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Abstract: The division that occurred in the Patriarchate of Muscovy in the middle of the 17th century
resulted in a large part of the believers being alienated from the clergy; in consequence, many
communities of the Old Believers, who had come to terms with this loss, renounced most of the
sacraments, including the Eucharist. This situation impacted the art of the Old Believers, especially
in the Priestless Old Believer communities, for instance, in the interiors of their houses of prayer,
where the presbytery area disappeared, and the iconostasis changed its function. This article contains
an analysis of how one of the old iconographic themes connected with the Eucharist, namely the
Communion of the Apostles, functioned in the Old Believer setting. Sources originating from those
circles, especially the 18th-century Pomorian Answers (Pomorskie otvety), indicate that the Old Believers
saw the Eucharist as a spiritual experience—the only one that was available to the faithful who lived
in communities that lacked a clergy. This is most probably the context in which, for instance, Old
Believer versions of the Communion of the Apostles should be understood. The view of the Old
Believer identity, and Old Believer art, as proposed in this article takes under consideration not only
the tradition but also the change, which was an unavoidable part of their communities” experience,
and which may also constitute an essential key to our reading of the contents and meaning of Old
Believer icons.

Keywords: icons; old believers; priestless old believers; communion of the apostles; eastern chris-
tian liturgy

1. Introduction

The main aim of the existence of all Old Believer communities was the preservation
of the Rus’ old religion. The believers perceived this religion as identical with the rituals,
customs and symbols that were inherited from the past or were simply identified with
the past. A concept that the Old Believer milieus saw as central, and mentioned in all
the sources it generated, was tradition. The core of the disagreement between the official
Orthodox Church and the opponents of the reforms was the symbolic meanings embedded
in the rituals: the various details of their interpretation and understanding. The aim of this
article is to consider the role that the icons most closely connected with the liturgy played
in the Old Believer communities, and consequently, how the Old Believer convictions
regarding the liturgy affected the iconography. In the general scholarly perception, the Old
Believers retained the principles of the art of Old Rus’ until the present times and are the
only ones to have resisted the destruction of those principles caused by the occidentalisation
of the official Orthodox Church (cf. Tarasov 2002, pp. 327-43). In this article, I make use
of Old Believer sources in an attempt to shed new light on the interpretative possibilities
offered by the liturgical representations functioning in the “old faith” milieus. To this aim,
I shall consider the convictions regarding the liturgy and the Eucharist as indicated by
written sources, and I shall compare those with works of art referencing the same issues,
especially the representations of the Communion of the Apostles. Further on, I shall reflect
on the issue of change as an aspect of the Old Believer experience, considering that they
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fundamentally rejected the very idea of modernisation, but in reality, they were forced to
yield to it (cf. Crummey 2011).

2. Deprived of the Eucharist

According to all testimonies dating from the middle of the 17th century, the original
impulse for the split in the Orthodox Church of Moscow was the changes not only in the
liturgical books, but also in ritual practices, starting from as early as 1653 (Meyendorff 1991,
pp- 39, 127-31; Sazonova 2008, pp. 52-68). It was not the first time in the history of Eastern
Christianity that the issues of liturgy came to lay at the centre of an ideological conflict;
however, this time they were understood in a special manner. In contrast to the earlier
conflicts between the East and the West, the debate on the Eucharist did not focus on the
fundamental issues such as, for instance, its reception under both kinds; this time, the core
issue was the very fact of introducing revisions into the contents of liturgical books, as
well as the fact that Nikon's reform permitted placing the sign of the Greek cross, instead
of the hitherto canonical eight-armed cross, on the liturgical loaf of bread (prosphora) and
introduced a new way of dividing the eucharistic bread during the Liturgy of Preparation
(proskomedia): into five parts instead of the earlier seven (Chernyavskiy 1860, pp. 5-192;
Meyendorff 1991, pp. 138, 148-49) [Figures 4 and 5]. Very quickly, however, another
problem developed within the Old Believer communities, a problem that came to dominate
this group’s attitude to liturgical issues. Namely, it was the shortage, and soon the absence,
of clergymen who held on to the old rituals. Apart from their rejection by the state system
and repressions by the authorities, this was the greatest price the Old Believers had to pay
for preserving the old tradition (Crummey 2011, p. 126).

The absence of clergymen, and consequently the lack of the Eucharist, did not result
from the communities” conscious choice but from the fact that after Nikon’s reform there
was no-one who could consecrate new priests in the “old rite”. Only one bishop, Paul
of Kolomna, refused to heed reform; he too was soon (in 1656) burnt at the stake, thus
becoming an Old Believer martyr (Otvety Aleksandra Diakona 1906, p. 277; cf. Lobachev
2003, pp. 176-77; Crummey 1970, pp. 29-30). By the last years of the 17th century and the
very beginning of the 18th century, there had been practically no clergymen left that would
have held on to the “old faith”. Even before the middle of the 17th century, a venerable
elder by the name of Kapiton allegedly refused to receive the Eucharist or blessings from the
hands of “unclean” priests or to acknowledge the “new” icons painted under the Western
influence, thus becoming the originator of a movement that rejected the clergy in general
(Zenkovskiy 1995, pp. 149-50; Lobachev 2003, pp. 36-37; cf. Crummey 2011, pp. 52-67).
This attitude found enthusiasts among the opponents of the reforms. The view that a
church where Nikonite clergymen served should not be attended began to be accepted.
The radicals professed that the believers did not need such priests; it was better that they
prayed by themselves (Crummey 1970, p. 23). After the 1666-1667 council, which removed
Nikon from office but also pronounced the Old Believers to be schismatics (raskolniki), thus
pushing them out of the structures of the Orthodox Church, the Old Believers began to
commonly share the view that the Antichrist had come to rule the entire world, whereas
the “divine grace” had abandoned it and ascended to heaven. According to many, it was
improper to administer the sacraments in this world (Smirnov 1895, p. 95; Zenkovskiy
1995, p. 341).

From there, a straight path led to the formation of Priestless Old Believer (bespopovtsy)
communities. In the early 1670s, state reports informed that in the area of Nizhny Novgorod
the “simple people” did not attend church, did not participate in the liturgy and that many
of them, often whole families, elected to commit suicide by self-immolation (DRB 1791,
p- 92). According to Deacon Feodor, who lived in the 17th century and belonged to the
first generation of Old Believers, the true Gospel was to live “until the ending of the ages”
among the refugees, who hid themselves in remote hermitages and shelters, severing their
ties with the world until its end (Subbotin 1881, p. 270). Deacon Feodor lamented the
fact that the believers had been deprived of clergymen, laying the blame for this fact on
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Nikon; it was him that caused the believers to live without true shepherds. The latter could
work only in hiding (Subbotin 1881, pp. 294-95). Suppressor of the Solovetsky uprising,
voivode Ivan Meshcherinov’s letter to Tsar Alexei Mikhailovich, written during the siege
of the Solovetsky Monastery in 1674, originates from the power circles; it reports the non-
participation in the liturgy among the followers of the “old faith” (which fact is perceived,
significantly, as a condemnation and a proof of their culpability) and contains the charge
of homosexuality (Subbotin 1878, p. 328, cf. p. 336), which was a traditional accusation
against political opponents, generally used even in Rus’. By the end of the 17th century, in
some groups of Priestless Old Believers, namely the Pomortsy and the Fedoseevtsy, only two
sacraments had remained: the baptism and the penance, which could be administered by
laymen (Mal'tsev 2006, p. 27, cf. p. 34; Smirnov 1895, p. 95). This situation is confirmed as
existing in the early 18th century by one of the most important spiritual fathers of Priestless
Old Believers, Andrei Denisov, who wrote that after the schism in the Church the believers
refused to receive any sacraments from the hands of clergymen belonging to the official
Orthodox Church (Denisov, Vtoroe poslanye v Polshu in Smirnov 1909, p. 040; cf. Mal’tsev
2006, p. 35).

However, not all Old Believers were this radical; some of them could not imagine
functioning without the clergy (White 2020, p. 32). Especially marriage, which could
not be instituted without the presence of a clergyman, constituted a serious problem to
the communities (Mal’tsev 2006, pp. 31-36; White 2020, pp. 59, 60). A perusal of Old
Believer writings seems to indicate that many regarded this issue as more important than
the Eucharist itself (Mal'tsev 2006, pp. 36-37). It certainly was one of the key reasons why,
by the end of the 17th century, the Old Believers had already begun to acquire clergymen
from the official Orthodox Church. This process resulted in the emergence of the priestly
(popovtsy) faction. In order to legitimise the movement, its founders referred to the writings
of the “founding fathers”, such as Archpriest Avvakum, who maintained that the believers
could turn to those clergymen who had been consecrated in the post-Nikonite Church but
who abandoned it in order to follow the “old rite” (Smirnov 1898, p. 138). From the late
17th century onwards, the split between the Old Believer denominations depending on
their possession of priests—that is, between the priestly and the priestless—was becoming
increasingly clearer (Zenkovskiy 1995, p. 343); in the matters of culture, especially the visual
arts, it became particularly evident in the 19th century. The situation was complicated
by the fact that further splits occurred within both denominations—although within the
Priestless Old Believers to a larger extent—and these splits made the movement increasingly
heterogeneous, and in many cases actively contentious, regarding practically all the issues,
since every group considered its own version of the “old faith” to be the only correct
one (Mal’tsev 2006, pp. 23, 27). Hence, the Old Believers remained in a state of constant
religious debate not only with the Nikonites but also among themselves, and occasionally
their discussions turned so heated that the term “heretics” was bandied—even when the
differences between the communities were not very significant. Additionally, a repetition
of the baptism was demanded when a person was being accepted into a community, and
that was not only when this person was a converted Nikonite, but also an Old Believer
formerly belonging to a non-accepted group. Moreover, in some priestless communities it
was recommended to deny reverence to icons and crosses created not only in the Nikonite
but also in the priestly environment and even to those originating from other priestless
groups (Mal’tsev 2006, p. 178; Tarasov 1997, pp. 149-50, 154).

Yet, the most important consequence of the absence of the clergy and the resultant
reduction of the liturgy was certainly the fact that those Priestless Old Believers who
renounced the Liturgy of the Faithful, that is, the eucharistic liturgy, ceased to divide the
space of their church, or more correctly their house of prayer (molenna), into two parts—one
reserved for the clergy, the other for the congregation. As a result, the need to have an
altar partition disappeared as well, and the name “iconostasis” began to be applied to
rows of icons standing by the eastern wall of the chamber (Kozhurin 2014, p. 343; cf.
Pivovarova 2017, pp. 173-86). The ordering of the icons was often loose, only partially
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conforming to the Orthodox canon; this often resulted from the fact that the migratory and
repressed communities did not have the correct number of icons or lacked icons showing
appropriate scenes. Even this example demonstrates how this extremely conservative group
of believers—men and women who saw their attitude to tradition as the main marker of
their identity—introduced considerable changes when faced with the necessity: changes as
significant as the reduction of liturgical rituals, on the one hand, and the transformation of
the canonical organisation of the church space on the other. Among other changes resulting
from the prohibitions placed on the Old Believers in imperial Russia was the fact that, in
order to look like ordinary houses, their houses of prayer were deprived of cupolas, bells
and suchlike elements (Kozhurin 2014, pp. 343-44; Robson 1995, pp. 54-55).

Many of the Old Believer icons refer to liturgical issues. Among them are icons that
constitute a narrative reference to the events of the Holy Week, for instance the Maundy
Thursday, such as the Washing of the Apostles’ Feet (Nev'yanskaya ikona 1997, Figure 107).
Icons referring to another theme, the Last Supper, come from the priestly milieu of Vetka and
the priestless—of Lithuania (Paaver and Potashenko 2016, Figures 57 and 73; Potashenko
2017, Figure 2) and Yaroslavl (Pivovarova 2017, p. 90). The theme is mentioned in the
catalogues of icons originating from Old Believer communities; yet, unfortunately, in
the case of such texts, it is usually impossible to confirm the iconography (Pivovarova
2004, p. 375, no. 124), even though it is known that, for instance, the household house
of prayer of the merchant Nikolai Papulin contained an icon showing “the Last Supper,
when the Saviour offers a cup to the apostles” (Pivovarova 2004, p. 376, no. 143). Similar
representations are also frequently found in multiple-scene icons (Grebenyuk 2004, p. 287),
especially those showing the Passion cycle. Apart from narrative themes, icons produced
in various Old Believer groups quite often represent the image of Christ the Archpriest,
known as the Tsar of Tsars (Gorbunov and Khersonskiy 2000, p. 57, Figure 19; Nechaeva
2002, p. 25). However, liturgical themes were most often represented in an indirect manner,
for instance through the very popular image of Saint John the Baptist the Angel of the
Desert with a chalice (poteiron) in his hand; the chalice contains the recumbent figure of
naked, youthful Christ, which in this context certainly refers to the Eucharist (Nechaeva
2002, pp. 38, 75; Nev'yanskaya ikona 1997, Figure 144; Pivovarova 2017, pp. 30, 165;
Sulikowska 2013, pp. 205-8). Another relatively similar image is the figure of Christ behind
the altar in the icons of Archangel Michael the Arch-Strategist of the Heavenly Hosts, which
were also common among the Old Believers (Nechaeva 2002, pp. 155-61; Pivovarova
2017, pp. 19, 140). Icons of the Old Testament Holy Trinity, showing three angels seated
behind an altar table during a heavenly feast, had a similar context as in the art of Old Rus’
(Kobrzeniecka-Sikorska 1993, cat. no. 64; Nechaeva 2002, pp. 189-91).

Among all the above representations, the most widespread was certainly the iconog-
raphy of the Old Testament Holy Trinity. It is worth noting that most of these themes are
found also in metal casts, which in private devotion fulfilled the same role as icons and
were very popular among the Old Believers (Karpenko 2006, pp. 45, 48-49). In addition, the
Old Believer milieu produced very large numbers of didactic and polemical prints showing
the difference between the old and the new rite. Those prints illustrate the differences in
church interiors, priests’ vestments, shapes of the cross, signs on the eucharistic bread and
the manner of dividing it. Thus, they refer to the issues that arose directly from Nikon’s
reform as well as to the issues that were a later consequence of the occidental orientation
evinced by the official Orthodox Church and then the reforms introduced in the reign of
Peter I and after it (Itkina 1992, pp. 57-60, cat. no. 5-6, 61, 103) (Figures 4 and 5).

3. The Communion of the Apostles

The Communion of the Apostles is a topic which until now had not been discussed
in scholarly literature in the context of the Old Believers, even though representations
of the Communion of the Apostles seem to be the most interesting and at the same time
the least frequently encountered among the liturgical icons present in the Old Believer
milieu. One of those is a large icon, most probably dating from the 19th century, held
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by the National Museum in Warsaw (53 x 73.5 cm, inv. no. IK 79 NMW) (Figure 1). Its
provenance is unknown, but all of its features point to its connection with an Old Believer
circle, probably from northern Russia. In this icon, Christ is represented twice, behind
a small altar (prestol) in the centre, shown in the act of distributing the Holy Gifts: the
eucharistic bread (prosphora) to six apostles standing to the left and the wine to the six
standing to the right. To the left, the Saviour is approached by Peter, Andrew, Mark, Luke,
John and James; the first of them is shown in the act of receiving the eucharistic bread. Paul,
Barnabas, Matthew, Bartholomew, Thomas and Simon are shown on the right; Christ is
raising a small amphora with the wine to the mouth of the first of them. On the altar there
is the paten (diskos), to which Christ is reaching for pieces of the eucharistic bread (which
are not visible), as well as an eight-armed cross, an implement consisting of two crossed
bails, which looks like an asterisk, and a wine vessel (poteiron). Schematically rendered
architecture offers the background to the scene and the figures are shown in dramatic,
dance-like poses; they seem to be floating in the air. The palette is dark, its prevalent
colours being red, green and blue; it seems that the icon’s colour range, as well as the
physiognomic types, are considerably archaised. The manner of rendering the faces is very
characteristic due to the shape of the heads, which are mostly seen en trois quarts, with
convex foreheads and chins. On this basis, it can be assumed that the icon comes from
some northern workshop. The rendering of the apostles Paul and Andrew is, however,
untypical and inexplicable: they are both shown in profile, which in icon painting was
effectively not performed in reference to positive characters. Inscriptions which identify
the apostles are placed above them, rendered in cinnabar; above Christ, there is the Old
Believer monogram IC XC in dark brown paint, and the name of the representation, “Last
Supper”, is found in the top field, written in red decorative Cyrillic lettering (vyaz’).

Another representation that deserves attention is found in the upper part of the royal
doors dated to the first half of the 18th century, originally from the house of prayer in
Wojnowo, now held by the Museum of Varmia and Masuria in Olsztyn (85 x 95 cm, inv. no.
145 OMO) (Kobrzeniecka-Sikorska 1993, cat. no. 65, pp. 178-79) (Figure 2). It consists of
two representations of Christ behind two altars distributing the Holy Gifts to the apostles.
On the left-hand side, on the altar (prestol), there is a chalice and liturgical bread, and the
first apostle in the row is Saint Peter. On the right-hand side, Christ is giving wine from a
vessel to the first apostle, who is Saint Paul. The figures of Christ are surrounded with a
mandorla and provided with the traditional Christological monogram IC XC. Orthodox
church architecture serves as the background to both scenes. On each altar there is an eight-
armed cross symbolically placed on the Golgotha, with the head of Adam at its feet and the
instruments of Passion on its two sides. The two scenes are separated by a representation
of the Lord of Hosts with the youthful Christ on his chest and the dove between them;
thus, it is a Trinitarian image. Above the images of Christ, there are inscriptions: “Take
and eat of it, all of you: this is my body, which is broken for you for the remission of sins”
(on the right) and “Drink of it, all of you: this is my blood, which is shed for you and for
many, for the remission of sins” (on the left). The form of the representation, the contrasting
palette and the somewhat fantastic architecture bring to mind the 17th-century art of the
Volga Valley. The whole object seems to refer to representations of the Communion of the
Apostles placed above the royal door deriving from the 16th-century Novgorod milieu (Iz
kollektsiy 1993) or from the 16th- and 17th-century products of the Stroganov and Ustyug
schools of icon painting (Antonova 1966, cat. no. 58); those representations featured two
figures of Christ above two altars. A similar edition of the theme functioned among the Old
Believers, as demonstrated by, for instance, an icon most probably dating from the first half
of the 17th century, but later submitted to restoration work in an Old Believer milieu, now
held by the Museum of Russian Icons (inv. no. CM-44). The image of Christ distributing
the eucharistic bread to the apostles is there accompanied by the same text as seen on the
Wojnowo icon.
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Figure 2. The upper part of the royal doors, Russia, first half of the 18th century, Museum of Varmia

and Masuria in Olsztyn.
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The icon from the Olsztyn Museum is particularly important, since its provenance
from the Priestless Old Believer house of prayer (molenna) in Wojnowo is well documented.
This shows that representations of the Communion of the Apostles could be placed in the
houses of prayer belonging to this particular group, as could the royal door of which this
icon forms a part. The assumption that the icon came to the Wojnowo molenna “by accident”
does not seem a good explanation of its presence there (cf. Kobrzeniecka-Sikorska 1993,
p- 178), since a royal door was a relatively frequent feature of such houses of prayer (cf.,
e.g., the 18th-century Description of the Vygo-Leksin Hermitage in Yukhimenko 2008, p. 88).
They can still be seen in active Priestless Old Believer houses of prayer; for instance, an
icon of the Communion of the Apostles is found above the royal door in the iconostasis of
the Pokrov molenna in Serpukhov (Figure 3) used by the Fedoseevtsy Old Believers. In its
centre, similarly to the Wojnowo icon, it has a Trinitarian image, although in this case it is
one of the Old Testament Trinity (cf. Image of Orthodox Church icon, mid-19th c. Pivovarova
2017, p. 10).

Figure 3. Interior of the Pokrov house of prayer in Serpukhov. Photo: archive of author.

The above iconography reflects the passage from the Gospel relating how the sacra-
ment of the Eucharist was instituted during the Last Supper. However, the icons show two
figures of Christ, one distributing the eucharistic bread to the apostles, the other distributing
the wine. One of the participants in this act is, contrary to the biblical testimony, the apostle
Paul, whereas Judas, also contrary to the Gospel text, is absent. Considering the presence
of the altar, or altars, the space represented in the icon can be assumed to be sacred. The
dogmatic sense of the image is parallel to the liturgical ritual, in which the distribution of
the Holy Gifts each time recalls and actualises the occasion described in the Gospel. This
role is described in the Liturgy of Saint Basil, in a prayer recited during the Cherubic Hymn
(cherubikon), in the following way: “You [Christ] are the one who offers and who is offered,
who accepts and [who] is distributed” (Walter 1982, p. 208), or, in the extended version, in
the homily of Cyril of Jerusalem: “I see a child who brings to Earth a sacrifice according to
the Law, but who receives in heaven the pious sacrifices of all. [I see him] on the cherubic
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throne, seated as is becoming to God. He himself is offered and purified; he himself offers
and purifies all; he is the offering and he is archpriest” (Walter 1982, p. 210).

Images of the Communion of the Apostles are attested in the 6th century (Bobrik 2000,
p- 526; Krueger 2014, pp. 112-13), which according to Bobrik may be associated with the
emergence of the Liturgy of the Great Church in Constantinople, in which the theme of
Jerusalem as the place of Christ’s sacrifice played a significant role (Bobrik 2000, p. 540, cf.
Taft 1980-1981). Although the oldest preserved representations are in miniature painting or
in craft products, in the post-iconoclastic period they clearly dominate in mural painting as
scenes intended for the sanctuaries of churches. Christopher Walter pointed to the contrast
between the historical image of the Last Supper and the theological, symbolic Communion
of the Apostles, which demonstrated the meaning of the liturgy (Walter 1982, p. 185; cf.
Felmy 1999, pp. 259-61). It may be assumed that those representations became popular in
mural painting as a result of the controversy that arose at the Synod of Constantinople in
1156, which pertained to the mystery of the Eucharist and the role played in it by Christ
serving as the priest and concurrently being the sacrifice at it (Townsley 1974, pp. 138-39).
According to Sharon Gerstel, the manner of its presentation—for instance, the fact that the
scene did not show the wine being proffered with the help of a spoon—of the image of
the Communion of the Apostles referred to the experience of clergymen, not lay believers
(Gerstel 1999, pp. 56-59).

The theme of the Communion of the Apostles, frequently undertaken in mural paint-
ing, was much more rare in the iconography of Russian panel painting, where the mystic
sacrifice was usually represented by the icon of the Old Testament Holy Trinity (Sulikowska
2016, pp. 123-56). It may be assumed that the earliest instances of this theme being used in
Russian panel painting date from the 15th century (Bobrik 2000, p. 526). In that period, two
icons with images of the apostles receiving the eucharistic bread and wine were placed in
the row of festival icons (Sarab’yanov and Smirnova 2007, Figure 428). The theme is present
in the programmes of Novgorod royal doors in the first half of the 15th century (Antonova
and Mneva 1963, Figure 67, cat. no. 53) and in the end of the same century, as well as in the
first years of the following century (Saltykov 1989, Figure 25; Novgorodskaya ikona 1983,
cat. no. 133, 173, 175) and also in the icons placed above royal doors throughout the 15th
and 16th centuries (Antonova and Mneva 1963, fig. 185, cat. no. 226; 1z kollektsiy 1993, cat.
no. 373.); at the turn of the 16th century, this theme became popular in the Stroganov and
Ustyug schools (Antonova 1966, Figure 76, cat. no. 58).

The Communion of the Apostles does not refer to the historical narrative but consti-
tutes a metaphysical image (Felmy 1999, p. 288). It can be understood as a representation
that unifies the two levels of conducting a liturgy: the terrestrial and the celestial one
(Bychkov 1995, p. 200). In the context of its placement on the royal doors, according to
Bobrik, its role was crucial, since, as it presented the promise of the heavenly altar, which
the believers would approach in the paradisiacal reality, it was a eucharistic image that
was concurrently endowed with an eschatological dimension (Bobrik 2000, pp. 533-34).
It offered, as Alexander Schmemann put it, a perspective “perceptible only spiritually—a
passing over into another level” (Schmemann 1988, p. 159).

The essential question is in what way the theme of the Communion of the Apostles
can be referred to the idea of the Old Believer movement, especially considering that in
their milieu it seems to have appeared relatively rarely. It is worth pointing out that while
many communities ultimately decided to renounce liturgy, in the late 17th and early 18th
century, the movement’s spiritual leaders understood its importance and the dangers posed
by that renunciation (Crummey 2011, pp. 123-24). For instance, in his Story of the Solovetsky
Fathers and Martyrs, Semen Denisov described how, when the Solovetsky Monastery was
besieged by the tsar’s army, the monks who retained the “old rite” were conducting the
liturgy with tears in their eyes (Yesipov 1861, p. 26). In the face of danger, Old Believers
on the Vyg conducted similar, very emotional communal prayers, but they no longer
conducted any communal liturgy (Smirnov 1910, p. 656), and this was the practice fervently
encouraged in the adjurations of the Vyg elders (e.g., Yukhimenko 2008, II, pp. 24-25,
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28-29, 59-60). According to Robert Crummey, communal manifestations of the cult were
more important in that milieu than individual piety (Crummey 2011, p. 124). It must
be remembered, however, that while the Old Believers were usually forced to keep to
private cult, they quite quickly reconciled themselves to the fact, as perfectly illustrated by
Archpriest Avvakum’s recommendation that the believers should, if necessary, conduct the
liturgy individually in front of the holy icons (Zhitie protopopa Avvakuma 1979, pp. 37-38;
Sulikowska-Betczowska 2019).

This was the conduct adopted by the melchisedeks, a small splinter group of the Priest-
less Old Believers described by Archimandrite Paul in the late 19th century. In the evening,
they would place bread and wine in front of the icons in order to receive them. After
the evening and morning prayers, as the Holy Gifts, for they were thus sanctified (Pavel
1905, p. 70; Tarasov 1997, pp. 152-53). It is clear that, in this case, the icons served in
place of the priests, of whom the communities were deprived, and that they mediated
between the believers and God. A similar role was played by the icons among some of the
netovtsy, known as the “deaf” ones (glukha netovshchina), who practiced confession before
the images, during which the sins were entrusted to icons (Pavel 1905, p. 74; Smirnov 1895,
p- 121; Tarasov 1997, p. 152). However, it was precisely among the melchisedeks that the
icons achieved a very special status, and their presence was perceived as sanctifying and
ensuring the transubstantiation of the bread and wine into the Holy Gifts. A conviction
that the clergy was superfluous, and that priesthood (sometimes called “Melchizedek’s
priesthood”) was, in a way, generally obtainable, was reportedly quite frequent in the
19th-century Old Believer milieus (Kablits 1881, pp. 70-71) and is still encountered today.

4. The Spiritual Eucharist

In this context, the question should be posed how exactly the Old Believers understood
the liturgical image of the Communion of the Apostles, a representation that centres on
the act of communion (prichastie), that is, the acceptance of the eucharistic bread and
wine. Certainly, being “people of the book”, they knew the Gospel and the old Orthodox
literature and derived their convictions mostly from those. It is interesting to note, however,
what conclusions may be drawn from the perusal of those 18th and 19th-century sources,
which were the most generally known in their milieu. Two important texts of a normative
nature, ones that were of key didactic value to the communities, are especially worth
noting, namely the Answers of Deacon Alexander, also known as Deacon’s Answers (Otvety
Aleksandra Diakona/Diakonovy otvety, 1719. Otvety Aleksandra Diakona 1906), and the
Pomorian Answers (Pomorskie otvety, 1723. Pomorskie otvety 1911). In this respect, as in
many others, those texts focus on detailed issues rather than general ones. The Deacon’s
Answers points to the difference in the cross as seen on the old and new-rite eucharistic
bread (Otvety Aleksandra Diakona 1906, p. 47; esp. Answer 80 and the following) and
scrupulously identifies Nikonite divergences from the liturgical tradition, referring to such
issues as the sanctification of the church, the correct form of the antimension (consecrated
cloth) and the necessity of placing an eileton (cloth kept under the Gospel book), cross
and icons on the altar (Otvety Aleksandra Diakona 1906, pp. 84-87). It is not difficult to
obtain the impression that the authors of the Pomorian Answers did not attempt to deal with
the general meaning of the liturgy but focused on the main points of the reforms instead:
the division of the eucharistic bread into five parts instead of seven (Pomorskie otvety
1911, pp. 407-8, 412, further on: p. 427) and the sign of the cross on the eucharistic bread
(Pomorskie otvety 1911, pp. 414, 429). Debated in detail in didactic literature, those issues
featured also as main topics in didactic prints (Itkina 1992, pp. 57-60, cat. no. 5-6, 61, 103);
they did not, however, directly impact the iconography of cult images (Figures 4 and 5).

In the answer to a question about the Eucharist as found in the Pomorian Answers, the
Old Believers pointed out that Christ had said: “Who eats my flesh and drinks my blood
abides in me, and I in him” (Pomorskie otvety 1911, p. 558). To the Priestless Old Believers,
the sanctity of the Eucharist was obvious, but they also believed that in the times of the
Antichrist it could not be conducted (cf. Zenkovskiy 1995, p. 464). In the Deacon’s Answers,
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it is said that those living “in the deserts, in the mountains and in the wilds”, practising
chastity and keeping to the “old faith”, “do not need a church, or a place, they make a
church for themselves through blessed acts” (Answer 24; Otvety Aleksandra Diakona 1906,
p. 208). In the context of the Eucharist, the most important passage in the Pomorian Answers
is the discussion of the condition of those believers who cannot receive it (Answer 104,
Pomorskie otvety 1911, p. 561). This answer describes the option of a spiritual communion
available to those who have pure hearts and conduct themselves well. The true evil, it
is pointed out, is not a renunciation of the Eucharist caused by external circumstances,
but its acceptance without contrition and spiritual purification (Pomorskie otvety 1911,
pp- 563-64).
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Figure 4. Old rite. Popular print of Old Believers, 19th c. Published in ‘Izbornik Narodnoy gazety’ (1906).

Saint Mary of Egypt, who lived alone in the desert for forty-seven years and who
“owing to good deeds” spiritually “accepted Christ into herself”, is given as an affirmative
example of the spiritual communion. The next example is Theoktiste, who lived for
thirty years on an island (Lesbos) and “did not receive communion with her mouth”, but
spiritually. The stances subsequently shown as commendable are those represented by
Mark and Peter, two hermits of Mount Athos who lived in seclusion, “seeing no man”, for
fifty-three years, as well as many other hermits who “had neither a church nor a priest”.
Each of them “lived a life full of devotion, repented for their sins and committed good
deeds” (Pomorskie otvety 1911, pp. 559-60). The Pomorian Answers refer to the authorities
of Church tradition, e.g., Saint Ephrem’s commendation of recluses who, living “in the
mountains and in the wilds”, sanctified themselves and brought salvation to the world.
There is also a sizable reference to the writings of Saint Cyprian regarding the believers
who attended the Lord’s table spiritually. When deprived of access to the “Lord’s table”,
persecuted believers who led a holy life “themselves became a living sacrifice” (Pomorskie
otvety 1911, p. 561). In order to be worthy of the spiritual Eucharist, the Old Believers were
to live in chastity, avoid sin and believe in the teachings of their community, which meant
staying away from the official Orthodox Church.
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Figure 5. New rite. Popular print of Old Believers, 19th c. Published in ‘Izbornik Narodnoy gazety’ (1906).

Recommendations contained in the Pomorian Answers could be accepted in priestless
communities and were treated there as pointing out a path for believers deprived of the
chance to take the Eucharist. It is worth pointing out, however, that sources originating
from the milieus of the priestly Old Believers, who retained a full liturgy with the Eucharist
but for whom access to those was not at all easy owing to the distances between the
communities and to the persecutions that could make it impossible for the believers to
participate in ordinary practices, also describe the spiritual acceptance of the Eucharist;
cases in point are Gennady and his disciple James. The latter described how his spiritual
father was at night visited by angels, one bearing a paten (diskos), the other a chalice
(poteiron), to give communion to the hermits—precisely because the holy elder had no
other chance of receiving it (Smirnov 1898, p. 169). In the 19th century, the conviction that
whoever lived according to the precepts of the Old Believer rite took the Eucharist every
day became widespread in Old Believer communities (Kablits 1881, pp. 71-72). It can,
therefore, be assumed that the notion of “spiritual Eucharist” taken by the believers owing
to their “pure hearts” was fully accepted in the ideologies of various Old Believer groups.

In the Pomorian Answers, a large chapter devoted to the taking of the Eucharist is
followed by the two final chapters of the treatise (Answers 105 and 106), which pertain to
the event the Old Believers ardently awaited, namely the Last Judgement. The text closes
with an expression of the conviction that at the end of times those faithful to the “old-rite”
Church, together with those who had constituted it over the centuries, would “obtain
communion [and] eternal joy unto the end of times” (Pomorskie otvety 1911, p. 581).

The Pomorian Answers shed new light onto the meaning that the Old Believer commu-
nities may have ascribed to the images of saints receiving spiritual communion, especially
Saint Mary of Egypt, who was very popular in Old Believer icons (Chugreeva 1998, p. 393,
no. 2, Figure 2; Kobrzeniecka-Sikorska 1993, cat. no. 33, 48). Representations of the Com-
munion of the Apostles, which were exceptional and quite rare among the Old Believers,
referred to a communal religious experience and not to private devotion, which was the
most common Old Believer experience. Representations discussed in this article were most
probably placed in the houses of prayer, on the eastern wall, in the same place where the
royal door was located; in fact, those icons frequently constituted a part of the royal door.



Religions 2022, 13, 50 12 of 14

In this part of the house of prayer, they could have been a sui generis memento of the
Liturgy of the Faithful. They may have played a role of images motivating people toward
spiritual communion, which to the Old Believers was a genuine stipulation of spiritual
life. However, these icons were also a token of the future communal supper in which the
faithful were to join after the impending end of the world; the end of the world that the
Old Believers ardently awaited and after which they expected to return to the divine altar
and thus also to the liturgy and the Eucharist.

5. Conclusions

The Old Believers’ attitude toward the liturgy and the Eucharist was shaped by
their vision of the world, especially by their convictions relating to eschatology. The Old
Believers refused to participate in the life and the rituals of the official Orthodox Church
which, as they believed, had been taken over by the Antichrist; to most of them, the
Eucharist became an experience that was not connected with ritual. Consequently, the
very understanding of this sacrament by the Old Believers (especially the priestless group)
underwent a fundamental change—in their circles, it came to be understood mainly in a
spiritual context. This meant a radical change in religious life and unavoidably impacted
religious convictions and practices, the manner of understanding icons, as well as their
functioning; this was true especially in reference to icons pertaining to liturgical themes.
Some images began to be imbued with new meanings, and in some cases the manner in
which a representation was perceived underwent a transformation; one of those is the
Communion of the Apostles.

While they declared their attachment to tradition and made it their core existential
aim, the Old Believers needed to alter many of their customs, while others they began
to see differently than their ancestors. Despite the absence of the eucharistic liturgy, the
Old Believers nevertheless managed to retain a strong community spirit (Robson 1995,
pp- 41-52) and, paradoxically, to many groups their lack of full liturgy became an element
that promoted cohesion, providing an element for constructing their separate and difficult
identity. An analysis of Old Believer icons not only in the context of their relation to the
Old Russian past, but also through the Old Believers” own literature and their religious
experience, makes it possible to perceive the distinct character of those works when seen
against the backdrop of Orthodox religious art. In addition, when this perception is adopted,
it becomes clear that the future research on Old Believer icons must take into consideration
not only how various groups maintained the tradition and related to it, but also how, when
altering their religious life, they also altered their art.
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