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Abstract

The article analyses a court case concerning ownership of the Andronikov
Icon of the Mother of God between the clergy of the Trinity Cathedral
in St. Petersburg and a private owner, Collegiate Assessor M.A. Fedorov.
The case is examined in the context of other high-profile trials involv-
ing members of the clergy in post-reform Russia, including the cases of
Abbess Mitrofania and Hieromonk Nil (Nilus), which serve as a starting
point for examining the position of the clergy within the new legal real-
ity created by the Judicial Reform of 1864. Methodologically, the study
follows the increasingly influential approach of the social history of law
in contemporary historiography. The article draws on a broad range of
archival sources from the collections of the Russian State Historical Ar-
chive and the Manuscript Department of the Russian State Library, in-
cluding administrative records and numerous petitions submitted by the
principal figure in the case, M.A. Fedorov. Particular attention is paid to
the critical narrative constructed by Fedorov, a lawyer, in his writings
concerning the legitimacy of the decisions of the reformed secular courts
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in matters relating to church property. The article demonstrates that the
issues raised by Fedorov formed part of the broader public debate over
the boundaries of the jurisdictions of secular and ecclesiastical courts, the
admissibility of Orthodox clergy participating in public court proceed-
ings in the post-reform period, and, more broadly, the consequences of
the Judicial Reform of 1864. The article concludes that the materials of
the case under examination make it possible to take a critical view of the
existing historiography of the Church during the Synodal period and to
identify a number of new questions within the legal history of the clergy.
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Introduction

n the research literature, the problem of church property in
the Russian Empire has generally been studied from a legal
perspective!. Scholars have noted that the question of the
legal regulation of church-property relations was a com-
plex one, and the status of the Orthodox Church as a property owner
remained unclear. This situation, together with divergent views of the

I Literature review on the subject: see: Aopcras A.A. Tpasoson peskum nmyige-

CTBA PEAUTMO3HOTO HA3HAYCHMS B Poccmnm: UCTOPpMA M COBPEMEHHOCTD. CH6,

2012.C.4-15.
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Andronikov Icon of the Mother of God.
From open sources

“proper” treatment of church property, often led to disputes. Thus, the
historian E.A. Pravilova, in her monograph on the development of the
idea of public property in the Russian Empire, examined a number of
conflicts between Synodal officials, who were interested in the Church’s
monopoly over sacred property, and art historians seeking to preserve
and turn church antiquities into museum objects?. Nevertheless, court
cases concerning church property did not figure among the researcher’s
main concerns.

Historiography has traditionally devoted considerable attention to
major public political trials in the Russian Empire®, generally leaving
in the shadows the equally high-profile cases of the post-reform period

2 [paBuroBa E. Vimmepust B monckax obmgero 6aara. Co6CTBEHHOCTD B AOPEBO-
arormonuon Poccun. M., 2022.

3 See: Tpouyxuit H.A. Llapckue cyapt nmpotus pesoatonnonHown Poccum: IToan-
tnaeckue mpoyeccsl, 1871—1880 rr. Caparos, 1976; MedGedv H.T. Martepnu-
AABI TIOAUTMYECKUX CYACOHBIX ITPOLJECCOB B AOPEBOAIOLMOHHOM Poccmm Kax
ncropndecknit mcrodnk 1o ucropun KIICC. YVuebnoe mocobue. M., 1973;
Cagponoba FO.A. Pycckoe oOigecTBo B 3epKase PEBOAIOLMOHHOTO TePpopa.
1879—1881 roasr. M., 2014. C. 94—108; bopucoba T.1O. «Heobxoammas: 06o-
poHa ob1gecTBa»: sA3bIK cyaa Hap 3acyand // HoBoe anteparyproe obosperne.
2015. Ne 5(135). C. 101—118; Py6yo6 A.A. AHTUIIPABUTEABCTBEHHOE ABUIKE-
e 1860—1870-x TOAOB M AEATEABHOCTH OPraHOB IIOAUTUIECKOTO AO3HAHMS
B Poccurickon mmmepmn (3aKOHOAATEABHBIC HOPMBI 1 CACACTBEHHAST IPAKTUKA).

Amnc. .. kaHA. nct. Hayk. CI16., 2023.
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Iconostasis of the Trinity-Petrovsky Cathedral.
Lavras, Monasteries and Churches in Holy Rus’. St Petersburg Diocese

that concerned not revolutionary activity and terrorism, but non-violent
commercial offences. In recent years, this gap has been substantially filled
by the pioneering work of the historian S. Antonov. The culmination of
this series of commercial trials was the case of the “Jacks of Hearts Club”,
analysed by Antonov*: the largest non-political trial involving a group of
fraudsters from “respectable” society, accused of dozens of instances of
fraud and forgery intended to appropriate other people’s property’.

The present article continues this historiographical trend and broad-
ens our understanding of the functioning of the judicial system in situ-
ations where members of the clergy became defendants in public trials,
with church property the subject of dispute. At the centre of attention
is one such non-political court case: the dispute over ownership of the
Andronikov Icon of the Mother of God between the clergy of the Trinity
Cathedral in St. Petersburg and Collegiate Assessor Mikhail Fedorov. The
case is noteworthy because, for the first time, a public secular court in the
Russian Empire ruled that an icon should be transferred from a cathedral

*  Antonov S. Russian Capitalism on Trial: The Case of the Jacks of Hearts //
Law and History Review. 2018. Vol. 36.No. 1. P. 35—76; Anmono6 C. Baukpo-
TBI M POCTOBIGUKM POCCmitckom mmuepun: AOAT, COGCTBEHHOCTD 1 IIPABO BO
BpemeHa Toacroro n Aocroesckoro. M., 2022.

> Antonov S. Russian Capitalism on Trial: The Case of the Jacks of Hearts //
Law and History Review. 2018. Vol. 36.No. 1. P. 35-76.
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Andronikos III Palaiologos. 14th-century miniature.
From open sources

into private hands, contrary to canon law, according to which church
property was inalienable®. The highly publicised litigation not only drew
public attention to the problem of the legal regulation of church proper-
ty, but also called into question the very principles of the judicial reform
of 1864. It is important that the central figure in the story, M.A. Fedorov,
had a legal education, and that the narrative constructed in his writings
reflected, on the one hand, a “secular” view of judicial proceedings and,
on the other, focused attention on the key points of the debate over the
legitimacy of the post-reform courts in cases affecting the interests of the
Orthodox Church. Thus, the aim of this article is to analyse public per-
ceptions of the participation of the clergy in legal proceedings and of the
role of publicity in litigation involving members of the clergy.
According to tradition, the Andronikov Icon of the Mother of God was
painted by the Evangelist Luke and belonged to the Byzantine Emperor
Andronikos III Palaiologos, who donated it to the Monemvasia Monas-
tery. In 1821, during the Greek uprising, the Monastery’s abbot, Bishop

¢ Despite the prescriptions of canon law, in practice, as E. Pravilova notes, the

Synod often turned a blind eye to the sale of objects intended for religious
purposes, while the market in church property in the nineteenth century ex-
isted “almost without supervision”. See: IlpaBuroba E. Vimnepust B monckax
obrgero 6aara. CoberBeHHOCTS B A0peBoatounonHoMn Poceun. M., 2022. C. 294.



99

Great Church of the Winter Palace. Artist E. Hau, 1866.
From open sources

Agapius, took the icon to Patras and bequeathed it to the Russian Consul
General in Greece, IN. Vlassopulo’. In 1839, the Consul’s son Alexan-
der Vlassopulo presented the icon to Emperor Nicholas I. From then on,
the icon was kept in the Great Church of the Winter Palace until 1868,
when Vlassopulo, having been declared insolvent by a court, petitioned
the Ministry of the Imperial Court either for payment of 25,000 roubles
or for the return of the gift’. By imperial decision, the icon was to be re-
turned to the petitioner’s private ownership.

The ruined Vlassopulo, aware of the gravity of his situation, drew up
a declaration transferring his property rights to his wife Seraphima and

7 For more on the history of the icon, see: I'peueckas Aupponnkosa nkona bo-

skuent Matepu B uctopun BuszanTun n Poccnn. CI16., 1999; Crasanns o Kasan-
CKO1 JKEHCKOM Ob1jesKnTeAbHOM 0bmTean 6an3 . Boraero Boaouka Teepckon
emapxmnt. Teeps: Tu. I'y6. mpasa., 1890. C. 116—130, ITpnaoskermst.

8 Poccuitcknii rocypaperBeHHbIN ncropnaeckuii apxus (PTA). @. 472. Om. 13.
A. 1757. On the presentation to the Emperor by the son of State Councillor
Vlassopulo of an icon of the Most Holy Mother of God painted by St. Luke the
Evangelist.

® PIMA..472.0m. 19 (237/1253). A. 114. At the request of the foreigner Alex-
ander Vlassopolo for compensation for the icon of the Mother of God, painted
by the Evangelist Luke, which he presented in 1839 to the late Emperor Nich-
olas Pavlovich, or for its return.
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went into hiding. His wife, in turn, assigned the rights to four bills of ex-
change and the icon to Mikhail Fedorov, one of the fifty-five creditors of
her absconding husband. Thus, the icon, which remained in the sacristy
of the Winter Palace, passed into Fedorov’s ownership.

At the same time, two of Vlassopulo’s creditors, having learned that
he held rights to the icon, decided to sell it towards repayment of the
fugitive debtor’s 3,000-rouble debt. The Rector of the Trinity Cathedral,
Archpriest A. Lavrovsky, appealed to the parishioners to raise the nec-
essary sum to transfer the icon to the creditors. In 1868, the icon was
moved to the Trinity Cathedral'®, where it remained until 1877, when, by
a decision of the St. Petersburg Court Chamber, it passed into Fedorov’s
possession and was removed from the Cathedral. Throughout the 1870s,
a succession of court proceedings initiated by the Rector of the Trinity
Cathedral, A. Lavrovsky, continued. He appeared in these proceedings on
behalf of the clergy and attempted to challenge Fedorov’s ownership of
the icon.

Fedorov himself described what had happened as a conflict between
the judicial authorities and members of the parish clergy, who defended
the canonical principle of the inalienability of church property: “From
the collision in this case of two authorities, acting simultaneously un-
der His Majesty’s decrees, a riot and bloodshed in the very church would
inevitably have resulted: on one side there would have been the bailiff,
surrounded by troops summoned by him to his aid, and on the other [sicl],
the clergy, inspired by the order of their Superior, and the parishioners,
at whose expense, by subscription, the Sacred Object kept in the Winter
Palace had been acquired in 1868 [...| The mercy of the Queen of Heaven
and Earth prevented this bloodshed, but the fact of resistance to the ju-
dicial authority, acting under His Majesty’s decree, nevertheless remains
a fact™. How accurate was Fedorov’s assessment of the essence of the
conflict, and was the case really no more than a contradiction between
canon law and an “unlawful” decision by a secular court?

10" The Bringing of an Ancient Greek Icon of the Mother of God to the Trinity
Cathedral on Petersburg Side. CIT6.: Tun. A.M. Korommnua, 1875.
11 Petition of M.A. Fedorov to Alexander I1I. 6 March 1885 // Oraea pyxkommceit

Pocenrickon rocypapersennoi 6ubanorexn (OP PTB). @. 262. Kapr. 51. A, 1.
A.72—72 06.
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In the first half of the nineteenth century, officials of the Senate and
the Synod repeatedly confirmed the prohibition on selling icons — in-
cluding any icon covers, which “had already become part of the Sacred
Object™?, — of insolvent debtors at public auction alongside other prop-
erty’®. Icons together with their adornments were to be handed over to
the creditor with the consent of the debtor or his guarantors; if such con-
sent could not be obtained, the icon was to be transferred to the parish
to which the debtor belonged. Thus, neither the transfer of the icon into
the ownership of the creditor Fedorov nor its transfer to the Trinity Ca-
thedral contradicted established practice in the resolution of court cases.
The conflict acquired particular intensity for several reasons: the events
took place in the capital, directly involved the imperial family, and the
post-reform public court brought them into the public eye.

It is necessary to examine more closely the biography of Mikhail An-
dreevich Fedorov, the central figure in this story. His endless stream of
petitions to various authorities reveals not only the details but also the
essence of the scandal that erupted. In 1848, Fedorov graduated from the
Faculty of Law at St. Petersburg University and was recommended for
a position as a rapporteur in the Consultation of the Minister of Justice.
Since this vacancy was taken by one of Fedorov’s university classmates,
he entered the service of the Police Board. The modest salary could not
satisfy an official who was obliged to support his elderly parents and their
large family. Fedorov decided to devote himself to legal practice, in the
course of which, according to his own account, he acquired a “legion of
enemies’, primarily among graduates of the Imperial School of Jurispru-
dence: “...for more than a decade, I was a victim and sufferer for speaking
the truth, and it was chiefly through the good offices of the graduates of

4 and:

the School of Jurisprudence, who sought to obstruct my career’™
“..I was repeatedly compelled to lodge complaints about the improper

actions of the Commercial Court and Civil Chambers, whose presidents

12° Memorandum compiled from the file concerning the question of whether the

vestments and other adornments from icons seized from debtors to satisfy
private and state claims should be sold at public auction. // PTMA. ®. 1330.
Om. 5. A. 1031. A. 6.

15 See: PTUA. @. 796. Om. 108. A. 1488; PTUA. . 796. Om. 117. A. 1823; PTUA.
®.1330.0m. 5. A. 1031; PTUA. ®. 1330. Or. 5. 1069, and others.

14 Petition of M.A. Fedorov to Alexander I1I. 6 March 1885 // Oraea pyxommcent Poc-
cniickon rocypapersernon 6ubanorexn (OP PI'B). @. 262. Kapr. 51. A. 1. A. 78 o6.
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and assistants were graduates of the School of Jurisprudence; these com-
plaints were submitted to the Governing Senate, where the majority of
the Chief Secretaries and Secretaries were their fellow graduates, bound
to them by the closest friendship since childhood”. The description of
the suffering that had accompanied the lawyer’s career throughout his
life enabled him to present himself as a “martyr for ideas directed exclu-
sively towards ensuring due respect for the law”¢.

Having become a party to the scandalous court case, Fedorov con-
tinued for more than fifteen years, until 1885, to submit emotional peti-
tions to various government bodies, including the Ministry of Justice, the
Senate and the Synod, as well as personally to members of the imperial
family. As noted above, the icon had long been kept in the Winter Palace,
and the participants in the case therefore attempted to secure the support
of members of the imperial family through informal connections.

One of the themes in Fedorov’s petitions was the restoration of legal-
ity allegedly trampled upon by the reformed courts, which had arrogated
to themselves the right to issue public decisions concerning ownership
of church property. The key concept both in Fedorov’s writings and in
other memoranda concerning the case was the “insult” inflicted upon
the “Orthodox Sacred Object” by secular courts and even by members of
the clergy themselves.

“But who are the judges?”: the legitimacy of the reformed court

One of the principal questions to which Fedorov drew attention con-
cerned the right of secular courts to adjudicate disputes over church
property: “Is any court concerning holy icons possible other than the
Court established according to the rules of the Holy Apostles?”” In his
attacks on the reformed court, Fedorov focused on the composition
of the St. Petersburg District Court, which, in his view, consisted of

15 Petition of M.A. Fedorov to the St. Petersburg Judicial Chamber. 1 February
1872 // OP PI'B. ®. 262. Kapr. 51. A. 2. A. 87 06.

16 Petition of M.A. Fedorov to the St. Petersburg Judicial Chamber. 1 February
1872 // PTUA. ®.796. Om. 154. A. 554. A. 30.

17 Petition of M.A. Fedorov to Empress Maria Alexandrovna. 10 June 1871 //
OP PI'B. ®. 262. Kapr. 51. A. 2. A. 32 06.
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Germans and Jews. Judges belonging to another confession and sitting,
as the author put it, in a St. Petersburg “fashioned on a foreign model 8
could not, he argued, issue a decision concerning an Orthodox icon
based on inner conviction, as prescribed by the judicial reform: “West-
ern ideas cannot be transplanted wholesale onto Russian soil. Recently,
the judges of the St. Petersburg District Court, of foreign origin — Bu-
lakh, Bostréom and Vollendorf — with the participation of the assistant
prosecutor, the Jew Sieger, issued a judicial decision ordering that the
Holy Icon of the Mother of God be removed from the the Trinity Cathe-
dral and transferred to the Vlassopulo Bankruptcy Administration for
the satisfaction of creditors. The competence of such a composition of
the Court to resolve a matter of an Orthodox-religious nature is highly
questionable. The publicity of the new Court gives extraordinary im-
portance to the legal concept of holy icons. Unfortunately, the concept
expressed by the court is not Russian and finds not a single letter of
justification in our laws. It is a concept of Western civilisation, of Prot-
estant and Catholic society, alien both to the purity of Orthodoxy and
to Russian nationality”?’.

The critical remarks Fedorov directed at the St. Petersburg judges
echoed the debates that had taken place in the pages of Den’, Sovremen-
nik and Otechestvennye Zapiski on the eve of the judicial reform. An im-
portant point of criticism was the “pseudo-popular character” of the
forthcoming reforms. Thus, according to the Slavophile LS. Aksakov, it
was impossible artificially to create in the Russian Empire a jury system
and a bar association modelled on those of Germany and France?®. Prob-
ably well acquainted with the substance of these pre-reform debates, the
lawyer Fedorov reproduced the argument concerning the “pseudo-pop-
ular character” of the courts from newspaper publications, an approach
encouraged by the very nature of the case involving an Orthodox icon.

18 Letter from M.A. Fedorov to M.E. Popov, churchwarden of the Dormition
Cathedral in Moscow. 18 April 1877 // OP PI'B. ®. 262. Kapr. 51. A. 2. A. 54 o6.

19" Petition to His Imperial Highness the Heir Tsesarevich. 10 May 1871 //

OP PI'B. ®. 262. Kapr. 51. A. 2. A. 30—30 ob.

For more detail, see: Bopuco6a T.FO. Koraa BeAnT COBECTH: KyABTYPHBIE UCTOKM

cyaebron pedpopmsr 1864 ropa B Poccun. M, 2025. C. 335—340; see also: Ibid.

Haxkanyne cyaebu0m pedopmsr 1864 1. mpobaemarmsaims pesKMMOB TEMIIO-

PAABHOCTM B Pa3BUTUM POCCUICKOTO ITpaBocyAns B 1860—1870-e rr. // Hosoe
npomiroe / The New Past. 2025.No 1. C. 73-88.

20
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Church of the Holy Trinity on the Petersburg Side.
Photograph by A. Lorenz, 1865— 1869. From open sources

Fedorov’s criticism was directed not only against the courts but also
against representatives of the Church who made use of the right, grant-
ed by the reform of 1864, to turn to a “swift, just, merciful and equal for
all” court. It should be recalled that alongside the “secular” courts, the
Russian Empire also had diocesan courts, under whose jurisdiction clergy
and other church personnel fell. The authors of the judicial reform, of
course, could not have contemplated abolishing the estate-based eccle-
siastical courts of the clergy. With the introduction of the new judicial
statutes, numerous difficulties arose concerning the boundaries of the
jurisdiction of secular and ecclesiastical courts. Within the Synod, spe-
cial committees were formed and debates were conducted in the press
concerning the need to reform the diocesan courts; one of the issues un-
der discussion was the publicity of proceedings involving members of the
clergy*!. Nevertheless, none of the proposals put forward by the Synodal
reformers received broad support among the diocesan bishops, and the
projects remained unimplemented.

The background to the icon litigation in Fedorov’s writings consisted
of two other judicial proceedings widely known to his contemporaries:

21 On the projects for reforming the ecclesiastical courts, see: Huxumun A.B.
LlepKOBHBIN CyA 1 ITpaBocAaBHOE AyxoBeHCTBO B Poccnm (1864—1918 rr.). Anc.
.. KaHA. ncT. Hayk. CI16,, 2021.
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“The public trial of Hieromonk Nil (Nilus) of the Trinity Lavra of St. Ser-
gius, which revealed shocking scenes, led, as was reported in the news-
papers, to the whistling and hissing of the assembled crowd. The trial of
Abbess Mitrofania (which was expected to be printed in several foreign
languages), exposing the intrigues of an unworthy person who had con-
cealed herself beneath a monastic mantle, did not fail to leave its mark
on the further diminution of respect for persons of the clergy™. Thus,
for the clergy, hearings in courts open to the public entailed public ex-
posure which, evidently, had a negative effect on their reputation.

The first of the two trials mentioned by Fedorov — the case of Hi-
eromonk Nil in 1872 — came to the attention of F.M. Dostoevsky, who
published an ironic and caustic note about it in the journal Grazhdanin.
The writer’s reprint of a newspaper report from Russky Mir revealed the
scandalous details of Father Nil’s complicated love affair, which ended
with banknotes being stolen from his monastic cell. What astonished
Dostoevsky in this story was the clergy’s attraction to public trials,
especially in cases that exposed unsightly and compromising details:
“We have just read in the newspapers how one doctor discovered a new
kind of ‘litigation madness’; but Father Nil is healthy and, certainly, is
not mad’™?.

The second trial mentioned by Fedorov concerned Abbess Mitrofa-
nia of the Vvedensky Vladychny Monastery in Serpukhov (in the world
Baroness P.G. Rosen). The hearing took place in 1874 and attracted con-
siderable public attention. According to the indictment, the defendant,
using her connections at court, acted as a powerful patroness for wealthy
benefactors of her monastery and petitioned influential persons on their
behalf; at the same time, the abbess traded in decorations, forged bills of
exchange, blackmailed and deceived her clientele?.

22 Petition of M.A. Fedorov to the Synod. 11 November 1874 // PTUA. ®. 796.
Om. 205. A. 431. A. 32—32 06.

Uecropnst o. Huaa // Aocmoebexuit .M. TToanoe cobpanme counuennit. B 30 T.
Tom aBapgars nepssit. AHeBrmk mmcareast 1873. Craten n 3amerxkn 1873—
1878. A: AH CCCP. Mu-t pycckon anteparypsl (ITymxmuekmi Aom), 1980.
C.148-153.

24 For more on the case of Abbess Mitrofania, see: Dablke S., Templer B. Old Russia
in the Dock: The Trial against Mother Superior Mitrofaniia before the Moscow
District Court (1874) // Cahiers du Monde russe. 2012. Vol. 53 /1. P. 95—120.

23
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Abbess Mitrofania. Engraving, 1902. Artist I. I. Khelmitsky.
From open sources

Fedorov appealed to the members of the Synod as a “spiritual tribu-
nal... to which the actions of Father Lavrovsky and Father Nil, the hiero-
monk of the Lavra of St Sergius, must be brought to attention — persons
who, with astonishing boldness, under the cover of their clerical attire,
are ready to appear in a public court in defence of the idea that they
alone are supposedly worthy to be guardians of the Sacred Object, even if
it was acquired by deceit”. Like the protagonists of the two court cases
described above — Hieromonk Nil and Abbess Mitrofania — the Rector
of the Trinity Cathedral was prepared to make use of the publicity of the
new court in a conflict which, in Fedorov’s view, required “only a consci-
entious attitude towards it"%.

The recipients of Fedorov’s petitions, like newspaper readers, were
expected to conclude that members of the clergy would undertake to par-
ticipate in a public court proceeding only if they possessed “astonishing
boldness” or even insolence. Both Dostoevsky’s bitter irony and Fedorov’s
irritation reflected a persistent and understandable public perception
that the participation of the clergy in a public secular court was awkward
and impermissible.

2 Petition of M.A. Fedorov to Metropolitan Isidore (Nikolsky). 16 September
1873 // PTUA. ®.796.Om. 205. A. 431. A. 14.

26 Appeal by M.A. Fedorov to the Imperial Confessor, Protopresbyter V.B. Bazha-
nov. 1 September 1873 // PTMA. @. 796. Om. 205. A, 431. A. 10.
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“But there is also God’s judgement...”:
the icon litigation and the assassination of the Tsar

By the early 1880s, the rhetoric of legality had merged in Fedorov’s writ-
ings with religious mysticism. The removal of the icon from the cathedral
by an unlawful court decision, Fedorov believed, foretold the appearance
of the Queen of the South, “who will judge men and then herself assume
the title of Judge over a wicked and adulterous generation”.

He wove the icon litigation into an exalted narrative about the “ca-
lamities” that had befallen the Russian Empire, culminating in the assas-
sination of Alexander II: “it was claimed that the departure of the Lord’s
Sacred Object from the Cathedral to the Police House, immediately before
the beginning of prayers for the Tsar, was an ill omen for the Sovereign,
because the Queen of Heaven had become angered by His Majesty’s
refusal in 1866 to retain this Sacred Object [here and below, empha-
sis mine. — K.V.] ... Others maintained that the departure of the Sacred
Object from the church inevitably foretold disastrous consequences for
the whole of Russia ... Popular rumour was not slow to prove itself justi-
fied: from 1877 great calamities began for Russia, continuing to this day,
and on 1 March 1881 the Tsar perished in terrible suffering in broad
daylight, surrounded by his accompanying bodyguards; consequently,
on 5 April 1881, the Decree of the Holy Synod appeared, informing the
whole world of the terrible wrath of God that had visited Russia for its
lawlessness™’.

In describing the events of 1881, Fedorov drew on the rhetoric of
sermons delivered by priests, but substituted his own meanings for their
original ones. The position of the Orthodox Church on the assassination
of the Emperor was expressed in numerous sermons centred on the im-
age of Alexander II as a “passion-bearer” who, like Christ, had accepted
a redemptive death for the sins of the people. Responsibility for the regi-
cide was placed on Russian society, suffering from “diseases” and infected
with unbelief, which had raised the terrorists through its bad example?...
Borrowing from the preachers the image of the Emperor’s martyrdom in

27 Letter from M.A. Fedorov to EN. Sivokhin. 27 July 1882 // OP PI'B. ®. 262.
Kapr. 51. A. 1. A. 3 06. — 4.

2 Cagppornoba FH.A. Pycckoe obIyecTBO B 3epKase PEBOAIOJUOHHOIO TEPPOPa,
1879—1881 roast. M., 2014. T'a. I1.
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e

[lustration of the assassination attempt on Alexander IT on 1 March 1881.
Approved by censor. From open sources

“terrible suffering”, Fedorov turned the sharp edge of his criticism not
against Russian society as a whole — society whose flesh and blood, ac-
cording to the sermons, were embodied in the regicides — but against the
clergy themselves, whose children constituted a significant proportion
of the revolutionary underground: “His [Father Domkinsky’s, one of the
persons involved in the court case. — K.V.] activity as a Priest — a servant
at the Altar of the Lord — consisted in the most immoral acts, including,
among other things, instilling in the young disobedience to the estab-

lished authorities [underlined in the original. — K.V.], which must have

disastrous consequences if we recall Karakozov, Rysakov and other such
villains who attempted Regicide. Political trials revealed to society that
a significant percentage of revolutionaries seeking to destroy the
State organism consists of children of the clergy, but these trials have
not yet provided evidence that the clergy themselves took an active part
in such crimes, and now, in the person of Father Domkinsky, we have
finally become aware of the sad fact that before the Altar there officiate
persons who are rearing new villains for us””. Thus, Fedorov turned
the arguments of preachers denouncing the ills of Russian society into
accusations against the Orthodox Church itself.

2 Petition to Alexander III. 6 March 1885 // OP PI'B. ®. 262. Kapr. 51. A. 1.
A.75=75 06.
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It is evident that Fedorov’s concern for the fate of the icon was not
disinterested. By sending petitions to high-ranking individuals, he pre-
sumably hoped not only to obtain financial benefit from ownership of
the icon but also to improve his career prospects by reminding them of
his many years of devoted service. The first of these calculations was re-
alised only in 1885, when the icon was purchased from Fedorov by the
merchant EN. Sivokhin and transferred to the Vyshnevolotsk Convent
of the Kazan Icon of the Mother of God™.

Conclusion

Beginning in 1868, shortly after the opening of the reformed courts, the
case of the Andronikov Icon of the Mother of God became a dispute over
the very principles of judicial reform. Proceedings involving members of the
clergy raised a number of problems: who was to adjudicate cases concerning
the Orthodox clergy or determine the fate of “Orthodox Sacred Objects”?
In the case described above, the composition of the court became the prin-
cipal target of attack: it consisted of professional judges of non-Orthodox
confessional backgrounds whose “inner conviction” might potentially have
differed from Orthodox subjects’ notions of morality and immorality.

The principal danger in cases involving members of the clergy was
the publicity of the new court, with the attendant risk of publicly insult-
ing clerical dignity or desecrating a revered relic when church property
was at issue. The materials of the court case do not allow us to determine
the position of the parish clergy in the conflict, but they do reveal the
views of secular actors within the broader public debate over the partici-
pation of the clergy in public court proceedings. The rhetoric of “insult”
employed in Mikhail Fedorov’s petitions was characteristic of writings
about court cases involving members of the clergy. In the eyes of con-
temporaries, their presence in court appeared awkward and unbecom-
ing of their clerical status. Moreover, from this perspective, the clerical
estate could not be regarded as an integral part of the new legal reality
created by the judicial reform. The paradox was that this situation did

30 Report of Archbishop Savva (Tikhomirov) of Tver and Kashin to the Synod //
PTUA. ®.796.0m. 166. A. 1473. A. 1—4.
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T. Bormmiti-Boaouer®. Kasawoxiit meuckiit Momactsips.

Vyshnevolotsk Convent of the Kazan Icon of the Mother of God.
Photograph, second half of the 19th—early 20th century. From open sources

not prevent members of the clergy from actively making use of both new
forms of communication and the reformed courts®'.

The debate mentioned above is important in another respect as well:
the critical view of contemporaries has left a noticeable imprint on his-
toriography. Court proceedings involving the clergy, the legal practice of
secular and ecclesiastical courts, strategies for defending members of the
clergy, and a number of other issues have received virtually no scholarly
attention. One gets the impression that these topics do not appear rele-
vant within the framework of the history of the Church in the Synodal
period. The clergy still largely lacks a legal history of its own, unlike other
social groups in the Russian Empire, including the nobility, peasants and
merchants®.

31 Dablke S., Templer B. Old Russia in the Dock: The Trial against Mother Su-
perior Mitrofaniia before the Moscow District Court (1874) // Cahiers du
Monde russe. 2012. Vol. 53.No. 1. P. 95—120; BaruueBa K. Ts>r6p1 0 GecuecTbe
B IOPepOPMEHHOM CYAE: «HABUTALMUS» IIPABOCAABHOTO IIPUXOACKOTO AYXOBEH-
CTBa B IIpaBOBOM IrpocTpaHcTBe Poccmrickon mmunepun (1860—1880-e rr.) //
Anrponoaornaeckui opym. 2025.No 65. C. 37—59.

Mappese M.A. babbe apcTBO: ABOPSHKM U BAAA€HWME MmyILjecTBoM B Poccun
(1700—-1861). M., 2009; Burbank J. Russian Peasants Go to Court: Legal Cul-
ture in the Countryside, 1905—1917. Bloomington; Indianapolis, 2004; Ax-
mono6 C. BaHKpOTHI M POCTOBIMKM POCCHMICKONM MMIIEPUI: AOAT, COOCTBEH-
HOCTD 1 IIpaBo BO BpemeHa Toacroro n Aocroesckoro. M., 2022; fIxo6reBa T.I.
Toprosas 1o mpasmaam n 6e3: BAACTb M TOProBusl B EHncerickon rybepumnm o
Bropon mososuHe XIX — navase XX sexa. CI'16., 2021.
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Despite the substantial lack of documents in the case materials that
would reveal the position of the clergy in the dispute, the court case ana-
lysed here is significant because it allows us to identify a number of new
research questions concerning the legal culture of the clerical estate.
In particular, it remains to be studied to what extent the rhetoric of “in-
sult”, which permeated all statements concerning the trials, influenced
the clergy’s decision to make use of the reformed secular courts, and what
role the publicity of court cases played in this respect.
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