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to the available primary sources, a considerable part of
the alms gathered during such travels was usually trans-
formed in situ into a variety of precious ecclesiastic
utensils and/or icon vestments, both as a universally ap-
preciated investment and as a way to commemorate the
individual monks’ contribution to the well-being and
glory of their monasteries. For similar reasons, icons or
other religious objects were also often ordered by Russian
donors, usually at the instigation of the travelling monks.
On their return, the latter brought with them not only
the products of their peculiar labor, but also first-hand
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Reception of Russian religious art among the Balkan
Christian public has never been just a question of its
intrinsic aesthetic or monetary value; ideological factors,
most of all popular perceptions about its place of origin,
also strongly influenced this appraisal. Beside some
general (and well-known) geopolitical considerations,
like the expectations fostered by St. Petersburg for de-
liverance from the “Ottoman yoke” or the emergence of
the “Panslavist” specter during the 1860s, a crucial role in
the construction of these perceptions was played by the
agents of such transfers themselves.

Zeteia (officially sanctioned alms-gathering by Balkan
monks travelling in foreign lands) constituted one of the
main channels through which Russian religious art found
its way to the Balkan Orthodox communities. According

information on the Russian Empire, its institutions and
peoples, the morals and customs prevailing there. In most
cases the bulk of this information was orally transmit-
ted, while in a number of cases, the travelers decided to
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write down their experiences, either as an account to
be examined by their colleagues or as a travelogue with
more personal overtones.

In my article, I study this mode of transfer of religious
art from Russia to the Southern, Greek-speaking Balkans
through the elaborate autobiographic narratives of two
such endeavors by Greek monks from Mount Athos
monasteries who collected alms for some years across
the Russian Empire during the second half of the 19th
century. The first narrative was compiled by Meletios
Konstamonites, describing in detail his extensive trips
between 1862 and 1869 from Odessa to Finland and from
Vilnius to Irkutsk, posthumously published as a book
in 1882'. My second source is a couple of manuscripts
from the Athonite Archives, dealing with the 1888-1892
travel in Central Russia of a group of monks from the
monastery of Simonos Petra (or Simonopetra).? Among
other things, the juxtaposition of these two sources
allows us to distinguish between two fundamentally
different perceptions of (and ways to conduct) zeteia:
the second was a “traditional” (or bureaucratic) one,
while the first had been permeated by a modern aura of
religious entrepreneurship.

Modalities of Holy Begging.

As already said, zeteia (literary: “begging”) had been a
form of alms-gathering carried out by delegates of an
Orthodox religious instance (monastery, bishopric or
even Patriarchate) under Ottoman domination, in order
to repay its debt or otherwise remedy its financial dif-
ficulties. Officially called also a “travel” (ta€eidiov), and
the delegates “travelers” (ta€edidTon), zeteia could be
performed within the boundaries of the Ottoman Empire
or in foreign countries, with Orthodox Russia gradually
substituting Western Europe as the most profitable des-
tination.> Although there are concrete data for such
missions to Moscow from Mount Athos since 1497* and
from the Eastern Patriarchates (and Ohrid Archbishopric)
from the 16th century onwards,’ the earlier form of
zeteia had been restricted to just a reception of royal
gifts without any contact with the population at large,
let alone any possibility of unhindered movement across
this foreign realm.® During the 19th century, official-
ly sanctioned “travelers” were however provided with
special permits authorizing them to visit any part of the
Empire they wished and to organize special ceremonies
for alms-gathering with the help of local religious and
administrative authorities.” The permits were provided
to the interested instance by the Russian Synod, usually
at the instigation of the Russian diplomatic mission in
Constantinople, as a form of special privilege linking it
with its northern patron.® Such a function was especially
discernible in the case of Mount Athos, transformed since
the 1860s into a battlefield between Greek and Russian
nationalists seeking to control as much as possible of
its monasteries, with various forms of economic lure
or pressure as the main weapon of both sides.” So fierce
had been this rivalry, that in 1891 the Greek Consul in
Salonica, Georgios Dokos, went as far as to advise Athens
to seek an absolute ban on “travels to Russia of Abbots or
other envoys from the Greek monasteries of Mount Athos
looking for money”.!

After obtaining a permit for zeteia, allowing a specific
small number of monks to travel for alms gathering in
Russia, the monastery should choose its envoys. They

would first travel to Constantinople, where they were
provided with the necessary papers by the Patriarchate
and with a collective passport by the Russian Embassy;
after their arrival in St. Petersburg, the latter was replaced
with individual internal passports for travel within the
Empire. The travelers were free to move around within
the Tsar’s realm; when visiting Siberia, they were also
entitled to free accommodation and food, arranged by
the local authorities, in their capacity as guest dignitar-
ies.! Their itinerary was usually scheduled on the basis
of fraternal advice provided by local monks, priests,
bishops and lay citizens,' or according to their expecta-
tion (and often miscalculation) of profit maximization.”
As a rule, industrial centers and mining towns provided
the best hope for a good remuneration of their effort, es-
pecially when they happened to meet there the owners
of factories and mines or had been invited by them to
visit the place.'* Sometimes, it was the inhabitants (or the
elders) of a certain town or village who asked for them,
after having learnt their presence on the environs.”

The Russian Synod also provided the traveler monks
with a special book, denoting their status as official-
ly-sanctioned alms-gatherers, where any alms should be
written down in detail in order to be legally transferred
through the channels of the host Church: the money
was to be regularly deposed to the Consistory (xyxoBHa
KOHCTHCTOPSI), i.e., the collective administrative organ of
the provincial church; the latter should forward it to the
Synod, who would then transmit it to the beneficiary in-
stitution.® In fact, as our sources explicitly testify, only
a small portion of the proceeds actually underwent this
official procedure; most of the money collected (either as
a contribution to the monastery or as a personal offer to
the travelers themselves - a distinction allegedly “‘common
in Russia” but hard to confirm'’) was on the other hand
either directly sent to Mount Athos through the banking
system® or just kept in the monks’ pockets.!”” Before their
repatriation, or at certain intervals during their travel,
the monks also used to dispatch some highly appreciat-
ed local goods to their monastery (like caviar, barrels of
butter or salted fish, as well as carpets, cloth or various
garments);?*® last but not least, as already said, they
bought from Russian workshops a number of emblematic
pieces of ecclesiastic art (mostly icon revetments made
of silver and gold, but also precious crosses, chalices,
censers, priest vestments, even bells), in order to render
their personal achievement and contribution more visible
to both the coming generations of fellow monks and the
monastery’s future visitors.?'

The Simonopetra Brothers.

When in November 1888 Neophytos Molakas, the Abbot
of Simonopetra, his Deacon Ioannikios and a third
fellow monk, left their monastery for Russia, the rivalry
between Greek and Russian nationalist apparatuses on
Mount Athos had already reached its apex, leaving very
few margins (or no margins at all) to individual monas-
teries for an independent course. Heavily indebted due
to the ill-timed recent construction of new buildings,
the loss of its major estate in Bucharest, expropriated in
1863 by the Cuza government and a protracted judicial
conflict with the nearby monastery of Xeropotamou over
a disputed piece of land,?® Simonopetra monastery had
been supplicating the Russian Embassy since 1865 for a
permit to conduct zeteia in the Russian hinterland, but its
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a Fig. 1. The Simonopetra Monastery in 1883, photographed by
Athelstan Riley.

Source: Riley 1887.

requests remained unanswered for 23 years.”® According
to Gerasimos Smyrnakes, the first Greek historian of
Mount Athos (a Greek nationalist and a monk by pro-
fession in the Esfigmenou monastery), this delay was
nothing but a form of pressure in order to obtain from
the monastery the concession of its harbor (or part of it)
to the Russian one of St. Panteleemon.? In the meantime,
Simonopetra’s efforts to stay in good terms with both
sides of the Greek-Russian conflict were not especial-
ly esteemed by anyone: in 1887, one year before the
long-awaited permit was finally granted, Consul Dokos
described Abbot Neophytos not only as “narrow-mind-
ed and a laggard’, but also as “a good Christian who is
however lacking any national consciousness at all”.»®

Originally restricted to one year, the travel of the
Simonopetra Brothers in Russia lasted in fact for no less
than four years, from December 1888 to November 1892.
The permit granted to them by the Russian Synod was
easily extended for a second year in early 1890, but not
further; therefore, in March 1891, the travelers ordered
silver revetments made by Moscow goldsmiths for three
icons®, and took an eastward journey home, through
Vladimir, Nizny Novgorod and the Volga basin, trying to
prolong their stay on Russian soil as much as possible.
Without an official permit, they could not organize official
alms-gathering; nevertheless, they went on collecting
“small amounts of money” in every stop of theirs, as well
as various gifts in kind -a load of “red and black caviar”,
donated in Astrakhan, considered as the most note-
worthy.”” Arriving at Rostov, they learned by telegraph
that Simonopetra had just been accidentally burned to
the ground;* so they went back to St. Petersburg to ask

for a new permit for zeteia, in order to contribute to the
reconstruction of their monastery.”” Five months later,
they obtained it —according to Smyrnakes, by satisfy-
ing the long-standing Russian demand concerning their
harbor,*® a fact both manuscripts tacitly avoid to touch
(although Neophytos is somehow cryptically apologet-
ic, for his choice to stay in Russia instead of rushing “to
Athens” for help®). When the new permit expired, and
the Synod refused to extend it, the Simonopetra Brothers
finally returned to Mount Athos through Odessa and
Sinop, after having bought “some [more] things” - of un-
specified nature- in Moscow.* According to their official
account, their earnings of the first two years added up
to 70.000 rubles, while during the second zeteia they
collected around 45.000;* on top of that, the traveler
monks ordered in Moscow and brought back with them
four icon revetments made of gold and silver, a number of
priest vestments, chalices, censers, as well as a heavy bell
weighting no less than 20 puds (320 Kg).**

During those four years, the group’s composition un-
derwent a number of changes, with its strength rein-
forced to four; apart from the Abbot and his deacon, the
other two posts were covered by four monks in rotating
terms; one of them, father Gervasios, died of influenza
in St. Petersburg hospital in 1891.* They travelled ex-
tensively across many European provinces of Russia:
after three months in St. Petersburg and one month in
Moscow, they proceeded eastwards for eight months to
Samara and back; in 1890 they toured the southeastern
provinces, making Saratov and Astrakhan their main
stops. The third round, undertaken in 1891-1892 after the
destruction of their monastery, was mostly consumed in
the two capital cities and in the northeastern provinces
of Yaroslav, Kostroma and Vologda, with an intermediate
three-week trip to Kronstadt, where the ultra-conserva-
tive and extremely influential Father John (Ivan Sergiev)
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a Fig. 2. The manuscript of Deacon Ioannikios relating his
group’s alms gathering trip to the Russian Empire.

Source: Codex 45 of the Holy Monastery of Simonos Petras.

concelebrated with them.’® At every stop of theirs, the
Simonopetra Brothers exposed their relics in a church
(often -but not always- the local cathedral), overlooking
them for most of the day, asking for donations, selling
small icons, crosses or copper engravings (“paper icons”)*’
and receiving calls by a number of citizens to bless their
homes; a task they usually performed late in the evening,
touring by coach the houses to be blessed.*®

Unfortunately, while their activity during the first two
years has been described in detail by deacon Ioannikios
in an unofficial manuscript of 92 pages, the last part of
the journey is sketched only by Abbot Neophytos in his
official narrative - and this in too laconic a way (in just
one page, half of which is dedicated to Gervasios’ illness
and death). Moreover, both accounts are permeated by
what could be described as the bureaucratic mentality of
religious aparatsiks: references to the surrounding Rus-
sian society are minimal, except for a binary dichotomy
of each place’s inhabitants into “pious” (evAafeic) or
“impious” (avevAafeic), according to the quantity of
money they poured in the monks’ donation box* -
although in a few cases they acknowledge that their
modest earnings were due to nothing more than sheer
poverty or even hunger, as the last phase of zeteia
coincided with the last wave of widespread famine in the
history of Tsarist Russia.*” Factories in St. Petersburg, in
the town of Yegorevsk and in the hinterland of Vladimir

are however especially referred to by loannikios, as loci
of affluence that deserved a visit at the invitation of the
local bosses.* The wealth of some Orthodox cathedrals
(cobop) or Monasteries was also considered worth men-
tioning, even incidentally: Kyivo-Pecherska Lavra is “a
monastery huge and extremely rich”* St. Panteleemon’s
dependency in St. Petersburg is “a large church” where
“more than 30 people live” with “big earnings as they work
day and night chanting the mass, supplications, memorial
services etc’* in the industrial centers of Shuya and
Ivanovo-Voznesensk (today Ivanovo) there are “many big
churches, full of silver and gold”** etc. Most interesting is
the confirmation of a blatant disproportion between the
number of monks and that of nuns met almost every-
where: while monk monasteries had usually no more
than thirty inhabitants, the nuns in the female monaster-
ies were counted by the hundreds.* Equally remarkable
is Ioannikios’ enthusiastic description of Russia’s higher

clergy:

No monk, archimandrite or bishop is allowed to eat
meat. They are very pious [...]] When they ordain
a priest, they don’t take a penny. All of whom I saw
performing the Mass, they always cried over the altar
when the holy bread is transformed. They live however
in big, large houses and each one of them has two or
two-and-a-half millions of Christians under him.*

The main problem confronted by the Simonopetra Broth-
ers was the refusal of the Holy Synod to explicitly per-
mit them to make use of the holy relics they had brought
with them from Mount Athos: “the left hand of Saint
Mary Magdalene Equal to the Apostles and a part of Saint
Anna and martyr Saint Panteleemon”.*” The reason evoked
for this denial was a recent edict (yxa3) of Emperor
Alexander 111, prohibiting any exposure of such relics
in public.®® For the Athonite monks, such an interdic-
tion was tantamount to a financial catastrophe: “If we
moved around with only the book [of the Synod] in our
hands, ignoring even the [local] language and lacking any
reference, it was very dubious if we could earn even our
daily expenses”, explained Neophytos ad posterio.” In
fact, while the Holy Synod itself remained adamant in
its refusal, most of the local bishops or metropolitans ap-
proached by the travelling monks proved to be far more
lenient: some of them, Isidor of St. Petersburg™ en téte,
provided them with written permits to expose the relics
in their dioceses; some others restricted their authoriza-
tion to some secondary churches or to the villages only,
with only a few staying absolutely faithful to the orders
of their leadership. Little by little, our heroes managed
thus not only to find their way but also to gradually adapt
themselves to the local customs and realities; Ioannikios
quickly learned the Russian language and, after having
changed three different interpreters during their first
year in Russia, by the end of 1889 the traveler monks
did not need them anymore.® As Neophytos explicit-
ly acknowledged, this adjustment considerably boosted
their earnings; an improvement that occurred despite the
famine and the cholera pandemic that had broken out in
the meantime, restricting both their movements and the
financial potential of their audience, mostly composed by
‘common people”>*

An assortment of local helpers facilitated this develop-
ment. Some of them, like Professor Alexei Dmitrievsky in
Kyiv or Bishop Modestos of Nizhny Novgorod were old
acquaintances from Athos (the first)* and/or close friends
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of Makarii Sushkin, the Abbot of the Russian Monastery
there.”* Some others, like the monks who advised their
colleagues to go to Astrakhan, “where there are rich and
pious Christians”® or a number of local “benefactors”
who contributed substantially to the travelers’ coffers
and stayed in contact with them ready to remedy the
Monastery’s future needs,* remain anonymous in both
narratives. Female assistance, in the person of a number
of nuns and abbesses of nun monasteries, pious widows
of various towns, “great and rich” Apolinaria in Saratov
or “old lady Anysia” (ypaioe Avvoie) in St. Petersburg, are
almost always mentioned by name, as their help was con-
sidered more than decisive for the success of the zeteia.”
The last one persuaded the people to call the monks to
bless their houses and had a full priest vestment ordered
for them; the nuns of Spaskiy Monastery, in Simbirsk, not
only fed them and made a number of priest vestments for
them, but also repressed the hostile reactions of a local
priest;® those of another, near Arzamas, provided them
with money and various clothes and sent them off with
religious songs.”® A notable exception to this rule was
however provided by a nun monastery in Kazan, whose
Abbess, described as “a voracious woman”, did not allow
them to expose their relics, in order that they would not
compete with her own “miraculous icon” of the Holy
Virgin.®

Occasional crowding of antagonistic seekers of dona-
tions constituted a real source of trouble, as we also
learn from other zeteia accounts.® For the Simonopetra
Brothers, however, a far more serious hindrance was
produced by the official ban on the public exposure of
their relics, despite its circumvention by the local bishops.
If the masterminds of the prohibition had aspired to
relieve the Orthodox cult from superstition or from the
vestiges of the notorious “double faith” (nBoeBepmue),*
popular perception of the measure — at least among the
faithful folk - was in fact quite different, as Abbott
Neophytos explained in his narrative:

Wherever we went, we feared that they would not
accept us, nor allow [the relics’ exposure], as it
happened indeed - but fortunately only in a few places;
in some others, we were allowed [to expose them] but
in an entirely unofficially way, without welcoming us

on arrival nor an escort [to the local church]. Because it
is a general custom in those provinces, to welcome the
miraculous icons in motion at a distance from the town
with a procession of priests and deacons in full dress,
with icons, flabella, bell-ringing etc; the same also takes
place when the icons depart. As the people did not see
anything like that happening to us, what we could wait
for? We lost many days [looking for a permit] and very
often a rumor was circulating that we are just crooks
with no license. Some of the bishops and their proto-
presbyters allowed [the exposure], but were not kind
enough to bow before the relics, neither they burned
incense in front of them, although they were officiat-
ing nearby; some of them even told us that they do not
recognize them [as holy relics], because they are not
referred to in the Synod’s book.*

Meletios, the entrepreneur.

With the notable exception of the relics’ prohibition,
all of the above-mentioned factors could also be seen in
action thirty years earlier, when Meletios Konstamonites
and his colleagues undertook their own zeteia in the
Russian hinterland.

Born in the Greek-speaking Macedonian town of Veroia
in 1822, and a monastery internee at the age of 14, Meletios
is still known in his hometown as a great benefactor who
built the town’s first School for Girls with money he had
earned during his travels in Russia. Filled with interest-
ing remarks of an ethnographic or sociologic nature, his
book -in fact, an unconventional travelogue- discloses an
author not only extremely intelligent, but also eager to
learn and wide open to new experiences. More than once
he acknowledges having travelled to certain places “out
of curiosity” (mepiepyeiag ydpiv),” while equally revealing
is the introduction of his narrative:

~ Fig. 3. The Konstamonitou Monastery in 1858, photographed
by Piotr Sevastjanov.

Source: http://www.isihazm.ru/?id=518.

4 Fig. 4: Meletios Konstamonites, in a rare photograph of him.
Source: ITavAelog Adyog, 101 (2013).
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I shall write about this tour of mine in Russia, about
things and about men, [about] whatever notewor-
thy I saw or I heard of, without adding or concealing
anything. I am hardly litterate and I shall write just the
truth in a simple way. If the reader also hears any of
those things that educated men know to suppress, he
must not be surprised; I shall write it down, because I
think this is good.®

The group initially dispatched to Russia from the Kon-
stamonitou Monastery, composed of Abbot Symeon, Me-
letios and another monk, arrived in Odessa in May
1862 with its load of holy relics and two pieces of Holy
Cross. After having obtained the necessary permits in St.
Petersburg in July, they toured the Russian hinterland for
a whole year, from Moscow to Kyakhta, a town on the
frontier with China, in the Far East. Back in Irkutsk, the
group split in July 1863, for reasons that had mostly to
do with a latent rivalry between Symeon and Meletios,
exacerbated by their opposing views on the working
method to follow. The Abbot returned to St. Petersburg,
where he declared Meletios as allegedly dead, asking
the Holy Synod to replace him with another monk from
Athos; the third monk followed his way some days later,
leaving Meletios in Irkutsk with some of their relics
and a small piece of Holy Cross. Symeon and Meletios
would meet again two years later in St. Petersburg, the
first coming back from Ukraine and the second from
Siberia, and live together for three months in very cold
terms before Symeon’s departure from Russia in April
1865. Meletios undertook a second trip to his Siberian
retreats, served for nine months as a parish priest of
the “Greek Monastery” in Moscow, made a third trip
to Siberia plus a tour to various popular destinations of
religious tourism around Lake Ladoga, before leaving
Russia by train to Nizhny Novgorod, going downstream
Volga and Don to Taganrog and then proceeding by
land to Odessa, where he grabbed the opportunity of a
cholera pandemic to expose his relics in the cathedral
for a whole month. After his return to Mount Athos,
he rebuilt the Catholicon of Konstamonitou monastery
from the ground with his earnings, in tandem with Abbot
Symeon;*”” when he proposed to give a full account of his
donation to the other monks, we read in his Memoirs, the
latter dissuaded him arguing that, if every monk knew
the actual financial status of the Monastery, “there would

emerge demands for unnecessary expenditure”.®

The key for Meletios’ success, described in detail in
his book, was his decision to adjust to the local customs
and realities, looking for those agents and channels
who would allow him to penetrate the social fabric of
disparate communities, both urban and rural, making use
of the primitive devotion of their inhabitants to their own
concept of Divine.

First and foremost, the contacts he developed allowed
him to continue his zeteia on a personal basis, although
he lacked any authorization from the Russian Holy
Synod for such an endeavor: instead of the religious au-
thorities, he turned to the secular ones, securing a special
permit from the General Governor of Eastern Siberia
with the help of local acquaintances; half a year later, the
sheer display of this document brought about the issue
of an identical one for Western Siberia, by the respective
authority there.®

Having already observed that the Abbot’s insistence
to say the Mass in Greek according to the Byzantine
rite alienated the locals, thus minimizing the group’s

income,” Meletios also decided to use Church Slavonic
and the Russian rite in order to maximize his appeal to
his prospective audiences.”

In his narrative, he describes five kinds of such local
agents, who assisted him in penetrating the depths of
otherwise secluded local communities.

Monks or nuns of various monasteries were of course
the first to be approached. The latter, especially, much
more numerous everywhere as we have already seen, re-
peatedly introduced Meletios not only to the population
atlarge, but also to affluent prospective donors; in Kurgan,
a town of the Tobolsk Governate, they even went them-
selves to collect the donation of “a benevolent gentleman”
who could not be otherwise approached, because his
wife was in the process of giving birth.”? Ordinary priests
could also provide precious advice: in the small town of
Glazov, for example, the local archpriest (or archpresby-
ter) explained to Meletios that it would be better for him
to advertise not only his relics, but also an icon of Mother
of God he had brought with him from Athos, because “in
those countries the inhabitants have no idea about the holy
relics and have no much faith on them; they put all their

hopes on Our Lady, respecting and honoring her icon””

A second group to link with, were the close relatives
of Russian monks residing (or having resided) in Athos.
All of them, Meletios remarked, were welcoming him and
his companions “as if we were their own relatives”™ Most
noteworthy among them he seemed to consider the fa-
ther-in-law and a brother-in-law of Serafeim Veslin, best
known under his nickname of “Sviatogorets”, a tremen-
dously influential writer who had been the first to popu-
larize Athos among the Russian public.”

Far more crucial a role was however played by another
social category: “Blissful” persons (6naxenusle), ie., —
in Meletios’ words — “men and women who deceive both
themselves and the people” by pretending they possess
divinatory powers. His first acquaintance of the kind was
a lady from Irkutsk, who promoted him by claiming to
know “by divine revelation” whatever she had been pre-
viously told by him about Athos and its monasteries.
When this mediation enhanced considerably his profits,
Meletios decided “to look everywhere for such 6rnaxennuiu,
male or female, who provide major gains to the traveler,
most of all through the women, whose consciousness they
have under their command”’ Although he acknowledged
having made considerable use of such persons during
his zeteia, Meletios made on the other hand clear that
their moral deeds “are abominable”, as himself had the
opportunity to discover; he professed, however, that his
firsthand knowledge concerned only the misdeeds of
men but not those of women, which he knew only from
hear-say.”

Pious Widows with a considerable fortune constitut-
ed Meletios’ fourth target group. The first two of them,
Evlampia and Nataliya, were introduced to him in Irkutsk
by the local Blissful. When they called him for diner,
coupled with a 100- ruble donation from each of them,
the mother-in-law of Nataliya leaped to imitate them;
“apart from her dinner, she added a donation of 100 rubles,
while to the Abbot she had given only fifteen”, Meletios
remarked as a proof to the effectiveness of his method.”
Another widow would literally save his mission in
the rich mining town of Yeniseisk, whose inhabitants
initially snubbed him at the instigation of their priests:
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five days after his arrival, she began to preach that she
had dreamed of Saint Stephen and Saint Tryphon, whose
relics Meletios carried with him; the believers rushed to
the site of their exposure, calling him to bless their homes
and compelling the priests to change their attitude.”
Most of the widows were persuaded to offer not only
money, but also precious items of religious art as gifts;
some other female “sponsors” of the same kind are on
the other hand referred to only as “rich” (or “very rich”),
with no mention at all of their marital status. The case
best described is a “remarkable”lady in Minusinsk, whose
defunct husband had bequeathed her a goldmine: during
his stay for a week in her house, in September 1863, we
read,

she used to serve me during our dinner in person with
piety, although she had three maids to serve her; she
offered me 500 rubles for the monastery, together with
gifts made of silver and gold; to me, she gave woolen
clothes, fur coats, tobacco cases and similar items. On
my part I worked very hard, obliged as I was every night
to talk to her till midnight about the Holy Mountain
and the salvation of the soul; while I was talking, she
usually wept; after midnight, she would escort me to
my room in tears.®

Last but not least, the fifth category of agents mobilized by
Meletios, and the most effective of all, were his so-called
“Holy Virgins” (Cearsie [{eBuisl): young village women
who left their homes in order to follow a “holy man”
throughout their province for months. In Meletios’ case,
two such girls, Stefanida and Martha, began following
him in the village of Uni in the Viatka region (today Kirov
oblast). He is not very clear on the circumstances of their
recruitment, mentioning only that he promised to their
parents to bring them back one year later; from historical
literature on female religiosity under the Russian Empire
we know, however, that similar phenomena were not at
all rare at the time, reflecting a widespread will of indi-
vidual or collective deliverance from the oppression felt
by young women in the Russian hinterland.®' Stefanida
and Martha moved around preaching to the villagers
about him, persuading them to call him to bless them
and suppressing or by-passing any resistance of the local
priests or headmen through recourse to the appropri-
ate mobilization. When the village priests of Kolopdva,
for example, refused to accept Meletios, “saying that
they themselves had crosses and Mothers of God in their
churches”, the two girls persuaded the local ruling body
(mpaBnenust), a member of which happened to be a
relative of Martha, to call him, handing them the keys
of the village church.® Such had been the effect of their
example, that by the end of his tour in Viatka Province,
a whole year later, Meletios was followed by no less than
sixteen such cezmuie desuybl.®

Visits to the villages followed a standard procedure,
described in detail by Meletios in his book.** The “Holy
Virgins” were the first to go in, cultivating the ground
and preparing his reception, in cooperation with the local
priest (or priests). Then, Meletios would come from his
earlier stop-over at the head of a religious procession,
numbering between thirty and fifty male peasants cer-
emoniously currying his icon of Virgin Mary brought
from Athos. In the Mass held in the village church, the
first part (a “royal paraklesis for the Emperor and the
preservation of the Russian Empire”) was free, while the
second (a “paraklesis for the poor”) was paid for by the

villages, at a standard cost of 12 kopeks per family. Those
who wished to have their homes blessed by Meletios and
his icon were on the other hand individually burdened
with 3 rubles per visit, a price fixed “so that not everybody
could invite us, inhibiting the rest of our work”. The monk
and his odesuywt followed a strict division of labor: he
blessed village homes and sick villagers, wrote down
the names to be memorialized and received the most
important donations, while they “were selling candles and
announcements, passed the plate for donations, distributed
holy water, oil, cotton wool and incense from the holy relics,
talked to the people about the miracles of Virgin Mary and
the holy relics and spoke about charity and salvation of the
soul; they also collected small donations from women”. The
daily harvest of such an activity was estimated at around
200 rubles; the party stayed in each village “usually one
night, rarely two”® When Meletios finished his tour, he
had visited at least once every village in the region.*

A considerable part of his audience was composed by
people who, although officially Orthodox, were at the
same time worshiping “their ancestral gods in the woods” -
a rather typical instance of the notorious deoesepue.
Nevertheless, he admits, they also showed ‘“a great
respect for my holy relics; nearly all of those who had been
baptized invited me in their homes to chant a blessing and
offered me their money”¥ “Schismatic” (pacKoJIbHUKM)
or “Old Believers” (craposepiisr), who refused to follow
the new rituals adopted by the Russian Church in the
17th century, showed on the other hand a more ambiv-
alent attitude towards his endeavor: some of them “did
not respect the holy relics, nor the holy cross or our icons”,
Meletios remembered, while there were also those who
asked him to allow them to say their own prayers in front
of them.®

Miracles contributed to his success. Meletios mentions
explicitly only one, the mental recovery of “a deranged
woman” who “had been considered by the locals as a
possessed one”, after he read a prayer to her; he makes
it clear, however, that the same also happened to “other
patients”® He was clever enough not to claim any
authority for such healings, attributing them instead to
the strong faith of those recovered: “Since we left Glazov
we were always followed by sick men and women, as we
toured those blessed villages, where we found a [strong]
faith, as Jesus had found in Capernaum; thanks to this
faith, a lot of patients were healed”” As the news circulat-
ed, he was accused by some people to be an incarnation of
Antichrist; his fans, on the other hand, spread the rumor
that a “schismatic” woman who had been disseminating
such an accusation suffered a stroke. ‘T kept on working”,
Meletios noted meaningfully in his book, “leaving the
solution of similar affairs to the hands of the desuyw”!

Whatever their appreciation of miracles, a number
of mighty provincial notables jostled each other for
primacy in the donor game. In the town of Nolinsk,
noted Meletios, “a dispute took place among many people,
who will be the first to have a silver vestment made for
our icon of Virgin Mary; when our landlord did it, the rest
wanted to have it gold-plated, but he did it by himself, too.
Ispravnik Michailovitch then offered me a new wooden box
for the Holy Cross, adding another cross made of silver
and gold, weighting 27 zlotniks””* Some gifts were a little
bit difficult to be carried home; such was the case of a
huge bell donated by the senior foreman of the Barnaul
goldmines, a present that Meletios found better to resell
in the local market.” Offerings could take even the form
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of symbolic or virtual slavery. A notable in the town
of Yaransk donated for example to Meletios his “most
virtuous” daughter, Olympiada; the latter should consider
him as her “spiritual father” and was obliged “to send the
fruits of her labor to Athos throughout her life”**

Taking into consideration that the region of Viatka
was considered a stronghold of Old Belief, whose adepts
officially grew by 25 % during the 1860s,95 what kind
of impressions the writer kept of them? Already ac-
customed to the existence and the peculiarities of such
communities since his stay in Tiumen, Tara and Tobolsk
during the previous year, Meletios made a clear distinc-
tion between their various sub-groups in his book: “Some
of them have their own priests and churches, others don’t;
no sect of theirs has any arch-priest, however, because
such a thing is forbidden by the government; their priests
are ordained by the Orthodox bishop, who is allowed to
officiate once a year in their churches, but the Orthodox
priest cannot conduct a service there, nor anyone of theirs
in the Orthodox church. The churches of the schismatic are
similar to ours, while their icons are painted blessing with
two fingers, just like they cross themselves”*® This delicate
balance possibly referred to the official policy of “unity in
faith” (edunosepue), adopted by the Russian state in 1800
in order to incorporate those Old Believers who were
disposed to accept the authority of the official Church,
while keeping their own rituals.” Meletios’ attitude
towards them gradually evolved from repulse to accom-
modation, reflecting also their own conduct. In Tiumen,
for example, he attributed the unfavorable reception of
him to the presence of “many schsimatics, who are also
the richest” in town.”® In Tara, he left his lodging when
he learnt that the landlord was also an Old Believer, who,
“like all schismatic, did not pay any respect to the holy
relics, neither to the holy cross nor to our holy icons™” in
the same town, however, he had no problem to grant his
holy relics to a different group of “priestless”Old Believers
(Gesmomosier), who “paid well” for them: “There are also
some schismatic who have no priests, and the latter’s
duties, concerning marriage, baptism etc, are performed by
a secular man. [...] Those schismatic have no churches but
houses of prayer and respect the holy relics of old Saints.
For this reason they invited me to their house of prayer in
order that they could pray over them”. Their prayer lasted
for “about three hours”, during which he was constant-
ly watching the relics, in order — he claims- to prevent
any theft.!” Later, he would discover that the bishop of
Tomsk, who had no objection to officiate with him in the
Greek rite, used to conduct each Thursday a service “in
the temple of the schismatic, together with their priests”.'"!
A similar background, unknown yet to him, may also be
discernible at Meletios’ earlier problems in Tobolsk: the
town’s inhabitants wanted him to officiate the Christmas
liturgy in the Greek rite (instead of the westernized
Russian one that has been introduced since the late 17th
century, i.e., at the time of the Schism), he wrote, but the
“anti-Greek” (av0éAAnV) local bishop “did not allow it ™'
most probably, this prohibition had nothing to do with
“Greece” at all, but was born out of fear that the Greek /
Byzantine rite was too close to the relevant practices of
the Old Believers.'”

Narrating his one-year tour of the Viatka hinter-
land, Meletios sporadically sketched the “schismatic”
communities there as a purely external factor, at most
an annoyance. He was on the contrary amazed at the
instances of mBoeBepme he witnessed among the indig-
enous, non-Russian inhabitants of that region: “Viatkans

are a pagan people, who have their own language, but
no alphabet. Some of them have embraced the Orthodox
religion and perform their Christian duties, but at the same
time they go to the woods worshiping their ancestral Gods,
to whom they sacrifice animals etc. [...] They showed great
respect for my holy relics; all of those who had been baptized
among them invited me in their homes for a blessing and
gave me money. [...] They are gentle people, not prone to

promiscuity like the others” ™

The last apostrophe referred to another source of amaze-
ment for the alms-gathering monk from the Balkans,
during his decade-long residence in Russia: his disco-
very that “an extreme moral breakdown reigns all over
Siberia”'” where locals used to make sex in public places
(from village openings to ship decks or in rooms filled
with other people), meeting no reaction at all from
eventual by-standers; “little by little I got accustomed to
it”, he admits in his book, “but I couldn’t persuade myself
that such acts don’t betray a lack of decency, at least”.*
Equally telling is his description of an intimate theolog-
ical feud he had with the village priest in Pavlodar: the
latter insisted that adultery is for a cleric a sin more par-

donable than eating meat.'””

Less than a year after his return to Mount Athos,
Meletios was sent again to Russia in June 1867, this
time as unofficial escort to a new zeteia mission. As
every monk was legally forbidden to participate in more
than one such travel, he obtained a passport with a lay
friend as a guarantor.’® He proceeded to St. Petersburg
as a private traveler and met there with the head of the
group - a certain Ananias, traveling under false name due
to bureaucratic reasons and sketched by him as a man
not only “inexperienced” but also totally incompetent
and almost stupid.’”” No wonder that they soon parted
company, at least temporarily, with Meletios returning
to his old fief around Viatka and proceeding northwards
to Arkhangelsk; “with no relics at all nor any letter of in-
troduction”, he boasted in his book, ‘T managed to collect
some money and order two icon revetments made of gold
and silver as well as a crozier” (tatepiton)."'® During the
last phase of their travel, however, the two monks will
tour together the Ryazan province, where Meletios will
discover a new talent of him:

As I was responsible for the monastery’s holy relics,
and I feared that they could be stolen because of my
colleague’s gullibility, I had to stay close to him. In
order not to stay idle, I decided, therefore, to be a
trader of ecclesiastic objects in the churches’ narthex.
I bought booklets, rosaries, crosses, [blessed] oil etc
in Moscow or in the Troitsa Monastery and I resold
them (or, sometimes, presented them) to the Christians,
earning 90 % because people were buying them not for
their intrinsic value but out of piety, as they thought
they originated in Mount Athos. The booklets I was
selling had been edited by the Russian monks of Athos
and contained the miracles performed in the Russian
Monastery of St. Panteleemon. In fact, one of their
miracles was how enthusiastically people were buying
them, paying for them without stint.""

A considerable part of those profits ended up as an order
of religious objects to the Moscow goldsmiths. Meletios
had already given them work in 1866 and did it again in
1869. “They have so much developed their art”, he explained
in his Memoirs, ‘that all the royal utensils made of gold
or silver are manufactured here”. As a whole, he ordered
three large icon vestments and a number of smaller ones,
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“two chalices, a Gospel, a censer and a pateritsa, twelve
hanging lamps and other ecclesiastic utensils, all of them
made of silver and gold”, as well as three precious boxes
for the tools of his trade: “one for the Holy Cross and part
of the relics of St Andrew the First-Called, another for the
relics of the Saints Stephen and Tryphon, and a third for the
relics of the Apostles Andrew and Luke and the martyr St

Panteleemon ™!

Another part of his personal profits was used by Me-
letios as a kind of primitive social security. A written
contract between him and his Monastery provided for
his retirement there under a special status, enjoying a
considerable degree of personal independence and total
immunity from any future intra-monastic feuds; he lived
in his own cell, outside the monastery’s compound,
thanks to the money he had earned during his last trip
to Russia.'”® The last reference on him (as still alive) that
I have tracked down in the digitalized Mount Athos
archives is dated January 9, 1881;'"* according to the most
trustworthy version, advanced by an old secretary of the
Mount Athos Community and a local historian of Veroia,
he died that same year.'"®

In the meantime, an equally considerable part of his
profits had been spent for the construction of Veroia’s
first school for girls,'® as well as for the salary of a
female teacher, hired and brought there by Meletios from
Athens'” - an indication that, just like so many entrepre-
neurs of the Greek Orthodox Diaspora before him, the
Athonite alms-gatherer had been in fact a supporter of
enlightenment and an enemy of those same popular su-
perstitions he had skillfully exploited in order to enrich
himself; a fact also confirmed by some passages of his
book, where he castigated the indifference of the Russian
state to educate its subjects."® Who knows? Even his
unusual book published in Athens (i.e., at a place where -
in contrast to the Ottoman Empire or Russia — no pre-
ventive censorship was imposed to any edition) just after
his death, with his cynical narrative and self-confessed
record, may have been nothing but a conscious attempt
to demystify, subvert, and help destroy the whole world

he had lived in since his late childhood.

Whatever his innermost intentions, Meletios’ message
was fully understood by those affected by it, who respon-
ded accordingly with the imposition of a sinister form
of damnatio memoriae: his book was either passed into
complete silence or explicitly denounced, without ever
mentioning neither its title nor the name of its author.
In the summer of 1883, for example, Meletios’ name was
completely absent from the short account of the 1860s
zeteia, narrated to Athelstan Riley during his stay in
Konstamonitou monastery by Symeon and Ananias (the
monastery’s former and actual Abbot, respectively).'”* The
next year, a travelogue on Mount Athos, published in the
post prestigious Greek newspaper of Istanbul, attributed
most of the profits of the 1860s zeteia to Abbot Symeon,
still alive and self-proclaimed as “the second founder of his
monastery”, crediting him with “a marvelous good taste”
in “his choice of decent, but extremely charming chandeliers
brought from Russia”, while suppressing even Meletios’
name. It was an omission not at all due to ignorance, as
the anonymous writer also referred in an off-handed way
(and rather disapprovingly) to “the extremely original
pamphlet, in both its form and content, recently published
in Athens” by “the other enterprising monk”, who had
written down the “utmost strange details” of their trips in
the Russian hinterland.'® Even less ambivalent was the
ultra-conservative former Great Chartofyllax and official
chronographer of the Constantinople Patriarchate,
Manuel Gedeon (1851-1943), in his Memoirs published
in 1934. Meletios, whose name is once more left unsaid,
is misleadingly portrayed there as “an ill-mannered and
rude hieromonk from Athos, who met during his stay in
Russia some anti-Greek persons” (oéAAnvag Twvac)
and “published a voluminous and extremely vulgar libel,
where it abused every Russian who had been or would
be born”'* This condemnation was coupled, in that
same book, with Gedeon’s extolling of the Simonopetra
brothers for “having kept their love for the Russians [...],
in contrast to some others, who collected alms in favor of a
similar monastery, only to insult afterwards Russia and the
Russians in print”.'#
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