of creativity. 

520 Mjør, 18. Reference to Riceour’s works on emplotment, viz. Time and Narrative and The Rule of Metaphor. 

521 Mjør, 151. 
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meaningful because of its inclusion of human weakness and non-resistance.”522 However, 

Fedotov’s vision of medieval Russia in SAR resists being romantic or in any way self-

consciously imaginative. He has moved far from the romantic and Eurasianist overtones that 

were so apparent in the Three Capitals and The Face of Russia. Fedotov does not seek to simply 

create an imaginary past for uprooted émigrés. He transforms an early, polemical and semi-

Eurasianism nostalgia for the (silent) Russian medieval into a robust and nuanced social ideal 

that brings together hagiography, hermeneutics and historiography to show how modern 

Russians—united across national borders by the experience of exile abroad and persecution and 

deprivation in the USSR—can fashion their lives after Ancient Russian holiness and, in doing so, 

can reactivate the truest expression of national culture. To be sure, the Russian community is an 

imagined community, stretching from Boris and Gleb to the disenfranchised exiles in Paris. 

However, Fedotov gives no clues that his history is imagined. He approaches medieval Russia as 

a medievalist, trained in his craft and well aware of his source materials. Ancient Russia is a 

concrete historical time and its saints are real people whose feats of sacrifice and love were 

historical realities. Where legendary or folk elements seep into hagiographies, Fedotov 

recognizes this and treats it as a reflection of lived cultic practice rather than a challenge to the 

reality of holiness. The factuality of Ancient Russia is a refutation of any medieval or modern 

longings for mythic origins or utopian spaces. Why, Fedotov wonders, would one search for an 

“unprecedented (nebyvalyj) holiness,” why search for Kitezh, when there are already so many 

sites of holiness and even the miraculous already exist in churches and monasteries? Instead, a 

painstaking analysis of various medieval texts can actually answer the riddle of Russian exile: “If 

we do not delude ourselves in the conviction that the entire culture of a people (narod), in the 

 
522 Mjør, 151. 
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final reckoning, is determined by its religion, then in the Russian holiness we will find the key 

that explains many of the phenomena of modern, secular Russian culture.”523 

 Fedotov’s medievalism is important not only for its grounding in his medievalist 

methodology. The narrative that he creates from his source materials is unlike any other in the 

Russian émigré community.  Westernizing visions of the medieval often point to the social 

integrity of the Middle Ages based on an idealized hierarchy, with all strata of society united 

around a vertical axis of the divine.  Fedotov’s medieval ideal is a life of holiness oriented both 

vertically and horizontally. Recalling Fedotov’s archeological vision of Rus’ from Three 

Capitals, holiness is the depths of Ancient Russia, the true foundation of Russian people and 

culture. The saints exist as a point of intersection between the depths and the surface, embodying 

the “national (narodnyi) life and culture.” The vertical axis of Fedotov’s medievalism is not the 

gothic church or the church hierarchy but the individual saint, tethered to the divine through 

prayer, contemplation and voluntary deprivation and anchored to the Russian landscape through 

the minute tasks of daily life and the local economy.524 Using Kiev as a metaphor for Russian 

holiness writ large, Fedotov’s medievalism also has a cartographic quality: holiness flows like a 

stream, monastic communities develop along riverbanks like the spreading of plants. His 

narrative of Ancient Russia does not simply justify the separation from Byzantium but celebrates 

the Slavic evolution from this older tradition and culture. Kiev may have been “grafted” onto the 

Byzantine branch of Christianity, but its place is not peripheral. It is the center of Russian 

spirituality, more important than Constantinople, Jerusalem or any other cultic site. The saints of 

 
523 SAR, 28. This is from the first paragraph of Fedotov’s introduction and he uses it to set the stage for the import of 

his analysis of saints specifically to the émigré community.  

524 It is worth noting that Joseph of Volotsk, master administrator and leader of “possessor” faction of Russian 

monasticism, is described as existing on the surface and never penetrating the depths.  
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Russia illustrate this centrality, spreading out from the Kievan caves over the centuries to slowly 

populate ever expanding Russian territories. Notably, in SAR, Fedotov describes Russia’s 

grafting into the Christian tradition in a new image:  now the Russian branch has been grafted 

onto the “universal vine of Christ” rather than Byzantium. The image of the medieval Russian 

saint is linked to the image of Christ humiliated rather than to any intermediary Christian culture.  

 The other important metaphor for Fedotov’s medievalizing vision is the icon. On the one 

hand, the icon is an obvious device to use in discussing saints and a logical discursive companion 

to his analysis of hagiographies. However, the visual dimension is more profound than that: for 

Fedotov, the mute icon challenges the primacy of verbal text and reminds readers that it is 

always the human personality, the unique likeness of a human individual, rather than dogma or 

rules, that best reflects Christ. This is reflected in the canon of his saints, he names only two who 

are great writers, but notes that we know from the Lives and other accounts that several were 

iconographers. Theological debates and theological texts play almost no role in his 

medievalizing vision.525 In fact, the Russian evangelism of active love is contrasted in his 

writings with the verbal form of evangelism that the Russians first encountered from the Greeks. 

In Ancient Russia, there was a break from the general verbal culture (slovesnaia kultura 

voobshche) epitomized by the Greeks and the classical era. Verbal creativity was the way of the 

Greek fathers to establish theology and celebrate erudition; it is the task of the Russian church to 

provide a living witness to the active Christian life. In Ancient Russia, thanks to the great 

number of lay saints, the “radiance of the image (lik) of Christ was not limited to the walls of the 

monastery but penetrated the depth of the people’s life (narodnaia zhizn’).” This is evidenced, 

 
525 For instance, there is very little mention of the Philokalia (see footnote 489) except to dismiss it as a modern 

element of Russian spirituality along with holy fool and elders.  
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for Fedotov, in the fact that so many medieval Russian saints are lay people, whereas the Greek 

paterikons are filled with clergy and monastics. Fedotov also distances the Russian ideal from 

mysticism, contrary to many 19th century discourses that used mysticism (and the holy fool) as 

iconic of the Russian Orthodox faith. Like the anxiety of the faithful in Dostoevsky’s novels, 

mysticism and holy foolishness are conceived of as later, post-medieval developments in Russian 

spirituality which have a stronger precedent in the Greek tradition of holiness rather than the 

Russian.  

 Fedotov’s medieval vision belies deep political and social commitments and an 

unflagging distrust of the state as an institution. The political dimension of religious life is 

inescapable: lay princes become saints; monks must confront the political conflicts of the day; 

social classes (such as the boyars) are confronted with the incompatibility of their wealth with 

the message of Christianity. Monks are called not to flee the world but to commit themselves to 

the wellbeing of the society’s most vulnerable members. On the other hand, ecclesial politics 

have no place in Fedotov’s message for Russian exiles. He eschews the ecclesial politics of his 

day by insisting that it is not the Russian way to problematize ecclesial life. He condemns the 

schismatic culture under Nikon, the fallacy of the Old Believers, the subservience of the church 

to Peter’s state. Yet he does not question the apostolic legitimacy of the Russian church nor does 

he ever indulge in a longing to return to the Greeks (as did Florovsky).  

Saints of Ancient Russia offers a plethora of connective narratives—the grafting of Rus’ 

that connects to Byzantium and then to the early church; the streams of holiness that flow from 

Kiev to Moscow and St. Petersburg; the tradition of sacrifice that inspires monks to abandon 

their hermitages and princes to die for their faith; the tradition of moderation that Theodosius 

begins and Seraphim revives. The Russians abroad can graft themselves into these narratives, 
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they can recover and revive what has been lost in over two centuries of decline and schism. This 

return to medieval Russia is liberated from any political aspirations or anxieties about the Soviet 

Union. In arriving at his scholarly and socially informed vision of the medieval, neither exile nor 

the Revolution are imbued with any particularly catastrophic or apocalyptic power: instead, they 

are simply further iterations of the perennial struggle of the Russian and the Christian to respond 

to political and economic hardship with sacrificial love for their fellow human. 
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Concluding observations 

 

The past is returning. Any return assumes a preceding departure. Perhaps, though, 

the past never left, and its absence will turn out to have been an illusion. Certain 

traits embedded in genes don’t manifest themselves for some time. That doesn’t 

mean they’ve disappeared, though; they’re simply waiting for the right moment to 

emerge. That moment—the moment we are at now—could be called a 

return.…At the very moment when the past’s departure seems irrevocable, the 

spiral twists and the return gets its rolling start. We recognize old traits in new 

occurrences. The spiral can be likened to the DNA helix. Today the helix is 

turning yet again, and we see emerging from modernity a new Middle Ages.  

  

These are the opening lines of Russian novelist Evgeny Vodolazkin’s essay on a new Middle 

Ages, written in 2016 for the American journal, First Things.526 A medievalist by training, 

Vodolazkin points out how medieval writers loved to search for reoccurring types, to identify 

patterns of repetition, to see “events repeat, but on another level, under other conditions.” 

Berdyaev hardly had Vodolazkin’s command of medieval literature and history, but his use of 

the Middle Ages as cultural metaphor remains compelling: Berdyaev’s 1924 vision of a New 

Middle Ages becomes itself a pattern of repetition, inspiring Vodolazkin’s call for a medieval 

return in the  21st century. Linking medieval texts to postmodern literary trends against the 

backdrop of questions of cultural literacy, Vodolazkin proposes that we are once again entering 

into a period of night, an epoch that “allows for insight into the essence of things and for 

concentrating strength.” As in Berdyaev’s return, Vodolazkin’s new Middle Ages are a hopeful 

alternative to the (post)modern with the potential of bringing together Russia and the West. 

The men in this study did not envision history with Volodazkin’s metaphor of modern 

genetics and DNA, although they saw something so essential in their cultural types that they may 

have found themselves endeared to such ideas. Their own figurative language for explaining the 

 
526 Evgeni Vodolazkin, “The New Middle Ages,” First Things, (August 2016), accessed online September 2019 

here: https://www.firstthings.com/article/2016/08/the-new-middle-ages 
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connection between past and present echoes the discourses of their time, informed by Slavophile 

polemics, Symbolist tropes, Eurasian narratives and Spenglerian organicism. Crafting a diasporic 

identity and purpose finds expression in a variety of hermeneutical and interpretative strategies 

for defining Russianness and making sense of Russian history. For a community disenfranchised 

and disrupted, the imaginative power of these narratives of Russian and divine history provide an 

answer to what it means to be Russian outside of Russia and how Russianness is part of a 

spiritual calling to the wider world. The three figures in this study find different ways to 

reconcile East and West. Berdyaev argues for an ontological structure of history modelled on the 

West in which Russia now salvifically participates. Florovsky argues that the greatest human 

achievements must be understood as transcultural—just as the works of Shakespeare and Goethe 

are universal, not European, achievements, Grecophone Byzantine dogma becomes a 

transnational, universal model for Christian creativity. Fedotov insists on a national path for each 

people, united in a network where each people must creatively respond to their own Christian 

calling: the binary of East vs West is fragmented into smaller collective identities. 

Berdyaev’s call for a New Middle Ages is unabashedly ahistorical, relying on symbolic 

forms and archetypes to explain the meaning and structure of history. Unphased by incorporating 

various philosophies and literary texts with vivid metaphors and personal opinion, Berdyaev’s 

New Middle Ages shows how a vast array of ideas about Russian culture, history and human 

creativity are transformed by the Russian revolution and Berdyaev’s new intellectual home in 

Paris. Using European epochs as his template for history, post-Revolutionary Russian and the 

diaspora are folded into the dialectic of divine and human creativity that can bring about the 

eschaton.  Berdyaev’s medievalism is situated within a philosophy of history that explains the 

“cosmic” relationship between the past and modernity. In this cyclical movement towards the 
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end of time, the Middle Ages is an intermediary epoch that offers a corrective balance to the 

derailing of the modern; a period of restorative restrospection and divinely-oriented 

contemplation. Berdyaev stresses how the cycle of day and night was a symbol of the essential 

structure of history. Yet rather than see night and day as an astronomical model, I would argue 

that Berdyaev draws this model from human experience. Berdyaev’s philosophical and religious 

commitment to safeguarding the value and creative autonomy of the unique human personality 

inspires him to use the human person as a model—a microcosm—for the nation and the structure 

of history (of course, it is also a common medieval trope to use man as an interpretative 

microcosm).  If history is a cycle to be repeated until the eschatological resolution of time, the 

medieval offers a place of perennial hope within this cycle, promising rebirth and the possibility 

of salvific creativity after a purifying period of gestation and rest.  

A figurative lexicon of infiltration, decay, interruption and collision mark Florovsky’s 

writings on Russian culture. The geological and the psychological intermix to explain the 

instability of a Russo-Byzantine synthesis and the deviation of the Russian church from its 

ecclesial and theological origins: dogma, liturgics, even the Biblical canon are the product of 

patristic thought. Florovsky does not need to articulate a wholistic structure of history that must 

specifically account for the Revolution because the Revolution was but the latest in a series of 

centuries of catastrophic moments in Russian history. Nevertheless, like Berdyaev, Florovsky 

holds fast to an epochal understanding of the human spirit—what he calls the human’s “spiritual 

structure” (dushevnyi stroi)—that makes an essential distinction between the ancient, the 

medieval and the modern human personalities. This distinction between the spiritual modes of 

human creativity and thought that the Byzantine functions as a crucial intermediary between 

antiquity and modernity. Yet Florovsky’s concept of the Byzantine has a finality lacking in 
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the other medievalisms of this study: it is an eternal median between the principles of ancient 

Greek philosophy that informed church dogmatics and the creative response to divine revelation 

that became unmoored in the post-Byzantine. The patristic Byzantine worldview is the starting 

point and highest standard for the creative task of the Christian. For Florovsky, the legacy of Old 

Russia is the false and even heterodox temptation of a national(ist) form of Christianity and the 

temptation of a divine ordering of society on earth. In one of his final chapters of Ways of 

Russian Theology, after outlining nearly a millennium of theological and cultural missteps by 

Russian thinkers, Florovsky identifies the current task (zadacha and podvig) of his readers: 

Russian religious thought must go through the strict school of Christian Hellenism, to be 

“mystically rehellenized.”  This mystical rehellenization is the adoption of a particular 

intellectual and psychological worldview informed by language and education but not by socio-

economics, politics or even ecclesiological circumstances.  Florovsky’s Byzantinism seeks to 

protect historical Orthodox doctrine as the expression of the universal truth while providing a 

transcultural vision of Christianity that does not rely on state powers or economics to legitimate 

the teachings of the church.   

Fedotov’s medievalism self-consciously conceives of a role for Russian particularity in 

Christendom and must account for, if not acquiesce to, the role of politics and economics in the 

life of the church. Fedotov’s early critical metaphors are archeological and topographical: the 

medieval is a layer lurking underneath the modern cityscapes of 20th century Moscow and 

Petersburg, only still visible in Hagia Sophia of Kiev. Christianity and its traditions move along 

streams and vistas that extend from Russia’s St. Sergius monastery and the Kiev Caves to 

Greece, Palestine, and early Christian communities. In understanding Russia’s role within 

Christendom, the metaphor of grafted branches is a key conceptual tool. In his Eurasianist 
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writings, Russia was grafted to Byzantium underscoring the cultural and geographical 

connections between the Russian Empire and the East. Later in Paris, Russia is described as 

grafted to the body of Christ: linking the modern Russian and Christ crucified are hundreds of 

saints who lived in between. Fedotov’s historiography takes the individual personality as more 

than a devotional inspiration: each is clue for deciphering shared collective characteristics. For 

Fedotov, not unlike for Berdyaev, the radical value of the individual can be transposed to a 

community, whose specificity continues to be an expression of divinely intended historical 

particularity. Thus Fedotov’s account of the Slavic society of the tenth to fifteenth centuries is 

prescriptive as a particularly Russian type of Christian struggle to be holy. The Russian calling is 

not messianic, but rather prophetic in its witness to the incarnate Christ, reminding Russians and 

their Western neighbors of his suffering for others. Fedotov justifies his preference for pre-

modern Christianity by arguing that there is something wholly genuine, even guileless, in a 

people’s first encounter with the Gospels.  As Christianity is becomes established in any society, 

it is sullied by political cooption, the temptation of wealth, the threat of fundamentalism in place 

of love. Fedotov’s project attempts to correct the estimation of Old Russia as “silent” using 

several tactics: he interprets hagiographies as a record of cultic practice which in turn offers 

textual clues to the social and poltical lives of medieval Russians. More importantly, the process 

of canonization reveals the relationship between a historical individual and the community which 

they served. Any lingering silence of Rus’ takes on great symbolic power, precisely because 

Russians are not called to theologize (i.e. write), but to sacrificially participate in the daily 

economy of their communities. The piecemeal records of saints are a testament to the 

fragmentation of the Russian religious voice, the primacy of action over word, and the erasure of 

the holy voices of medieval Russia by acts of violence.  
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Unlike other medievalizing tendencies of the 20th century, diasporic or not, the religious 

thinkers discussed here continually revert to a form of culture that is invisible, to a mode of 

existence that has been masked by the external trappings of culture. In searching for an invisible 

or obscured form of Russian culture, these inventions of Russianness liberate Russian identity 

from the geographical space of Russia while promising a shared way of being that challenges the 

spiritual impoverishment of the West and the inhumanity of the Soviet project. The Revolution is 

portrayed as the result of religious and spiritual failings and so the fitting response in its 

aftermath must be spiritual correctives.  

For each thinker, the spiritual calling of the Russian diaspora is presented as a particular 

form of asceticism or self-restraint. For Berdyaev, chivalric asceticism becomes a paradigm for 

the Russian émigré, who must simultaneously resist material wealth and the cultural and 

intellectual temptations of the West, especially capitalism, fascism and communism. Florovsky 

insists on an intellectual asceticism that is committed to dogmatic truth and resists the 

philosophical or intellectual innovations of Western thought. Fedotov stresses moderation as the 

paradigm for Russian Christianity—this moderation must account for the spiritual and the 

material by denying neither.  In fact, it is a form of restraint to resist (ascetic) extremism and to 

balance one’s desire for spiritual discipline with commitment to one’s neighbor.  

 The specific contours of each medievalist self-restraint rely on a particular reading of 

texts: the apocalyptic vision of Russian authors; the dogmatic clarity of the church fathers; the 

moderation found in the Lives of Russian saints. I would argue that we can therefore read the 

identity-building hermeneutics of these three medievalisms as a form of canon-building. 

Berdyaev’s conviction in the salvific possibilities of the Russian apocalyptic vision and its 

historical self-awareness is discursively justified by his readings of 19th and 20th century writers. 
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By placing the exilic experience within two narratives of time—the tripartite cycle of history 

before the eschaton and the passing of day and night—the privations of the present day become 

circumscribed within chronological limitations.  While Dostoevsky had long been accorded a 

privileged place as a Russian prophet, the New Middle Ages moves beyond the religious fervor 

and grotesque realism of Dostoevsky’s novels, heralding instead the lyrical symbolism of 

Tiutchev’s poetry in defense of a new age to come. The economic deprivation and political 

disenfranchisement of the Russian people abroad and in the USSR is part of their entering into 

the nighttime of history, binding the Russian national narrative to a universal narrative of 

medieval dream and the potential of renaissance creativity.   

For Florovsky, words—namely, dogmatic texts—are the basis for Christian culture and 

the verbal response to Christian revelation is the ongoing task of not only Russians but the entire 

church. The proper psychological orientation and intellectual asceticism of the Byzantine fathers 

is evidenced in the various conciliar decisions of the late antique church, especially in its the 

Christological formulations. The selection of Florovsky’s canon is not particularly innovative, as 

the Fathers and their conciliar decisions have always been part of the standard Orthodox canon, 

alongside the Bible. However, Florovsky’s conception of Christian Hellenism reveals a 

profoundly internalized cultural hierarchy that elevates doctrinal texts above other types of 

(verbal or non-verbal) creativity or experience. Like Fedotov, Florovsky constructs an account of 

Russian history that responds to the myth of Old Russian silence. However, the remedy to this 

muteness is not the restoration of a lost Russian voice but the Greek chorus of the Fathers. 

Fedotov’s canon is a careful selection of medieval Russian saints. He purposefully excludes or 

marginalizes certain religious archetypes from his Russian canon—mystics, holy fools and 

spiritual fathers—that he believes are not emblematic of true Russian spirituality, focusing 
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instead on people who demonstrate self-sacrifice, love and communal responsibility, be they 

clergy or lay, man or women, celibate or married, rich or poor. He explains how these saints are 

at once real historical individuals and also archetypes of Russian holiness. As a whole, his saints 

reveal the collective spiritual struggle that belongs to all Russians, in the USSR and abroad. 

The deliberate curation of these three canons tells us a great deal about how each 

respective thinker conceptualizes the role of the Russian diaspora in representing Orthodoxy in 

the West.  Berdyaev emphasizes the prophetic mission of the Russian people to resist 

communism, capitalism and fascism. The goal of resisting these ideological threats is the 

creation of culture, specifically works of literary and visual art.   Florovsky resists the thought of 

his local and national community of intellectuals—Bulgakov, Berdyaev, Soloviev—and finds 

solace in the imagined community of patristic fathers, theologians who share a vision and pathos 

and whose words become the universal basis of spiritual life.   

 

Further connections to explore 

 At a moment when nostalgia for empire and historical primacy still haunts the Orthodox 

church, a thorough investigation of 20th century narratives of origin and authenticity are essential 

to those who still look to Orthodox theology and ecclesiology to inform their faith and 

understanding of Christian community. Moreover, thanks to the diffuse and uncodified sources 

that make up the Orthodox canon, modern Orthodox thinkers must have a broad erudition and 

hermeneutical creativity to decide and defend how historically or regionally specific concepts, 

traditions and teachings are a part of a metaphysically and theologically comprehensive belief 

system.  
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 This study provides a conceptual background for inquiries into more specific 

philosophical trends of the time, for instance, into the role of personalism in historiographical 

and theological discourses in the Russian diaspora or more broadly in 20th century Orthodox 

theology. The present study's three narratives of Orthodoxy in the West are also distinct from 

other religious and intellectual trends within the Russian diaspora in Paris. For instance, fellow 

Parisian émigré and theologian Nikolai Lossky would argue very convincingly for the mystical 

dimension of the Russian Orthodox faith (following its own long tradition in Russian discourse), 

emphasizing heyschasm, apophatic theology and the Johannine tradition as particular to the 

Russian tradition of piety. Fedotov himself, writing later in the United States, would focus on 

kenosis as the key tenet of Orthodox spirituality. Lev Shestov framed the dilemma of modern 

ethical life using the juxtaposition of Jerusalem and Athens. Sergei Bulgakov’s theological 

project, like Berdyaev’s, wedded themes from German Romanticism with Orthodox 

anthropology, complicated in his case by his Sophiology, ecumenism and his clerical obligations.   

All three figures had important institution roles in the diaspora; teaching in universities, 

developing curriculum, overseeing ecumenical projects, running youth movements, editing 

journals and collected volumes. Their influence stretches far beyond Clamart or St. Sergius: 

Orthodox thought in the West is heavily indebted to the Russian thinkers of interwar Paris. 

Important (now American) families of scholars and priests—such as the Behrs, the Meyendorffs, 

the Schmemanns—can locate their intellectual heritage in Russia and in Paris, bringing particular 

discourses and debates about Orthodoxy into the Anglophone world, especially via St. Vladimir's 

Orthodox Seminary in New York state.  

This study also maps out discourses and intellectual trends that extend beyond the 

Orthodox milieu.  In the post-war period French and German Catholic theologians and scholars 
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of religion began to work out what is now called nouvelle théologie or the ressourcement, a 

return to the Church Fathers as a buffer against the threat of liberal reforms and modernist 

theology. One of the key figures of this movement was Jacques Maritain, a Catholic theologian 

who was a longtime friend and intellectual jousting partner of Berdyaev (also married to a 

Russian émigré). Russian returns to the medieval in the wake of the Revolution resonate deeply 

with similar theological returns in postwar Europe that had to make sense of Christian doctrine in 

the aftermath of the Second World War.  

From the standpoint of literary studies, my analysis of medievalism invites broader 

comparisons with other émigré literary and artistic figures who found inspiration in medieval 

tropes and techniques. Read as part of a canon of exilic literature, Berdyaev's cultural criticism 

anticipates the aphoristic reflections of Theodore Adorno on culture, art, capitalism and diasporic 

identity. Vodolazkin's medievalizing opus, Lavr (Laurus), published in 2012 to much acclaim in 

Russia and internationally, offers a much more recent reminder of how the medieval continues to 

captivate the modern imagination. In his aforementioned essay on the new Middle Ages, 

Vodolazkin considers how "medieval versions don’t possess rights of exclusivity, and a new 

version doesn’t cancel out the old. They exist in parallel. This is because a medieval text is, 

fundamentally, incomplete." So too are the medievalisms presented in this study, grappling at 

times with the same stories, myths and images, they propose new variations on old themes, all 

hoping that by recovering the stability of some former moment, they can give shape to a future to 

come.  
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