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Background (1)
• Before 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.
• There 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
of government’s decisions of that time provided for protection of monuments.
• Before 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
The Uspensky Cathedral”
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)
• The 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.
• The 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.
• Particular 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)

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

Workers in Podolsk burning icons. 1929.

Background (5)
• However, 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)
Propaganda poster “Comrades, Save
monuments of art” 1919.
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)
• With 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, #327FZ '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 19941997 Cathedral of Christ
the Saviour in Moscow,
demolished in 1931.

Current Issues
• However, 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.
• In a number of cases this leads to sufficient damage done to monuments,
distortion of their appearance and loss of historical and cultural value.
• The 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.
• It 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)

• Let 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 1910s and 2008.
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)
• The 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
“practical”
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
“restoration” in 2016 the chapel was clad in siding.

Distortion of the appearance of monuments (3)

• The 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
Orthodox Church who have some kind of a “carte blanche” for many tortious actions,
the locals simply don’t see the importance of the original appearance of the
monument.

Tarychevo (Moscow Oblast). The Church of the Nativity of the Blessed Virgin in the estate of the counts Golovkins. 1765.
Pictures taken in 2005 and 2009. 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

Loss of Abandoned Architectural Monuments (1)

2. The second problem of preserving the religious heritage in Russia is unattended
religious facilities abandoned in many cases as long ago as during the Soviet era.
The Catholic
Our Lady of
Mount Carmel
Church in
Gatchina
(Leningrad
Oblast), built in
1906-1911. In
2009.

The Lutheran
Church of
Saint Mary in
Shpankovo
(Leningrad
Oblast), built
in 1827-1833.
In 2009.

Loss of Abandoned Architectural Monuments (2)

• Despite the expansion of religion in the country and its support on the part of the state
there still exist a lot of architectural monuments, temples and other religious buildings,
which either nobody cares of or the restoration of which is viewed as inexpedient by
the church.

The Tikhvin church of Saminsky Pogost (Vologda Oblast),
built in 1897.The picture taken in 2005. Destruction of one
of the two temples in the ensemble of the churchyard
started in the late 1990s.

The Epiphany Church in Paltoga (Vologda Oblast),
built in 1733. The picture taken in 2008. This
outstanding monument of the wooden architecture
of the Russian North collapsed in 2006.

Loss of Abandoned Architectural Monuments (3)

• As a rule, the buildings nobody cares about are located in remote and scarcely
populated areas. In Russia abandoned villages are numerous, as people tend to move to
cities and towns driven by economic reasons. Though some buildings are located in
relatively “favourable” areas, there are in poor condition, and restoration of those
buildings is well beyond the means of religious communities.

The Church of Our Lady of Vladimir, built by Savva
Tchevakinsky in 1766 in Dylitsy (Leningrad Oblast). In
2015.

The Church of the Holy Trinity (1827-1831 ) in the
village of Pyataya Gora (Leningrad Oblast). In 2015.

Museums (1)
3. A separate problem is that museums pass objects from their collections in
religious organizations’ temporary use – ancient icons and other relics, other cult
objects.
Numerous Old Russian icons in the Soviet era ended up
in collections of the Russian museum, the Tretyakov
Gallery and so on. Many of those are “wonderworking”,
which means they are highly esteemed by believers.
However, as those ancient icons form part of the
Russian museum collections, for the secular they are
unique and priceless works of art.
The Toroetskaya Icon of the Mother of God, the 14th century, from the
collection of the Russian museum in St.Petersburg. In 2009 according to the
decision of the Ministry of Culture the icon was handed over for one year to
the Alexander Nevsky Church in Kniazhie Ozero, a luxury housing community.
According to the media, this decision was lobbied by powerful residents of the
community. This icon has not yet been returned to the museum.

Museums (2)
• In name museum-standard icons cannot be taken out of museum

collections of Russia, as it violates the Federal Law as of 26.05.1996 №
54-FZ «On Museum Collections of the Russian Federation and
museums in the Russian Federation”.
• Yet officials use various ways to keep the pretense of the law being
enforced, and as a result in practice icons are kept by the Russian
Orthodox Church, while museums retain the ownership.
• One of the most wide-spread methods is transfer of icons from a
museum to a temple “for temporary storage”, in the course of which
the museum retains the legal title yet the icon is used in the temple as
an object of worship (which it is, in fact), and storage terms are
extended on an ongoing basis.

Museums (3)

• Almost all icons seized, intercepted by the customs service in the course of illegal
export or stolen icons returned from abroad are handed over to the Russian
Orthodox Church: 74 (in 2005), 140 (in 2007), more than 150 (in 2009). In 2011
an agreement was signed by the Russian Orthodox Church and the Federal
Customs Service which provides for detained religious objects of cultural value to
be handed over to the Russian Orthodox Church.
The Icon of the Resurrection, the first quarter of the
16th century. It was stolen from the regional
ethnography museum in Ustiuzhna in 1991. In 2006
it was found in a private collection. Dmitry
Medvedev, the then first deputy PM, handed it over
to the Cathedral of Christ the Saviour in March 2007.

Museums (4)

• Another aspect of this problem is transfer of museums-temples to religious
communities. At present overwhelming majority of these temples have been
handed over to the church people, except for monuments of special value, for
instance, Old Russian churches with fresco paintings which is hard to conserve if
services are held in the church. Demands advanced by religious communities in
respect of transferring some temple-monument to them often result in the
society being divided into supporters and opponents of the idea.
A spontaneous public rally in 2017 against St.Petersburg
St.Isaac’s Cathedral being handed over to the church. The
poster reads “Church! Know your place!". The idea to transfer
St.Isaac’s cathedral, which is now a museum, to the Russian
Orthodox church voiced by the government literally divided the
people in St.Petersburg into two opposing camps. Yet for several
years services have been regularly conducted in the Cathedral,
and they are open to public. So far the government suspended
its plans to transfer the Cathedral to the church.

Construction of new religious facilities (1)
4. The final major issue is construction of new religious facilities to the detriment
of the existing monuments and ensembles. Part of the problem is takeover of
urban green areas and construction of new temples there.
Kul Sharif mosque built in 1996-2005 on the
territory of UNESCO World Heritage Site
“Historic and Architectural Complex of the
Kazan Kremlin”. The construction was
effected under the pretext of restoration of
a mosque demolished in 1552, though
there are no trustworthy historical
documents on the appearance of the
mosque destructed in the 16th century.

Construction of new
religious facilities (2)
• It’s not a rare occasion that
construction of new religious facilities
distorts the protected sights of
architectural monuments.
On the picture you can see the view of
UNESCO World Heritage Site “Architectural
Ensemble of the Trinity Sergius Lavra in
Sergiev Posad” (Sergiev Posad, Moscow
Oblast) from Ilyinskaya street before and
after the construction of the residence hall of
The Moscow Theological Academy in 20122014.

Construction of new religious facilities (3)

• Attempts to build new religious facilities in urban green areas, including historic,
often face opposition of the local community.

A new church built without permission on the territory of property
№ 540-034а “Moskovskaya Road (Highway)” of UNESCO World
Heritage Site “Historic Centre of Saint Petersburg and Related
Groups of Monuments”

Rally organized by the locals opposing construction of a temple
in Park Malinovka in St.Petersburg. 2013.

Possible Solutions
• It is extremely difficult to compel ministers of religion, especially of the Russian
Orthodox Church, to follow the legislation and regulations in the sphere of
monuments' protection. In Russia there is an unspoken presumption of
innocence for some religious confessions when considering violations on their
part. This hinders protection of religious monuments in Russia.
• Therefore, first of all it is necessary to reconsider the existing relations between
the state and religious organizations. At present the state in fact supports the
Russian Orthodox Curch, Muslims and some other organizations. However,
several organizations are persecuted by the state; for instance, according to the
decision passed by the Russian Supreme Court on 20.04.2017, the Jehovah’s
Witnesses church is recognized as extremist and clamped down on.
• Promotion of protection of monuments and ensembles and advancement of
cultural values are to be instrumental in the public and religious leaders realizing
the necessity of protection of the religious heritage.
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