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Background (1)
ÅBefore 1917, Russia was an empire, an absolute monarchy based on an 

established religion, Orthodox Christianity. But many other religious confessions, 
such as Catholicism, Lutheranism, Islam, Judaism, Buddhism, existed in this 
multiethnic country as well. Throughout the centuries, they built temples, 
painted icons, and created religious objects in Russia. Many of these objects have 
become priceless cultural heritage of universal importance.

ÅThere was no unified system of monuments' protection in the Russian Empire. 
Only a few people drew attention to the urgency of protection of architectural 
monuments and decorative and applied artware. Through their efforts, 
collections, private museums and public organizations caring for old relics and 
monuments' protection started to be established in the 19th century. Only a few 
ƻŦ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƛƳŜ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƳƻƴǳƳŜƴǘǎ.

ÅBefore 1917 what is now regarded as religious heritage was viewed as religious 
cult objects of spiritual value for the people of faith and clergymen in Russia.



Background
(2)

"Coronation Of The 
Emperor Nicholas II In 
¢ƘŜ ¦ǎǇŜƴǎƪȅ  /ŀǘƘŜŘǊŀƭέ 
1896 by Valentin Serov. 

Prior to 1917 the 
supreme power in Russia 
was directly associated 
with religion. Coronation 
(accession) of the 
emperor (the head of 
state) was a religious 
ceremony.



Background(3)
ÅThe radical transition of power in Russia after the revolution of 1917 

completely changed the attitude to the religion. After the Decree of 
the Council of People's Commissars (SNK) on Separation of Church and 
State of 20 January, 1918, the Church ceased to be the basis of the 
government and state ideology. 

ÅThe new government and ideology started to oppress all confessions. 
Monasteries, temples, chapels were closed and demolished; the clergy 
suffered unprecedented and groundless repressions; church valuables 
were seized and looted. 

ÅParticular damage was done to necropoleis: precious artistic 
tombstones and historic burials were destroyed, whole cemeteries 
were demolished and their territories were built over with roads and 
new constructions. 



Background(4)

Workers in Podolsk burning icons. 1929. 

Demolition of the Cathedral of Christ the 
Saviour in Moscow. 1931.



Background(5)

ÅHowever, as long ago as in 1918-1919 a system of monuments' 
protection started to emerge and special legislation was 
passed, namely the decrees of SNK of 5 October 1918 and of 
All-Russian Central Executive Committee (VTsIK) and SNK of 7 
January 1924. Several buildings for public worship were 
proclaimed monuments of architecture, and some seized 
church valuables, icons, attires and holy vessels were handed 
over to state museums. On the whole, by the end of the 1960s 
the demolition of religious buildings had been finished; 
conservation and restoration of the most outstanding religious 
ensembles started.



Background(6)

PǊƻǇŀƎŀƴŘŀ ǇƻǎǘŜǊ ά/ƻƳǊŀŘŜǎΣ {ŀǾŜ 
ƳƻƴǳƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ŀǊǘέ мфмф.
It was commissioned to artist Nikolay 
Kupreyanov by the Department for 
Museums and Protection of 
Monuments of Art and Historic 
Landmarks of the People's 
commissariat for education.



The Russian State and Religion (1)

ÅWith the beginning of the Perestroyka, in the late 1980s, the state 
changed its attitude to religion. Shrines and religious buildings were 
returned to the church. After the collapse of the USSR, this process 
gathered pace and the state showed interest in cooperation with 
religious confessions, especially with the Russian Orthodox Church of 
the Moscow Patriarchate (ROC). Monasteries have been revived, many 
demolished temples have been restored. Although officially, according 
to the Constitution of the Russian Federation of 1993, the church is still 
separated from the state, the Federal law of 30 November, 2010, #327-
FZ 'On Transfer of Religious Property Owned by State or Municipal 
Entities to Religious Organizations' was passed.



The Russian State and 
Religion (2)

The fully rebuilt in 1994-
1997 Cathedral of Christ 
the Saviour in Moscow, 
demolished in 1931.



Current Issues
ÅHowever, despite these seemingly positive changes, the system of monuments' 

protection faced the tendency of ignoring the requirements in the sphere of 
preservation and restoration of architectural monuments and ensembles by 
church leaders and priests.

ÅIn a number of cases this leads to sufficient damage done to monuments, 
distortion of their appearance and loss of historical and cultural value.

ÅThe transfer of objects of ancient icon painting from museums has become 
common practice. Sometimes it has negative impact on icons due to lack or 
insufficiency of special protection measures.

ÅIt is not infrequent that church leaders oppose local residents when the church 
receives land plots for construction of new churches on the territory of urban 
green spaces. 



Distortion of the appearance of monuments (1)
ÅLet us single out the four main issues and draw examples:

1. A major issue is distortion of the appearance of architectural monuments in the 
course of repair and reconstruction done by those who use or own these 
facilities, i.e. religious organizations. 

On the picture: Gelendzhik 
(Krasnodar Krai). the Church of 
Mikhail of Chernigov. Built by 
V.A.Pokrovsky, 1910-1911.In
the 1910sand2008.
In the course of reconstruction 
to meet the needs of the parish 
the church was disfigured 
beyond recognition.



Distortion of the appearance of monuments (2)
ÅThe main reason here 

seems to be first of all 
the utilitarian attitude 
to church architectural 
monuments on the 
part of the clergy. They 
fail to understand the 
architectural value of 
the monument and 
are guided only by 
άǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭέ 
considerations, 
viewing the facility 
only as a building for 
religious services

The village of Oseredskaya  (Arkhangelsk Oblast). The Chapel of St Nicholas the 
Wonderworker, built in 1728, an architectural monument. In the course of 
άǊŜǎǘƻǊŀǘƛƻƴέ ƛƴ нлмс ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǇŜƭ ǿŀǎ ŎƭŀŘ ƛƴ ǎƛŘƛƴƎΦ



Distortion of the appearance of monuments (3)
ÅThe second reason is insufficient supervision on the part of the authorities and the 

public as well. Yet if authorities find it hard to cope with representatives of the Russian 
hǊǘƘƻŘƻȄ /ƘǳǊŎƘ ǿƘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ǎƻƳŜ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ŀ άŎŀǊǘŜ ōƭŀƴŎƘŜέ ŦƻǊ Ƴŀƴȅ ǘƻǊǘƛƻǳǎ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎΣ 
ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀƭǎ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
monument.

Tarychevo (Moscow Oblast). The Church of the Nativity of the Blessed Virgin in the estate of the counts Golovkins. 1765. 
Pictures taken in 2005and2009. In the course of restoration after the church was returned to the ROC the domes were first 
recreated to copy the original, yet later they were replaced by new domes which have nothing in common with the design 

of the monument.


