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Since the late years of the USSR, a new religious movement has gained momentum in Russia
which seeks to return to the ancient faith of the Slavic peoples and to revive the pagan traditions
that once embraced vast expanses of Eurasia. The Rodnoverie or "Native Faith" movement has
emerged as a constellation of diverse religio-spiritual, philosophical, socio-cultural, and political
currents whose identities and dynamics have continued to draw attention within the religious
landscape of the post-Soviet space. At the same time, the Slavic pagan revival has figured as
part of a larger global trend of concerns with cultural identity in the twenty-first century.In this
unprecedented collection of studies, translated into English for the first time, one of Russia's
leading scholars of Slavic paganism, Dr. Roman Shizhensky, explores the macrocosms and
microcosms of contemporary Slavic pagan ideas, figures, practices, and trends from a diverse
array of perspectives. From theoretical deliberations on key terminology to comparative studies
of doctrines and movements, from sociological portraits and direct interviews with pagan figures
to analyses of symbols and art, Shizhensky presents a colorful palette of approaches to
paganism in contemporary Russia and Europe.
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FROM THE TRANSLATOR AND PUBLISHER The present volume, Slavic Paganism Today:
Between Ideas and Practice, consists of 21 articles by one of the Russian Federation’s leading
scholars of contemporary Slavic paganism, Dr. Roman Shizhensky. These studies were
originally published in Russian in various journals, anthologies, conference proceedings, and



online resources between 2008 and 2020. Until now, only one has ever been translated into
English.1Introducing such a compilation is conventionally the prerogative of an established
academician in the corresponding field(s) who takes upon themself the task of reviewing textual
precedents, contextualizing the studies at hand within ongoing scholarly debates and
developments, and suggesting ways in which such a publication might contribute to an array of
peer-reviewed cumulations. According to custom, such a book can then safely be shelved
amongst preceding bibliographies and impending reviews, citations, critiques, and
developments. The present book, as a culminating compilation of a reputed scholar’s research
and contributions within a multidisciplinary field, undoubtedly, by all means deserves such a
comprehensive “encircling” by competent scholars. Here, however, I would instead like to, within
the purview of PRAV Publishing and as this volume’s translator, draw attention to several
somewhat broader perspectives concerning this book’s publication and relevance.First and
foremost, Slavic Paganism Today: Between Ideas and Practice is, above all, a work of
translation. On one level, this is a compilation of studies by a Russian scholar translated from the
latter’s native Russian into English for consultation by Anglophone scholars and readers.
Without a doubt, the newfound availability of Dr. Shizhensky’s studies in translation will fill an
ever-present, considerable gap of literature and concepts in translation. This seemingly
elementary, self-evident level is in fact of considerable significance: the deeply rooted fact
remains that the direction of translations between the Russian and English-language worlds of
scholarship and literature remains overwhelmingly in favor of the latter. In the 21st century, any
translation in the other direction bears a certain sorely-needed refreshing of perspective and
balancing of trajectory, introducing “new” nuances, reflections, and questions. This, moreover, is
inextricable from yet another level, namely, the possibility, or rather question, of attempting to
translate the terminology, frameworks, styles, discourses, and interests of one world of historico-
cultural reflection into another. Slavic Paganism Today is fundamentally an attempted work of
translating studies of terminologies, ideas, and trends which hail from one cultural, linguistic,
religious world into another with its own respective historical baggage of semantics and
categorizations, a process which is forever beset by incorrect equivalencies, misperceived
analogies, and uniquenesses lacking established standards. It would be misleading, therefore,
to preface this collection, like English-language studies of the Slavic world in general, otherwise
than as a “work-in-translation”, or rather “work-towards-translation.” How else, after all, is one to
characterize an attempt to translate into English studies on Slavic-Russian religious language,
rites, symbols, and concepts which are in their homeland the whole constituent subjects of the
relevant fields of scholarship and debates themselves, including down to the very level of
etymology and semantics? On the level of translation, therefore, the proposed subtitle of this
volume, Between Ideas and Practice, is faithful to its context.Secondly, this volume is in fact
many possible books in one. Many of these articles could very well be expanded into
monographs on their own. Moreover, the diversity of readers of this book is bound to take it in
different forms and directions. Historians of Slavic pre-Christian religion, researchers of “neo-



pagan” currents and their permutations, comparative mythologists, linguists, sociologists, and
scholars of 20th and 21st-century post-Soviet culture, politics, etc., will necessarily read this
book differently from one another, as well as from pagans themselves, curious newcomers to the
subject of Slavic religion and culture, and other audiences bound to extract from these pages
different threads than those grasped by known and unknown others. This is practically ensured
by the very diversity of the present volume: in this collection, Dr. Shizhensky approaches the
study of contemporary Slavic paganism from a wide spectrum of theoretical and methodological
perspectives and with a no less diverse array of topical subjects, ranging from individual pagan
figures to multilevel communities, from cinema, symbols, and rituals to specific creeds and
macro- and microcosmic trends. It is this simultaneous plurality of approaches to contemporary
Slavic paganism and the diverse outlets of its themes which, in our opinion, make this volume a
valuable collection of source material and reflection for all in and between.The latter two
dimensions stand behind the “unorthodox” structure of this volume. The 21 texts presented here,
selected for this publication by the author, have been organized not in terms of chronology or
methodological contiguity, but rather into four thematic “blocs” under the titles “Conceptualizing
Contemporary Slavic Paganism in Russia”, “Landmarks of Contemporary Pagan Faith”,
“Symbols and Rituals”, and “The Pagan Alternative.” This arrangement has been projected not
as a strict “segregation” nor in any form of linear progression, but as a relatively flexible flow
between different dimensions of the “contemporary Slavic pagan experience.” To maintain both
the “polycentricity” and the “unity” of the studies compiled here, footnotes and references have
been left with their respective articles, while a selected bibliography encompassing the
exemplary source bases of all of the texts has been organized at the end of the volume.Thirdly,
we arrive at the very subject of the book at hand. This volume’s publication finds itself amidst a
widely-recognized underrepresentation, or rather sheer lack of works in the English language on
historical and contemporary Slavic paganism in comparison to many - or, as some might
suspect with fair grounds, any - other paganisms and religious studies. Here it is worth recalling
that “the first consolidated publication of all the available sources of Slavic paganism”2 and the
first ever such volume in English is only now being released by Brill.3 This situation led the editor
of the (rather tellingly makeshift) volume New Researches on the Religion and Mythology of the
Pagan Slavs to remark as recently as 2019: “Nothing serious, for decades, has appeared in
English concerning the mythology of the pagan Slavs.”4 Meanwhile, the number of English-
language scholarly anthologies and fully-fledged monographs dedicated to contemporary Slavic
paganism remains countable on one hand.5 In an equally few number of cases, articles on
various cases of contemporary Slavic paganism are “tagged along” in anthologies on other
“neopagan zones”, all the while as, to quote Kaarina Aitamurto’s remark in the introduction to her
dissertation published as Paganism, Traditionalism, Nationalism: Narratives of Russian
Rodnoverie, “Despite many similarities, contemporary Paganism in Russia proved to be in
several ways quite different from Western Paganism.”6 This comes in addition to the fact noted
by the Russian pagan philosopher Askr Svarte (Evgeny Nechkasov) - clearly confirmable by a



perusal of any online bookstore - that many Slavic pagan publications which have been
“exported” into English, including some of those studied in academic literature, represent “those
same pseudo-pagan speculations which adequate and competent representatives of
Rodnoverie (Native Faith) here in Russia have been struggling against for many years.”7 If such
pamphlets are easily accessible to English-language readers, then the few scholarly studies
available in English on Slavic paganism are confined to the restricted domains of academic
publishers, specialist journals, and rare collections which remain generally inaccessible and
often unaffordable to the much broader circles of those interested in the religious heritage of one
of the world’s rich cultural-linguistic families and its contemporary spiritual seekers. In this
context, Dr. Shizhensky’s Slavic Paganism Today is being made available in the spirit of an
orientation which in the Slavicspeaking world is known as “scholarly-popular.”These grander
contexts and this scholarly-popular orientation shaped the specifics of the procedure adhered to
over the course of this volume’s translation. Recognizing at once the prevailing lack of rigorous
studies on Slavic paganism, the de facto absence of precedents for countless questions of
translation, as well as the broad interest in this world of inquiry being made accessible, I have
pursued a middle ground between heavy-handed translator’s interjections and strict “scientific”
transliteration systems on the one hand, and loose, familiar “renderings” on the other. On this
note, sincere thanks are due to John Stachelski of Yale University’s Department of Slavic
Languages and Literature for editing this volume with an eye towards ensuring its “scholarly-
popular” balance.It is in light of and for all of the above-mentioned directions that PRAV
Publishing presents Roman Shizhensky’s Slavic Paganism Today: Between Ideas and Practice.-
Jafe Arnold,PRAV Publishing9 January 2021 

AUTHOR’S PREFACESlavic paganism is one of the most interesting worldview phenomena of
our time.8 Yet, problems with studying this phenomenon had already begun, so to speak, “as
soon as the hero entered Baba Yaga’s hut.” Since the late 1970s, scholars have not been able to
arrive at a unified opinion not only on classifying pagan groups and their orientations, but also
the terminology of this movement and its chronology of emergence. Considering the reasons
why an individual joins the pagan social world and examining the particularities of their creed,
ritual practices, and attributes is left in second place. As follows, the appearance of researchers
at holiday festivals and attempts at reaching new associations and individual pagans are often
met with hostility. People wait for the “catch” and expect uncomfortable questions from scholars. I
have probably been lucky in this regard, and I was pleasantly surprised when the majority of
youngpagan (mladoiazychniki) groups not only responded to the survey questionnaires of our
research laboratory9, which were short-term, one-time actions, but also agreed to longer-term
cooperation and, what’s more, even granted us full access to their archives!Note should be
made of the fact that in the new pagans’ mythology and holiday-ritual complexes, there is much
more than pure constructing emerging as a result of the loss of first-hand sources; there are also
attempts at reconstructing “the original ancestral paganism.” For the sake of realizing this



utopian project, even ethnic belonging, which has long been an axiomatic postulate, recedes
into the background. The young pagans mix different traditions without issue, by virtue of which
archaism emerges as equal to truth. Accordingly, the so-called Rodnover can easily wear Thor’s
hammer while covering his body with Permian animal style tattoos, playing the jaw harp, etc. In
addition to this worldview and “practical” syncretism, yet another particularity which has drawn
scholars’ attention to paganism can be highlighted, namely, the development of this
phenomenon precisely amidst urban culture. What compels a metropolitan resident in the 21st
century to bang on a tambourine and jump over a bonfire? Scholars should be able to answer
this question.The development of paganism today is, no matter how strange such may sound,
directly dependent upon its fragmentation. The vast majority of Native Faith community leaders
have spoken in favor of the movement’s decentralization and the impermissibility of the
emergence of dogma and the creation of one “pagan church.” This chosen “course” has allowed
for partial rebranding and the shifting of a series of emphases in both the worldview and practice
of the new pagans. For instance, the ideological project of the “Shuynyi put’” (“Left-Hand Path”)
launched in 2010, which I have evaluated as a pagan reform (a modern, exaggerated analogue
of the reform of 980), has allowed for the movement to not only draw in youth from the
quasipagan milieu - the potential “flock” of adjacent new religious movements - but also
significantly expand the geographical distribution of followers (into Siberia and the Volga region)
as well as launch new readings of “tradition” (such as “magical cosmopolitanism” and “primitive
paganism”). Finally, the “Shuynyi put’” has partially contributed to the individualization of
religious practices and, as a consequence, the mass discovery of definite sacred space (temple
complexes).In characterizing Russian paganism at the present stage of its development,
attention should also be paid to its structural changes. “New school” formations have been
added to the “standard” strata of communities, unions of communities, confederations,
settlements, pagan families, conferences, and lone ideologues. Some of the ideologists who
previously figured among respondents have moved into the status of being interviewers and
engaged in their own studies. Internet resources headed by pagan bloggers are also actively
developing, bringing together relevant global information about the worldview under
consideration. A specialized school is also in operation, the graduates of which have founded
around 30 new communities. Pagans have since made it onto the “big screen”, participating in
polemics with representatives of the world confessions. Syncretic Veche fellowships are also
taking shape, uniting representatives of different orientations. All of the above testifies to the
absence of a process of stagnation in today’s variation of Slavic paganism.In my opinion, over
the course of its development in the near future, contemporary Slavic paganism will not move
beyond the scope of its diasporic functioning and existence - it will remain a “worldview for its
own.” However, large holiday festival events (such as the summer solstice) with definitive
scenarios and ethnic coloring continue to draw dozens and hundreds of ordinary people, which,
without a doubt, will contribute to paganism’s broadening “way to the people.” Due to the number
of those who “vacation” at such “ethno-grillouts”, we cannot judge the actual number of “Native



Faith” adherents. The festival ends, and then what?Contemporary Slavic paganism’s lack of
mainstream traits at the present stage is at once a problem and a way out of this problem. Slavic
ethnica is still too young. If we were to attempt to describe this phenomenon’s level of
development with one term, then the most fitting of all would be a definition borrowed from one
of the “natural sciences”, botany: “prolification”, or the sprouting of a flower out of another that
has finished its development. It is altogether difficult to determine how and where 21st-century
Slavic nativism will “sprout” further. A number of communities, unions, and circles are now in a
stage of developing their worldview bases, amidst which some have already decided on a range
of tasks and a program for life in Russian reality while others are undergoing a stage of division.
In other words, paganism is now more “interim” than invariant, which is to say that it finds itself in
a formative process - but this does not mean that such will always be the case.I hope that the
present publication will allow readers to immerse themselves into the world of contemporary
Slavic paganism and familiarize themselves with the peculiarities of this worldview, its holiday-
ritual practices, the structure and attributes of young-pagan associations, and the philosophy of
the ideologists of this movement.- Dr. Roman ShizhenskyImmanuel Kant Baltic Federal
UniversityKaliningrad12 December 2020  

                 I. CONCEPTUALIZING CONTEMPORARY SLAVIC PAGANISM IN RUSSIA 

RUSSIAN PAGANISM IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY: IDEOLOGISTS, ORGANIZATIONS,
TRENDS10Besides the traditional presence of the world religions, the religious space of the
Russian Federation in the second decade of the 21st century is characterized by an
“inflorescence” of new religious movements. One of the most vivid manifestations of this new
religiosity is contemporary Russian paganism. Let us note that from a chronological standpoint
this phenomenon is nothing new, either for Soviet or post-Soviet Russia, and in fact, is presently
passing its 40th anniversary.11 Yet, the peculiarity of the Russian variant of this movement,
previously noted by the author in 2011 as characterized by “worldview-prolification” (akin to the
growth of one plant out of another which has completed its growth), is hyper-relevant in the
present time.12 Twenty-first century Russian polytheism (pantheism, supremotheism, etc.)
represents a kaleidoscope of personalities, trends, and ideologies which have generated en
masse the sporadic phenomenon of constructed “young paganism” (mladoiazychestvo).Despite
this movement’s propensity for endless transformations, the statistically average Russian pagan
retains a “constant portrait.” As a result of the comparative analysis of questionnaire surveys
conducted in 2014 and 2015 - a study facilitated by the research team of the “New Religious
Movements in Contemporary Russia and Europe” laboratory of Kozma Minin Nizhny Novgorod
State Pedagogical University, which aimed to determine the social portrait of members of the
contemporary pagan movement - the following conclusions can be drawn: first of all, the
question of gender affiliation showed that the male component is predominant at Kupala
festivals: 138 (59%) of the total number of respondents in 2014 and 257 (60%) in 2015 were



male. Secondly, the most prevalent age among adepts of the pagan worldview was 31. Thirdly,
the question of education level revealed that the overwhelming majority of respondents had
higher education. Fourthly, in the sphere of professional employment, the most widespread
occupation was a middle-management position. Fifthly and finally, the most common answer to
the question of the contemporary pagan’s place of residence was “city of federal significance”,
which confirms the scholarly community’s thesis that this movement has emerged out of the
urban environment.13The function of the singular regulator shaping the foundation of the
worldview of a particular association is, as in most new religious movements, assumed by the
leader of the community - the zhrets (“priest”), volkhv14, or verkhovod (“high-leader”).15
According to the data of questionnaire surveys conducted among participants of the Kupala
festival held in the area of Ignatyevskoe village in the Maloyaroslavets district of the Kaluga
region in 2015, out of the five answer options of “religious”, “administrative”, “household-
economic” (khoziastvennaia), “informational” and “other”, the average respondents of pagan
communities attached priority to the leadership function in the following way: the largest number
of pagans pointed to the religious function as the determining type of activity. This answer was
preferred by 179 out of 429 respondents, amounting to 41.7%. In second place, in the opinion of
the movement’s adepts, is the informational role. This position was voted for by 89 (20.7%) of
respondents. Fortyfour (10.3%) identified the dominant function of the community leader to be
administrative. In last place was the economic role of the pagan “chief.” Thirty-nine (9.1%) of
respondents present at the festival chose the latter. It is also noteworthy that 69 (16.1%) of
respondents proposed their own alternative variants for describing the “leadership function.” The
most interesting of these responses, in our opinion, included the following: “the community
leader is both father, brother, and prince”, “sexual education”, “religio-social”, “peacekeeping”,
“traditional”, “vedovskaia”16, and “ethico-moral.”17As such universal and “indispensable” figures
reflecting the movement as a whole, determining association leaders’ range of reasons for
coming to paganism is therefore of extreme importance. An online survey posing the question
“Why did I become a pagan?” was conducted among leaders of Slavic communities between 7
May 2015 and 16 April 2016. The survey engaged 25 respondents (21 men and four women)
representing the following unions, communities, and associations: the Veles Circle (Velesov
Krug), the Union of Slavic Communities of Slavic Native Faith (Soiuz Slavianskikh Obshchin
Slavianskoi Rodnoi Very), Great Fire (Velikii Ogon’), the Circle of Pagan Tradition (Krug
Iazycheskoi Traditsii), the Union of Venedi (Soiuz Venedov), Troesvet, Svetovid, the Koliada of
the Vyatichi, Landmark of Veles (Velesovo Urochishche), Land of Dazhdbog (Zemlia
Dazhd’boga), Rodunitsa, Khorovod, the Slavic Circle, the Svarozhichi, Svarte Aske (“Black
Ash”), and Heritage (Nasledie). In addition, this open question was answered by representatives
of the pagan or sympathetic press, such as the publishing house Russkaia Pravda (“Russian
Truth”), the newspaper Rodnye prostory (“Native Expanses”), and Za Russkoe delo (“For the
Russian Cause”). In geographical terms, the survey was participated in by citizens of the
Russian Federation (from Moscow, Saint Petersburg, Novosibirsk, Krasnoyarsk, Ryazan,



Kaluga, Rybinsk, and Perm), Slovenia (Ljubljana), Czechia (Prague), Ukraine (Zhitomir), and the
Republic of Belarus (Minsk). The responses received over the course of the interviews were
categorized into the following blocs:(1) “It is fate or destiny to be born a pagan (e.g. a
rodnover)”18, (2) national self-consciousness, (3) spiritual seeking, (4) the adoption of faith
thanks to a friend or outside person, and (5) family influence.19According to this survey, the
foremost reasons influencing respondents’ choice of worldview were fate/destiny and national
self-consciousness. It should be noted that this choice by the religious group in question is in
line with the established pattern. The “passionarity” and “excessivity” (notions presently being
operationalized and developed by the scholar of religion L.I. Grigoryeva) of group leaders is
manifest in the constitution of their own re-mythologized worldview, their consciousness of their
pagan “I.” The latter, without a doubt, includes elements of escapism, if not rooted in such
altogether. Accordingly, the discernment of fate or destiny as the first-rank factor that awakened
these future movement leaders to turn to paganism should be considered in a holistic context
alongside their own theses on the continuity of tradition and a “Golden Age.” In believing
themself to be a “traditional” pagan following established rules, the proselyte axiomatically
believes that these rules were primordial. The national aspect being seen as the primary reason
for “entering” the pagan worldview is a trend that has been established in the movement since its
very emergence in the late 1970s. Here we might refer to the ideas of the “pagan of politics”, V.N.
Emelyanov, and the “politics of paganism” of Alexey Dobrovolsky (Dobroslav). The historicity of
this component (i.e. contemporary neophytes’ acquaintance with the pagan national world first
and foremost through the print products of the “didaskalia”) is intensified by the quest for the
“Golden Age” and logically conditioned experiences associated with the Russian’s (or Slav’s)
sense of loss of a dignified place in socio-political realities. Determining the degree of the
radicalization of pagan nationalism remains a paramount aim of a number of Russian scholars
today.20In examining the role of leaders in 21st-century Russian paganism, we cannot lose sight
of the most important “weapon” allowing leaders to both retain adepts and attract neophytes.
The role of this “ideological magnet” has recently been successfully fulfilled by “newspeak.” The
language of contemporary pagans represents a complex, multifaceted phenomenon formed at
the intersection of philology, ethnography, and history. The new language of the new pagans
should be understood first and foremost as the sacred language used by contemporary volkhvs
in religious practice21, which constitutes an eclectic ensemble of elements derived from
preserved ethnographic, folkloric, and mythological sources alongside the zagovory (“ritual
discourses” and texts22) of the movement’s ideologues. Secondly, this “newspeak” is an ethnic
identifier whose terminology defines the identity-construction of a given community.23 Thirdly,
this new language is a kind of “driving force” of the new pagan history, forming a “correct” past
out of a “blend” of academic data and the personal histories of Native Faith leaders.24The
structure of contemporary Russian paganism deserves particular scrutiny. Over the whole
history of this type of Russian new religious movement, the following types of “pagan
functioning” can be distinguished: the pagan individual, the lone ideologue, the pagan family, the



veche (“assembly”) or sovet (“council”), the union of communities, the pagan confederation, and
the pagan settlement. To dwell on the first type, that of the “pagan individual”, we can cite the
general trend in modern religious consciousness toward the individualization of religion, which
has been discerned by scholars (such as Thomas Luckmann and Robert Bellah) to be
characterized by the individual’s aspiration for faith without organization, the emergence of
“patchwork beliefs” (à la Danièle Hervieu-Léger) based on books, Internet sites, and lectures25,
and Jasper’s “blind faith”, or faith without content. Moreover, the predominance of the individual
in Russian paganism is confirmed by the materials of surveys.26The “lone ideologue” is an
original, indispensable type peculiar to this worldview phenomenon. The current Russian trend
of pagan seeking was established by the efforts of one individual, Dobroslav (Dobrovolsky), who
came to “his paganism” over a series of events which included: working for a year and a half as a
salesman in the natural sciences department of Moscow’s largest second-hand bookstore; his
purchase of a library in 1969 and fascination with esoterica, parapsychology, and history; his
study of the pre-Christian worldview of the Slavs starting in the late 1970s; his move from
Moscow to Pushchino in 1986 and the development of his own systematic practice of healing;
his establishment of the Moscow Pagan Community in 1989, followed by the beginning of his
“enlightening-educational” outreach activities; and his period of reclusion from 1990-2013. The
case of Dobrovolsky’s paganism is unique. Choosing the path of “enlightening” and “educating”,
Dobrovolsky remained outside of structured pagan organizations (including the
spontaneousamorphous “Russian Liberation Movement” of which he was appointed head) and
ultimately implemented the “pagan family” type, beginning and ending his voluntary reclusion
surrounded by children sharing his worldview. Moreover, in direct relation to Dobroslav the
Yarilo’s Arrows (Strely Yarila) society emerged as an association of Dobrovolsky’s readers, and a
first attempt was made at establishing a permanent pagan settlement. Also of great interest are
the pagan paths of the ideologues Velimir (Nikolai Speransky) and Veleslav (Ilya Cherkasov). An
“individual pagan”, carver, artist, and writer, Velimir became the leader of Koliada of the Vyatichi,
a member of the council of the Circle of Pagan Tradition, and the de facto founder of the cultural
center Zhivitsa, after which he departed from all of these associations, continuing to publish
works dedicated to his own paganism and from time to time holding rituals for both non-
community groups and former associates. Aside from his co-leadership of the Veles Circle,
Veleslav has led the de facto “one-man community” Rodoliubie and has published doctrinal
literature en masse under his own “ideological brand” of the “Left-Hand Path” (Shuynyi Put’).
Thus, lone ideologues are a constant type that can be traced across all stages of the
phenomenon of the modern pagan movement. At the same time, they also represent an
extremely variable type contingent upon and adjusting to specific external and inner factors,
capable of manifesting in different chronological segments of the life and creative works of a
given pagan ideologue. The “fixed impermanence” of this type of Russian nativism under
consideration confirms the thesis of the universal role of the ideologue-leader in this movement
as the one who “leaps” from type to type and is capable of assuming a new capacity for a



significant amount of time.The experience of “Native Faith families” has been implemented in the
Ryazan community Troesvet, the backbone of which was composed of seven families (currently
four).27 In total, the community counts 25 adults, the majority of whom are around 30 years of
age. Let us note that the children of this community, i.e. the second generation, participate in the
association’s festival and ritual cycle, and many of them bear pagan names (e.g. Miroslav,
Yarosvet), wear reconstructed attire, etc.Yet another example of the “pagan family” type is the
community settlement PravoVedi. This “rod village”28 is located near Kolomna and numbers
approximately 50 people, the core of the community being constituted by the relatives of the
leader, Ma-Lena (Elena Martynova). The community’s members have developed their own
calendars and basic mythology, and MaLena has authored ritual texts, festival scripts, etc. As
noted by one scholar of this association, A.A. Ozhiganova, PravoVedi is distinct from other
Russian pagan associations by virtue of a number of peculiarities:Firstly, Russian nationalist
ideology is totally foreign to Ma-Lena and her followers and, moreover, they deny the existence
of nations in principle. Secondly, having only secondary professional education, Ma-Lena is in
no way relatable to the circle of intellectuals and connoisseurs of old Russian culture and history,
and she relies not so much on books as on her instinct or ‘gift.’ Finally, many scholars have
noted that Russian neo-pagan groups are exclusively male societies… the matriarchal structure
of PravoVedi and Ma-Lena’s assumption of priestly functions run counter to the pronouncedly
patriarchal precedents of Russian neo-pagan subculture.29Without a doubt, the percentage of
Russian pagan families in the present is extremely insignificant, first and foremost because the
movement itself is young and exhibits the instability of worldview peculiar to that “neo-pagan”
social sphere which does not aim for transmitting “tradition” to the younger generation and
whose adherents “exit the game” before their child is born or comes of age. However, examples
do show that pagan orthodoxy spreads into the sphere of family relations as well, and pagan
children have been raised under the influence of parents holding a certain rank in an
organization, whether priestly or volkhv. Accordingly, in this case as well, the ideologue-leader is
the foremost attribute of the pagan microcosm.The veche or sovet is a type of structured pagan
association which emerges for a short period of time as a deliberative body uniting
representatives of independent groups and lone pagans. The reasons for the meetings and
resolutions which result from such convocations can be altogether diverse. For instance, the
official statement of the Circle of Pagan Tradition and the Union of Slavic Communities of Slavic
Native Faith, “On the Substitution of Notions in the Language and History of the Slavs and
Pseudo-Paganism” (2009), was aimed at delineating “pseudo-paganism” in the form of a
number of contemporary authors from contemporary “real paganism” and its representatives.
Also relatable to this structural type are the experiences of the joint statement of the World
Congress of Ethnic Religions and the Circle of Pagan Tradition from the summit of their religious
leaders, “For Dialogue between the Leaders of Ethno-Natural and World Religions” (2006), and
the 2008 Moscow convention which gathered members of the Circle of Pagan Tradition, the
Veles Circle, the Union of Slavic Communities, Slavia, and Skhron Ezh Sloven (“Togetherness of



all Slavs”), which was devoted to addressing the desecration of the temple complex in Tsaritsyno
Park.30The latter type is altogether close to that of the “pagan confederation”, which also entails
the joint participation of autonomous associations. Unlike the veche/sovet type, however, a
confederation is more focused on practical problem-solving and is characterized by a longer
“actual lifespan.” The three years of cooperation between the Union of Slavic Communities of
Slavic Native Faith and the Veles Circle, during which the two groups held joint festivals in
2013-2014, can be considered a unique experience of contemporary pagan confederation. This
experience saw consideration paid to “communal-associative specifics”, which provided for the
holding of joint celebrations of Kupala at the shrine complex of the Veles Circle”, i.e. of “Veles’
zealots”, and “Perun Day” at the shrine of those venerating this deity of the Union of Slavic
Communities of Slavic Native Faith. We can also associate with the confederation type the
establishment in 2016 of a new pagan fellowship and veche center as a result of the convocation
of “advocates of Traditional culture - the Slavic, Hellenic, and North-Germanic branches of
Tradition - and followers of European Witchcraft”31, as well as the emergence of the Siberian
Veche unifying the Rodnovery of Siberia.32The “pagan confederation” type has been spreading
since the very emergence of the movement. For instance, Dobrovolsky delivered educational
lectures in Kirov, and the Union of Venedi has held conferences in Saint Petersburg. One
characteristic trend over the past ten years has been the holding of international conferences for
pagans of all possible currents and tendencies of ethnic orientation. For example, the
international scientificpractical seminar “Ancestral [Rodovye] Foundations of the Russian World”
and the international scientific-practical conference “Imminent Rus: The Way to World Lad”33
have been regularly organized across the territories of three Slavic peoples. Let us note that the
organizational forms of such events copy those of academic conferences (e.g. sending out
information letters, programs, sections, summations, the submission of resolutions to
authorities, award systems, etc.). Organizers try to invite as participants and members of the
organizing committees as many “real” representatives of the scholarly community
(independently of specializations) as possible, to acquire administrative buildings for
conferences, and to gain coverage of the event in official media (for example, the “Key of Veles”
roundtable is regularly covered by the Yoshkar-Ola press).Despite the diversity of manifestations
of Russian pagan structures, the most popular forms of association remain the “traditional”
urban communities and unions between them. In order to avoid the unnecessary duplication of
the numerous existing studies on specific “neo-pagan” associations, we will present only the
most characteristic traits of the contemporary pagan community and communal fellowship.
Characteristic of the majority of associations of this type are the presence of an internal
structure, sometimes documented in the form of “charters” or “provisions” (concerning the
leader, the group, neophytes, and sympathizers), an average group size of 5-15 people, the
presence of symbols (in some cases authored by the community34), fixed (manmade or natural)
places of cult, and the practice of “following the annual cycle (kolo)”, i.e. regularly holding
community holidays, festivals, rituals, gatherings, and lectures. One of the foundational, key



arrangements of contemporary Russian paganism which allows adepts to assimilate religious
ideas “not in words, but in deeds” ought to be recognized in the festivalritual array. In our opinion,
it is precisely holiday and festival activities35 that unite followers of “traditional” faiths as a kind of
generally accepted (or community-accepted) religious core. For the majority of groups residing
in megalopolises, a holiday festival is often the only opportunity for members to have contact
with like-minded people, co-religionists, and to feel themselves to be pagans. In addition,
deliberations on the most important veche issues demanding the presence of the majority of a
religious fellowship’s members, such as matters associated with the inner, everyday life of the
community as well as external relations, are generally timed to coincide with a significant holy
event. The role of holidays is also undoubtedly important in the, so to speak, chronological
dimension. By virtue of the cyclicality and definite systematic scheme of the main holiday dates,
a pagan is able to speak of a certain stability inherent not only to their community, but also their
doctrine and worldview as a whole. The ritual practices of contemporary nativists are an integral
part of festive ceremonies with few exceptions (in some groups, rites of naming, de-baptizing,
and others are organized separately to isolate the neophyte to a certain extent from the rest of
the community).36 Rites timed for one or another especially important event bear a
fundamentally active and spectacular charge. The latter comprises the so-called “external
components” which accompany a rite. In our opinion, these secondary components (e.g.
paraphernalia, attire, praises [slavleniia], etc.) impart such religious actions with a “stage-
charge” that allows communities to approach the reconstruction and construction of
disappeared traditional Slavic rites as authors. Through rite and its various interpretations, the
modern pagan praises a deity, an ancestor, a hero or, moving along the hierarchical ladder, can
finally bid farewell to a deceased comrade. The whole series of various initiations (for warriors,
volkhvs, etc.) can also be considered among such rites. At the present stage of the Russian
variation of paganism’s development, the foremost among numerous initiations ought to be
recognized as, despite its banality, the rite of joining a community. Unlike other “initiations”, this
act fulfills the most important practical function of drawing in new adepts, which, without a doubt,
has been the fundamental task of paganism from its emergence up to our days.At the present
time, particular interest is also peaked by syncretic pagan associations. For instance, the head
of the Rodunitsa community of Rodnovery founded in Krasnoyarsk in 2009, Liutoslav (whose
name from his shamanic initiation is Akh Puur Deer Kham), remarked in an interview for the
present author on a peculiar religious duality:I consider myself to belong to Russian Native Faith,
but in my personal views this is combined with Siberian shamanism. This does not give rise to
dissonance, since there are many traces of shamanism in our paganism, and it is difficult to
overstate the importance of connection with a living ecstatic tradition for understanding one’s
inner essence and recreating spiritual practices. As a shaman, in my work with people, I directly
employ the techniques of Tuvan and Khakas shamanism… In 2013, at the Kurultai in Abakan, I
was chosen to be the head of the Wolf Spirit (Puur Eeren) Interregional Brotherhood of
Shamans.37Two other pagan leaders identify their worldview with a Northern variation of



polytheism (e.g. Odinism). D.A. Gavrilov (Volkhv Yggeld) is one of the founders of the Ber Circle
(founded in 2000-2001) and the Circle of Pagan Tradition (founded in 2002), and is a member of
the Pagan Federation International (founded in 1971). E.A. Nechkasov (Askr Svarte) heads the
Novosibirsk pagan fellowship Svarte Aske (founded in 2011). It bears noting that, as in the
previous case, the choice of worldview committed by these leaders in professing Scandinavian-
Germanic paganism (Odinism, Asatru) is not necessarily axiomatic for ordinary members of
their associations, who are otherwise focused on grasping the Slavic tradition. It is also
noteworthy that this syncretism observed among pagan currents bears certain historical
parallels with the paradigms of dual-faith (dvoeverie). One medieval example of the latter can be
cited in the words of one of the heroes of the Icelandic sagas, Thorir the Hound: “If I go into
battle [between St. Olaf and recalcitrant locals] I will give my help to the king, for he has most
need of help. And if I must believe in a God, why not in the white Christ as well as in any
other?”38 Alternatively, we can refer to field records from across the 19th-21st centuries of
ethnographers who recorded the presence of icons in sacred groves and sacrifices in honor of
Orthodox saints made by followers of the traditional Mari religion.39 At the same time, however,
in referring to the presence of this claimed parallel, we should not forget that the leaders of these
contemporary communities construct their own “Scandinavian-shamanic-oriented” field of
mythology, or broader worldview, taking into account modern realities and “one’s own ‘I’ in
tradition.” This “mix” of historical (from source materials), personal, recommended, and inspired
fragments in the case of the head of a community is transmitted to an association’s adepts who
have arrived in their spiritual seeking at Slavic paganism. The resultant re-mythologized
worldview product - including the eclecticism of the ideologue and associated practices - has yet
to be the subject of both internal (pagan) and scholarly reflection.Unions of communities are in
turn characterized by the presence of a hierarchy of administration (including a veche, council of
elders, council of volkhvs, finance department, etc.) and corresponding organizational
documents which prescribe the goals and objectives of the fellowship, the rights and duties of
communities, and procedures for adopting new members and sanctioning offenders. A union
generally has an Internet resource, a print periodical publication, and a “brand-symbol” marking
the narratives of its leaders and presented on the association’s advertising products. Unions go
through several stages in their “lives”: establishment, a period of dynamic development
(increasing the mass of believers and expanding geographically, even on an international level),
stagnation characterized by stricter rules for admitting new groups, conflict situations within the
union’s leadership or between a number of communities, and decline. Despite the presence of
all of these identified problems, the most successful unions in the present time are the Union of
Slavic Communities of Slavic Native Faith and the Veles Circle. Meanwhile, the Circle of Pagan
Tradition, which in 2010 counted 19 communities in Russia and Ukraine along with
representatives in Germany, Moldova, and the United States, has now virtually exited the “pagan
historical scene.”40 The same could be said of the Union of Venedi, which now represents a
small “circle of interests” of a matured intelligentsia.Thus, contemporary Russian paganism as



an object of religious studies is characterized by the following particularities:• Firstly, the
statistically average member of a pagan group is a male Rodnover who is around 31 years of
age, has higher education, and is an employee, worker, or businessman living in a city of federal
significance. This individual does not belong to a structured religious association (a community
or union). The main motivations inspiring this Rodnover to attend pagan festivals are recreation,
participation in ritual practice, and interacting with like-minded people.• Secondly, the main
factors influencing the choice of worldview of the leaders of existing ethnic-oriented pagan
groups pertain to fate (destiny) and national self-consciousness.• Thirdly, the Russian pagan
worldview in the second decade of the 21st century represents a vivid example of a new
religious movement. The new religiosity of this phenomenon is manifest through a set of
discoursecodes, among which figure the developed institution of charismatic ideological
leaders, a fixed, systematized “pagan thesaurus”, and a specific “newspeak.”• Fourthly, on the
territory of the Russian Federation the following types of “pagan functioning” are observable at
the present time: the individual pagan, the lone ideologue, the pagan family, the veche/sovet, the
pagan conference, the pagan Internet resource, the community, the union of communities, the
pagan confederation, and the pagan settlement.***

CONTEMPORARY RUSSIAN PAGANISMAS AN EXAMPLE OF
“IMAGINEDCOMMUNITY”41The circle of questions associated with the ideological projects of
the pagan “microcosm” is both de jure and de facto fundamental for both the masses of this
worldview’s representatives and the scholarly community engaged in studying the phenomenon
of contemporary Russian polytheism. In turn, the question of whether nationalism is a critically
important element of the ideology of young-pagan groups remains open. Defining the “degree”
of a “nationalist-izing pagan” should be seen as a key topic of both Russian and foreign scholarly
studies devoted to Russian Rodnoverie42 (the term composed of rodnaia, “native”, and vera,
“faith”43) in the last third of the 20th century and the early 21st century. In this regard, it is of
great interest to examine the main nationalist discourses within contemporary Russian
paganism through the hypothesis of the British political scientist, Professor Benedict Anderson,
presented in his famous book Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of
Nationalism.Anderson’s theoretical theses find confirmation in a particular pagan parallelism to
the ideational stock established by this scholar already at the stage of notional arrangement. In
the section “Concepts and Definitions”, the British scholar examines the nation as the key
element of the system of nationalism. A nation, in Anderson’s view, is:an imagined political
community - and imagined as both inherently limited and sovereign. It is imagined because the
members of even the smallest nation will never know most of their fellow-members, meet them,
or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the image of their communion.44Let us note
that the role of Anderson’s nation is, when applied to the contemporary Russian pagan
community, fulfilled by both the entire movement as a whole as well as individual associations or
communities. One of the most vivid universals typical of young-paganism is, without a doubt,



selfdetermination constructed upon a hyperbolized antithesis of “ours” and “foreign.” Moreover,
in Anderson’s opinion a community or nation is imagined as both limited and free. The
discourses allowing for the 21st-century pagan to limit their “I” within the community and, at the
same time, to consider themselves a member of a free society, the “pagan world”, are extremely
diverse and belong to a whole line-series of source strata. The latter include external, quickly
recognizable elements which we designate as “primary”, such as ritual dress, everyday attire
“enriched” with pagan attributes (ethnic and pseudo-ethnic embroideries, accessories, slogans,
etc.), jewelry depicting pagan symbolism or relics of a “Golden Age”, characteristic tattooing, as
well as - most revealingly and emphatic of the element of pagan authenticity - the amulet or
talisman. Accordingly, the inner or “secondary” signs include the the movement’s proselytes use
of a particular language and onomasticon45, direct participation in the ritual cycle, the creation
of pagan symbols of faith, and immersion in the specialized ecumene of literature, cinema,
music, and Internet networks. Finally, we can highlight a ‘tertiary’ element that allows for the
consolidation of the diverse associations and individual adepts of this phenomenon into a
common community of pagans. This element is represented by the ideological figures of
contemporary polytheism, their charisma, oratorical and intellectual baggage, and the
ideological projects of pagan leaders which remind their flocks of their unity at particular times.
In this regard, attention should be paid to the recent creation of particular supra-community
advisory bodies, such as the Siberian Veche Association of Pagan Communities of Siberia
(established 31/3/2015), the Veche Center of Fellowship of Pagan Associations of Russia
(founded 27/6/2016), and others.46 Moreover, “traditional” unions have also actively developed,
such as the Union of Slavic Communities of Slavic Native Faith (founded in 1997) and the Veles
Circle Fellowship of Communities (established in 1999), and pagan authors such as Nikolai
Speransky (Velimir), V.S. Kazakov (Vadim), I.G. Cherkasov (Veleslav), B.A. Gasanov (Bogumil),
M.I. Ionov (Beloyadr), D.A. Gavrilov (Yggeld), E.A. Nechkasov (Askr Svarte), and others have
continued their quest for new worldview forms.47Anderson’s definition of the nation comes close
to the pagan component of the Russian religious map in the late 20th and early 21st centuries in
terms of yet another trait: common to both is the imagination of both the nation and the
contemporary Russian pagan diaspora as a community in terms of “deep horizontal
comradeship.”48 The majority of Russian polytheistic groups and lone-leaders give preference
to Veche forms of administration in their statutory documents.49 In addition, horizontality is
manifest in gender relations: the women of Russian pagan communities share economic
responsibilities, form mythologemes on equal terms with males, take an active part in ritual
practices, occupy leading positions in the priestly “estate” of cult, and realize their “own
paganism” through, among other means, narratives.50The parallelism between the nationalism
of imagined communities and contemporary Russian paganism is not limited to the existence of
common provisions between the nation and community or movement as a whole. In many
senses, the cultural roots of these concepts are largely identical. As Anderson notes: “No more
arresting emblems of the modern culture of nationalism exist than cenotaphs and tombs of



Unknown Soldiers… Yet void as these tombs are of identifiable mortal remains or immortal
souls, they are nonetheless saturated with ghostly national meanings.”51 Heroization, both
anonymous and personal, is another vivid pattern in contemporary Slavic paganism. We can
refer as examples to the narratives of the “first- and “second-wave” nativists, A.A. Dobrovolsky
(Dobroslav), V.S. Kazakov, and N.N. Speransky (Velimir). The works of these ideologists glorify
the feats of the Baltic (e.g., the Rani/Rujani and Wends) and Eastern (e.g., the Vyatichi) Slavs in
their opposition to Christianization and remark on the role of Russian sects and robber-gangs as
fighters for the people’s freedom.52 Nor do these nativist writers pass over the symbolism of the
Great Patriotic War, in which they find pagan elements in the Eternal Flame and Motherland
monuments, the cult of victory and weaponry, and the symbolism of military posters and the
artistic cinema of the era.53 We can place on the top of this ladder the anonymous man of the
pagan “Golden Age”, those eras chronologically lost between the Paleolithic and the
establishment of Christianity on the lands of the Slavic tribes. Accordingly, the equivalence
between cultural roots and the cult of roots is an inalienable part of both nationalism and
paganism in their contemporary manifestations. Moreover, pagan and national “namelessness”
is reinforced by the idea of supreme sacrifice, fatality, and dying for the Homeland.54 This silent
history is written in the same way among pagans and nationalists: “from the present to the past.”
Developing this provision, the British scholar highlights “reversed ventriloquism”, or the capacity
to speak on behalf of the anonymous deceased, as another constant of nationalism.
Contemporary Russian paganism also actively uses this method, especially in its belles-lettres.
Very suggestive in this regard is the monologue of the Kievan prince Vladimir Svyatoslavich, the
historical antihero of Russian polytheists, in the pen of one of the first young-pagan poets, I.I.
Kobzev:Suddenly, Vladimir hit the table:“Did you hear our words, singer?Have you decided to go
your own way?Your Dazhbog is not god. And Perun is not a god.The Russian folk invented them
like fairy-tales.Henceforth neither in word nor in the ringing of stringsshall we hear of these idols!
We command to honor another lord.Enough praying to the black demon!Today we will burn all
Peruns in fireAs damned, impure forces!”55In this context also fits the mass of pagan
demotivators with images of nameless Slavic knights, declaring in captions: “I DIED IN BATTLE
AND MADE IT TO VALHALLA; and you will pray, fast, and die a slave, a Judeo-
Christian.”56Further research led Anderson to analyze religious communities. This cultural
system (or system of coordinates), in the scholar’s opinion, was “in its heyday” a “taken-
forgranted frame of reference, very much as nationality is today.”57 It is quite natural that
20th-21st century paganism has to a significant degree been a religious phenomenon, harboring
a definite set of characteristics that are intrinsic to religious communities and holding the latter to
be, in the spirit of this British scholar’s hypothesis, “sacred language and written script”, or the
“trueness” and “non-randomness” of written signs which, in Anderson’s opinion, allowing for
social units of the past to speak of “our faith” as the “true faith” and with this connotation to
juxtapose “ours” as “true” with “theirs” as “false.”58 As noted above, contemporary Russian
pagans also actively modulate their own language and introduce projections of sacred texts into



circulation, e.g. ritual books, various “books of foundations”, and “books of teachings.” The latter
contain not only symbols of faith, ritual calendars, pantheons, etc., but also shape the “pagan I”
by procedurally forming a “true native believer.” As an example we shall cite some of the
provisions for characterizing the “pagan self.” The ABCs for a Beginning Pagan By Skrytimir Volk
(S.S. Lifantyev), who considers himself a representative of the classical current, draws attention
to such worldview peculiarities of this group as the following:(2) Given the presence of sexual
magic, sexual relations outside of marriage are, mildly speaking, not welcomed among us, and
severe punishments are envisaged for various perversions, for “opposing Christian hypocrisy”
contradicts the pagan essence of sexual intercourse - conception and fertility - as well as the
pagan principle of universal and equal responsibility. Therefore, we have much less depravity
than modern “civilized people.” (3) Nature itself - forest, water, and earth - serves as the altars
and images of the gods. For beginners to have a better perception of a god and for the sake of
individual psychological moments, we put up idols, but we always remember that the image is
not the god himself…(5) While being tolerant of other faiths since the bloody baptism and
priestly disbelief, the majority of us are fighters against Christ. Others do not hold Christ to be
guilty, but blame the distortion of his teaching and the ensuing consequences of other Christian
ideologies from the ancient apostles to the modern clergy…(7) Most importantly, we venerate
Truth, which is the set of laws determining the being and purity of the world - and Truth before
which both the gods and people are equally responsible for their actions. We live in harmony
with the truth: we do not lie, we do not kill for sport, we do not take away another’s property, we
do not kick the weak, we do not abandon the sick and lonely; we help friends and strangers in
every way we can, and we do not tolerate non-Truth, and if such happens we suppress it and
eliminate the consequences of its manifestation…59Or in the words of Ilya Cherkasov
(Veleslav):What does it mean to be a Rodnover? It means living according to Conscience, in
harmony with oneself and surrounding Nature…Giving every effort to be Strong, Wise, and
Healthy, worthy of the glory of our Ancestors… It means Knowing, directly experiencing reality,
and not blindly believing in chimeras. Knowing and remembering that you are a Son of God, a
Glorious Kin of the Family of the Gods, and not a humiliated, unworthy “servant of God.”60Or in
the words of the Union of Slavic Communities of Slavic Native Faith: “The foundations of the
worldview of Rodnovery are: the world was created by the Gods; spirit and matter are one and
are in ceaseless interaction; the world is simultaneously one and many; nature has a
spiritualized element; people are the descendants of the Gods.”61One cannot but agree with the
professor on the matter that a nation, or in our case a pagan group (or all of Russian paganism
today), is only “thinkable” thanks to images: visual and acoustic, and always personal and
particular. The choice of one’s own god from among the vast pantheon, the creation of one’s
own drum, one’s custom cut and embroidery of a ceremonial shirt, viewing one’s topical
demotivators, collective singing at festivals - all of this is rapidly absorbed by the mass of
community members and over time shapes the pagan history and turns imagined paganism into
something tangible (formulated by Anderson as the “experience of simultaneity”). Anderson



pays special attention to linguistic community as the foundation of a nation by which “one could
be ‘invited into’ the imagined community.”62 “Seen as both a historical fatality and as a
community imagined through language, the nation presents itself as simultaneously open and
closed.”63 This status is held by Russian paganism today: neophytes are invited to festive
events under conditions of simultaneous insularity, diasporicity manifest on both the micro-level
(e.g., the admission of new members into a community) as well as the macro-level (common
nostalgia for the lost homeland of the Golden Age).The source bases of national consciousness
(à la Anderson) and contemporary pagan constructs are also identical. The role of the “reactive
element” in both cases is perfectly fulfilled by print publications, or rather “prints-as-goods.” If for
the British scholar the first bestselling author who managed to sell new books by relying on his
own name was Luther, then in the Russian pagan field of the late 20th century such a figure was,
without a doubt, A.A. Dobrovolsky (Dobroslav), who over the years of his educational activities
managed to publish more than 40 works. As in the case of Protestantism, one of the most
important factors in the dissemination of ideas through books in the Russian pagan case was
the cheap cost of Dobroslav’s publications. Over time, the baton of pioneering the pagan printed
word would be taken over by V.S. Kazakov, N.N. Speransky, B.A. Gasanov, I.G. Cherkasov, and
many others. Specialized publishing houses, such Ladoga-100, Veligor, and others, have
emerged and actively work with polytheist writers. As Anderson notes:These print-languages
laid the bases for national consciousness in three distinct ways. First and foremost, they created
unified fields of exchange and communication…[people] became capable of comprehending
one another via print and paper. In the process, they gradually became aware of the hundreds of
thousands, even millions, of people in their particular language-field, and at the same time that
only those hundreds of thousands, or millions, belonged. These fellowreaders, to whom they
were connected through print, formed, in their secular, particular, visible invisibility, the embryo
of the nationally imagined community.64Two of these ways of aggregating functional
characteristics are identical to the process of the emergence of Russian paganism in the 20th
century. Let us highlight one way that is characteristic of the influence of the “pagan print
language.” If at the dawn of this phenomenon the “communication field” connecting individual
ideologists consisted of epistolary sources, declarations65, samizdat leaflets and handwritten
and copied volkhovniki66, then subsequently consciousness of the existence of a unique pagan
world in Russia, albeit not numbering in the hundreds of thousands, manifested itself, as already
noted, through the narratives of leaders, newspaper and journal periodicals67, and through one
of the most important inventions of the late 20th century: the Internet.Secondly, according to
Anderson, “print-capitalism gave a new fixity to language, which in the long run helped to build
that image of antiquity so central to the subjective idea of the nation.”68 Taking into account the
fact that “antiquity” and “primordiality” are notions that shape contemporary Russian paganism
already on the instinctive level, the search for the archaic and accounting for a high percentage
of equivalence between “historical” Slavic paganism and today’s allow ideologues to construct
an image of ancientness. Historicity is attained either through the direct assertion of an absence



of discontinuity in pagan tradition, the preservation of pagan views in one or another form over
the course of Russian history69, or through secondary channels of perceiving this postulate, for
instance through the publication of historical sources and historiographies dedicated to studying
the paganism of the ancient Slavs on the same page as contemporary narratives, as the fruit of
the creativity of today’s volkhvs. The most successful examples of such eclecticism belong to
I.G. Cherkasov (Veleslav), the high-leader of the Rodoliubie RussianSlavic Native Faith
Community. In his monograph, Praises in the Temple of Morena, the author’s chapters “From the
Book of the Great Nav” and “From the Secret Sayings in the Temple of Morena” are followed by
the altogether voluminous chapter “The Faces of Mara/Morena in the Works of Russian
Historians and Ethnographers in the 18th-20th Centuries.”70 The same principle lies at the core
of Veleslav’s works The Slavic Book of the Dead, The Native Gods of Rus, etc.71It bears noting
that the uniqueness of the emergence and functioning of Russian pagan groups claiming
authenticity of Slavic worldview is not limited to the influence of disseminating print-language.
Travel also figures alongside printed language in parallel: according to Anderson, “in a pre-print
age, the reality of the imagined religious community depended profoundly on countless,
ceaseless travels.”72 The “know-how” of young-paganism lies in the absence of chronological
continuity, in syncretism, and in the simultaneous coexistence of these two sources in shaping
this “imagined community.” Analyzing images of traveling in the case of one such model, the
pilgrimage, the British scholar identified two system-forming characteristics of such trips: the
perception of religiously significant cities (e.g., Rome, Mecca) as centers of sacred geographies,
and the experience, the “visual embodiment” of centrality “by the constant flow of pilgrims
moving towards them from remote and otherwise unrelated localities.”73The establishment of
sacred centers is also characteristic of the Russian pagan community, and has been since the
very birth of this phenomenon. One of the first experiences of the creation of a “pagan
Constantinople” should be recognized in the project of the Dobrovolsky family, who organized a
community in the forests of Kirov in the vicinity of Vasenevo in 1990. Over time, Dobrovolsky’s
(Dobroslav’s) home became a seasonal center for festival-ritual practice (such as the Kupala
festival and rites of debaptizing and name-giving) and a permanent lecture hall which annually
gathered pagans from different regions across the Russian Federation.74 Presently, one of the
most actively developing seasonal centers of Russian nativists is Krasotynka (Kaluga region),
the site of a complex of religious objects belonging to one of the oldest Native Faith associations
in Russia, the Union of Slavic Communities of Slavic Native Faith. Alongside this, the imagined
communities of the eras prior to printing “coincide” with the pagan movement in terms of the
“double aspect to the choreography of the great religious pilgrimages”: “a vast horde…provided
the dense, physical reality of the ceremonial passage; while a small segment of literate bilingual
adepts drawn from each vernacular community performed the unifying rites, interpreting to their
respective followings the meaning of their collective motion.”75 Accordingly, the difference
between the communities under consideration in this case boils down to the connotation of
“bilingualism.” If for Anderson bilingualism is understood literally as knowing two languages, then



in the case of nativism we understand bilingualism to mean the mythologico-ritual “upgrade” of
the priestly-volkhv estate which provides for one possessing sacred knowledge and initiating
neophytes into it.Another parallelism between imagined communities and Russian paganism is
the topographic anomalousness of sacred space. “It was precisely because temples, mosques,
schools, and courts were topographically anomalous,” the British scholar says, “that they were
understood as zones of freedom and - in time - fortresses from which religious, later nationalist,
anticolonials could go forth to battle.”76 The operating shrine complexes and hypothetical pagan
schools and monasteries (the most belabored vision of a “Great Shrine” pagan monastery is
presented in the works of N.N. Speransky77) established in hard-to-reach zones of urban forest
parks and on private property (for example, on residential lots) allow for urban nativists to
escape for a brief period of time - such as for holiday festivals - to be a part of a kind of pagan
union of freemen. Their freedom, religion, and nationalism is the material embodiment of the old,
“mocked” gods, the use of officially forbidden symbols, Veche assemblies of equals, and the
sacred language of the praises and rites of the new volkhvs.Professor Anderson counts the
lexicons of kinship and home among the idioms of nationalism:Both idioms denote something to
which one is naturally tied…[I]n everything ‘natural’ there is always something unchosen. In this
way, nation-ness is assimilated to skin-colour, gender, parentage, and birthera - all those things
one can not help. And in these ‘natural ties’ one senses what one might call ‘the beauty of
gemeinschaft.’78The overwhelming majority of Slavic (or, more broadly, European) pagan
associations construct socio-political projections upon these idioms. For example, the cult of the
Homeland (Rodina), one’s native home, and the community compose the foundational
discourse of the nativism of Volkhv Velimir (Speransky) and the masses of ordinary adepts.
Skincolor and pedigree (racial or national belonging) as “natural ties” are fundamental elements
of the Aryanism and eco-anarchism of Dobroslav (Dobrovolsky), Odalism (whose name comes
from the Old Norse term for “homeland”, “hereditary property”, “family nobility”), as well as the
works of the radical Norwegian pagan writer Varg Vikernes.79Moving on to conclusions, it
should be noted that nationalism is unconditionally present in the ideological constructs of the
Russian pagan associations of the last fourth of the 20th century and the first decade of the 21st
century. Moreover, when applied to the Russian reality, Benedict Anderson’s concept of the
origins and spread of imagined communities is distinguished by a significant “nationalistic
percentage” covering virtually all of the main loci of the existing political, socio-cultural, and
religious phenomenon of Russian paganism. The most striking manifestations of this nationalism
include the following:Firstly, a commitment to establishing a unique microcosm that is partially
isolated from Russian society (horizontal comradeship). The very principle of such a
community’s isolation is based on the idea of defining identity through the hypertrophied notion
of “our” and “their” space, and, as follows, the application of this antithesis on all levels of
socialization. Accordingly, this horizontality or “equality” is conceived in the ranks of today’s pre-
Abrahamic worldview adherents as achievable through folk (Veche) law and gender equality that
is realized, among other ways, in the segment of cult priests.Secondly, the creation and



axiomatization of distinct pantheons of nameless and historically recorded heroes (whether
tribes, members of various religious and political associations, or individual personalities). This
constitutes an active search for an historically, chronologically integral (uninterrupted) pagan cult
of roots and truth of homeland that has been lost or is other.Thirdly, proceeding from the
previous point, the creation of projections of alternative history, such as those founded on
yearning for a Golden Age and the utopias of ideologists aiming to build a new pagan “Civitas
Solis.” This includes the heroization of “favorable” historical events and the dominance of a
subjective inclination in interpretations of “mute” history.Fourthly, emphasis on “pagan tangibility”
and pagan “signification” through the detailed elaboration of ceremonial and ritual components.
This includes the active use of print-language (leaders’ monographs and lectures, leaflets,
calendars, etc.). Finally, this also concerns pilgrimage and the creation of zones of pagan
freedom, such as shrines, temples, lecture spaces, and hypothetical pagan monasteries.*** 
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