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Our previous article demonstrated how the internal reorganization of the Nizhnii Novgorod
Convent of the Exaltation of the Cross interacted with developments in its external environ-
ment to transform the convent during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries from a
small community composed mainly of older women, predominantly widows, that possessed
limited means into a large and wealthy community that appealed overwhelmingly to young,
unmarried, and disproportionately literate women, increasingly from unprivileged back-
grounds. As our analysis of the trends in the convent’s membership made clear, the decision-
and for some women the ability-to enter the convent was strongly influenced by a woman’s
particular worldly status, circumstances, prospects, and location. Using statistical methods
of analysis, the present article demonstrates that, once a woman had joined the community,
considerations deriving from the community’s internal values and needs outweighed these
worldly attributes in shaping central aspects of life within the convent. In particular, neither
social background nor the level of literacy influenced the progress of women through various
stages of a monastic vocation, nor did social background generally have an impact on the
assignment of obediences or elevation to positions of leadership. Rather, the assignment of
obediences and appointment to leadership positions appear to have been based on the degree
to which a woman’s particular skills and abilities met the community’s internal criteria and
needs. This transcendence of worldly attributes and values within the community helps to
explain its appeal during the late imperial period, especially for women from unprivileged
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social strata, whose actions in turn helped to transform the convent and adapt it to conditions
of modernizing change.

Keywords: Russian Orthodox Church, Orthodox monasticism, Orthodox convents, female
monasticism, monastic revival, Imperial Russia, Nizhnii Novgorod, statistical analysis.

Vcnonp3oBaHme CTaTUCTUYECKIX METOMOB TP U3YIEHNM BHyTpeHHeﬁ[ JKU3HN
IIpaBOCIaBHbBIX JKEHCKUX MOHaCTpreﬁI
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B Haueil npenbInyLieli cTaTbe ObUIO IIOKa3aHO, KaK BHYTPeHH:AA peopranusanma Hipkero-
poxnckoro KpecToBo3BIDKEHCKOTO SKeHCKOIO MOHACTBIP:A ObUIA CBA3aHa C BHELIHIMI yCIIO-
BUAMM, IpeIONpee/MBIIVMI €ro IIpeBpallieHye U3 HeOOMbIIOro COO0IecTBa, COCTOAIIETO
B OCHOBHOM 13 TIO>KUJIBIX JKEHIIVH, IPENMYIeCTBEHHO BJIOB, 00/1afjaBIINX OrPaHNYECHHBI-
MU CpeACTBaMH, B 60/IbIIOe 1 6oraToe coob1eCcTBO, KOTOPOe IO OOTIbIIell YaCTI COCTOSIO
U3 MOJIOJIBIX, He3aMy)XXHIX, HeCOU3MepuMO Oojlee TPaMOTHBIX >KEHIIVH, BCe 4allle Helpl-
BUJIETMPOBAHHOTO MPOMCXOXKTeHNUsA. Hall ananus TeH/ileHIMii YIeHCTBAa B MOHACTBIPE ACHO
II0Ka3aJjl, YTO pelleHMe, a /11 HeKOTOPhIX >KeHIIUH CIIOCOOHOCTb BCTYINTDh B MOHACTBIPb
CHMJIbHO 3aBUCENN OT KOHKPETHOTO MYPCKOTO CTATyCa KeHIIMHBI, 00CTOATENbCTB, IIepCIIeK-
TUB ¥ IPOUCXOXKJeHUA. Ha 0CHOBe CTaTMCTUYECKMX METOMIOB B CTaThe IEMOHCTPUPYETCH,
YTO KaK TOJIbKO JKEHII[MHA [IPUCOEAIHANACH K MOHACTBIPCKOMY COOOIIECTBY, COOOpaskeHN,
BBITEKAIOI[Jie 3 €r0 BHYTPEHHNUX LIEHHOCTel U IOTPeOHOCTEl, IepeBelBaI MIUPCKIe
arpuOyThl Ipy GOPMUPOBAHNY LIEHTPAIbHBIX aCIHEKTOB XKV3HU B MOHACTbIpe. B yacTHO-
CTU, HU COLIMATbHOE MPOUCXOXKIEHNE, HU YPOBEHb TPAMOTHOCTY >KEHIMH He BIMANN Ha
UX IyXOBHO€ PasBUTHE U JIEATEIbHOCTD, Ha Ha3HAYEHMe TIOCTYIIaHNMI W/ BO3BBIIIEHNE JIO
PyKoBOZALIMX JO/DKHOCTEl. CKopee, Ha3HA4YeHMe IOCTyLIIaHNII Y Ha3HAaYeHNe HAa PyKOBOJiA-
Iye JO/DKHOCTH, IO-BYUAYMMOMY, OBII OCHOBAHbI Ha TOM, B KaKOJi CTeIIeHM 0COObIe HaBbl-
KI V1 CHOCOOHOCTY SKeHIMHbBI COOTBETCTBOBA/IM BHYTPEHHNUM KPUTEPUAM U MOTPEOHOCTIM
MOHACTBIPCKOrO coobulecTBa. JTa TPAHCLEHAEHTHOCTh MUPCKMX aTPUOYTOB M LIEHHOCTeN
BHYTPH cOO0IIeCTBa IOMOraeT OObACHUTD €TI0 IIPUBJIEKaTeIbHOCTD B IO3IHUIT IMIePCKII
nepuoy, 0CO6EHHO IS SKeHIIVH U3 HeIPYBUIEIVPOBAHHBIX COLMAIBHBIX CTI0EB, AeICTBUA
KOTOPBIX IIOMOI/IN, B CBOIO OYepelib, IpeoOpasoBaTh MOHACTHIPD 1 afAlITHPOBATh €ro K yC-
TIOBUAM MOJIePHM3ALINN.

Kntouesuvie cnosa: Pycckas mpaBociaBHas IepKOBb, IPaBOCIaBHOE MOHAILECTBO, IPaBOC/IaB-
HbIe KEeHCKIe MOHACTBIPM, KeHCKOe MOHAIIECTBO, BO3POX/IeHIIe MOHAIIIECTBA, MMIIepCKasd
Poccusa, Hixunit HoBropoy, craTuctudeckye MeTO/ bl UICTOPMYECKOTO aHa/IN3a.

Our previous article demonstrated how the internal reorganization of the Nizhnii
Novgorod Convent of the Exaltation of the Cross interacted with developments in its ex-
ternal environment to transform the convent during the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries!. Over the course of this period, the convent was transformed from a small com-
munity composed mainly of older women, predominantly widows, that possessed limited

1 Wagner W. G., Barnitt K. A Quantitative Study of the Transformation of Female Orthodox Monas-
ticism in Imperial Russia // Vestnik of Saint Petersburg University. History. 2017. Vol. 62, iss. 4. P.751-776.
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means and played a modest role in the religious and cultural life of the city into a large
and wealthy community that appealed overwhelmingly to young, unmarried, and dispro-
portionately literate women, increasingly from unprivileged backgrounds, and provided
a range of social and educational as well as religious services to the Orthodox population
of the Nizhnii Novgorod region. As the trends in the convent’s membership make clear,
the decision-and for some women the ability-to enter the convent between the eighteenth
century and 1917 was strongly influenced by a woman’s particular worldly status, circum-
stances, prospects, and location. But once a woman had joined the community, as two
sets of statistical analysis suggest, considerations deriving from the community’s internal
values and needs generally outweighed these worldly attributes in shaping central aspects
of life within the convent, although this conclusion must remain tentative because of the
indirect and limited nature of the evidence. This transcendence of worldly attributes and
values within the community also helps to explain its transformation during the late im-
perial period.

The first set of analyses examines the effects of social background and of the level
of literacy on the time that elapsed before novice and full vows were taken by all women
who entered the convent between 1816-1856 and between 1866-1894 (and in the case
of the level of literacy, also prior to 1816). The second set examines the effects of social
background and of the level of literacy on the obediences performed at the convent by all
women who lived at the convent between 1816-1856 and between 1866-18962. Consid-
ered collectively, the results of these analyses indicate that, with one exception, neither
social background nor the level of literacy influenced the progress of women through
the various stages of a monastic vocation during any of the periods examined. However,
interpreting the results of the analysis of the obediences women performed within the
convent has proven more complicated, both because of the frequent correlation between
social background and level of literacy and because of the prevalence of certain skills and
expertise among women from particular social backgrounds.

With regard to the possible effects of social background on the time that elapsed
prior to women taking both novice and full vows, Tables 1 and 2 demonstrate that the
mean time varied by social status for all three periods. Unfortunately, not all of these
variations could be analyzed statistically due to an insufficiency of data or such other
deficiencies as skewed sample sizes or a significant number of outliers in the samples.
But in all except one and, perhaps, two of the testable cases, the analysis showed that the
differences between social groups were not significant statistically and could be explained
by random variation. The exceptions were the longer time that elapsed during the period
1866-1894 before women from the clerical estate took their full vows and, more ambig-

2 Two-sample t-tests were used to examine the effects of social background and of level of literacy on
the time that elapsed before women at the convent took their novice and full vows. To attain greater reliabil-
ity in instances where the data was limited, Mann-Whitney-Wilcoxon tests also were used when feasible.
Analysis of the effects of social status and of level of literacy on the obediences performed by members of
the convent was conducted using chi square homogeneity tests, complemented in some cases by one-tailed
alternative tests, with low- and upper-tailed tests being used in instances of disproportionality to determine
under- or overrepresentation. To take account of changes in the level of literacy possessed by women that
occurred after their entry into the convent, the analysis was carried out using both the lowest level of literacy
exhibited by a woman while at the convent and the highest level she subsequently attained. The significance
level used for all tests was .05.
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uously, the shorter time prior to their taking novice vows®. In the case of full vows, the
result may reflect the significant number of girls from the clerical estate who during the
1866-1894 period entered the convent at a very young age as orphans or as students in its
school and then remained as members of the monastic community, resulting in unusually
long periods before they took full vows. Conversely, such women tended to take their nov-
ice vows immediately upon reaching the age of majority, which would have contributed to
a shorter mean time prior to such vows being taken by women from the clerical estate in
general. But whatever the explanation for these two cases, both the majority of test results
and the generally small range of variation in the mean time that elapsed before women
from different social groups took novice and full vows, particularly during the latter two
time periods, support the conclusion that social background exerted little influence on the
progression of women at the convent through the stages of a monastic vocation.

Table 1. Mean Time to Novice and Full Vows (Years), Social Background

Pre-1816 1816-1856 1866-1894
Novice Full Novice Full Novice Full
All Members 8.6 14.6 5.8 21.9 11.4 26.9
Clergy 6.3 10.8 5.5 24.4 8.8 31.3
Meshchanstvo 7.0 18.9 4.9 224 13.5 35.8
All Peasants 6.8 18.6 6.1 19.6 11.6 26.0
Freed Serfs 5.0 18.3 5.1 16.0 - -
Other Peasants 7.3 21.0 6.7 22.4 - -
Military, Enlisted 12.0 21.2 4.7 22.3 6.2 -
Military, Officers 12.5 9.1 43 - - -
Nobility 19.5 15.5* 6.0 21.9 10.0 16.5
State Officials 8.0 12.2 5.9 18.0 - -

Source: Russian Sisters database’.

% In the case of novice vows, the two-sample t-test indicated that the difference was statistically sig-
nificant, whereas the Mann-Whitney-Wilcoxon test indicated that it was not. While the nature of the data
in this instance suggests that the results of the Mann-Whitney-Wilcoxon test might be more reliable than
those of the two-sample t-test, the divergence, nonetheless, calls into question any conclusions that might
be drawn from them.

4 These means appear to have been skewed by the number of nuns who transferred into the convent
when Dorofeiia became abbess in 1802.

> For an explanation of the database, see: Wagner W. G., Barnitt K. A Quantitative Study... P.751-776.
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Table 2. Mean Time to Novice and Full Vows, P-Values*, Social Background

1816-1856 1866-1894
Two-Sample t-Tests ‘
Clergy - 2134 .0165™ .0217%*
Meshchanstvo - 7715 .3520 -
All Peasants - .2969 .8601 .5665
é’s}t}iants Other than Freed B 2770 8849 6383
Mann-Whitney-Wilcoxon Tests
Clergy .2455 .0225**
Meshchanstvo .5641 -
All Peasansts - 5311
gsfjsants Other than Freed B 5311

" P-values indicate the probability of observed results in statistical analysis. A P-value of <.05 indicates
the probability of a statistically significant difference between the means being tested, and thus in this case
the likelihood of an effect of social background on the time elapsed prior to taking novice and full vows. The
lower the P-value, the greater the probability of an effect. A double asterisk (**) indicates the probability, and
a triple asterisk (***), a very high probability, of such an effect.

Source: Russian Sisters database®.

The same conclusion can be drawn, with greater confidence, from the analysis of the
possible effects of differences in the level of literacy possessed by women at the convent. In
this case, Table 3 demonstrates that although the mean time that elapsed before women at
the convent took both novice and full vows also varied by level of literacy for all three peri-
ods, the pattern of variations differed across periods. For example, in the pre-1816 period
less time elapsed before fully literate women took full vows than was the case for illiterate
women, whereas in the 1866-1894 period the reverse was true. None of the differences
within a period, moreover, proved to be statistically significant and all could be explained
by random variation (Table 4). As in the case of a woman’s social background and secular
identity, her level of literacy thus appears to have had little influence on her progression
through the stages of a monastic vocation, in contrast — as we shall see — to the obedi-
ences she performed. Hence, the results of the analyses regarding both social background
and level of literacy indirectly support the conclusion that progression through a monastic
vocation at the convent was determined mainly by criteria and considerations internal to
the community.

¢ For an explanation of the database, see: Wagner W. G., Barnitt K. A Quantitative Study...
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Table 3. Mean Time to Novice and Full Vows (Years), Level of Literacy

Pre-1816 1816-1856 1866-1894
Novice Full Novice Full Novice Full
All Members 8.6 14.6 5.8 21.9 11.4 26.9
Full Literacy 7.5 11.6 5.9 20.7 10.2 28.3
Partial Literacy 8.8 16.7 5.1 22.8 11.8 25.3
No Literacy 9.4 19.1 55 224 12.0 26.8

Source: Russian Sisters database’.

Table 4. Mean Time to Novice and Full Vows, P-Values, Level of Literacy

Pre-1816 1816-1856 1866-1894
Novice Eull Novice Eull Novice Eull
Two-Sample t-Tests ‘
Full Literacy .6294 .0900 .5478 .5288 .3746 4658
Partial Literacy .9440 5751 .5206 .6321 .8006 3910
No Literacy .6547 .1908 .9809 .7589 .6009 9601

Mann-Whitney-Wilcoxon Tests

Full Literacy .6861 .1382
Partial Literacy 6282 .0712 7374
No Literacy 3341 .0994 9951

Source: Russian Sisters database®

Only the age at which a woman entered the convent consistently demonstrated a
statistically significant correlation with the time that elapsed prior to full and, much more
weakly and only for the pre-1816 period, novice vows being taken. The correlation was
negative, i.e. the younger the age of entry into the convent, the longer the period before
vows were taken, and vice versa. Moreover, as Table 5 demonstrates, for all three periods
the age of entry explains a high percentage of the variability between women in the time
that elapsed before full vows were taken and provides a strong indicator of the length
of this period. For the pre-1816 period, for example, age of entry explains 55% of the
variability, 50 % for the period 1816-1856, and nearly 40 % for the period 1866-1894. In
addition, analysis of the differences in the mean time prior to novice and full vows being
taken between the three time periods shows these differences to be statistically significant
in all but one ambiguous case, that between novice vows for the pre-1816 and the 1866—

7 For an explanation of the database, see: Wagner W. G., Barnitt K. A Quantitative Study...
8 For an explanation of the database, see: Ibid.
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1894 periods (Table 6)°. The results with regard to full vows are unambiguous, however,
and reflect the impact of the steadily declining age at which women entered the convent
during the nineteenth century in a context where they were legally prohibited from taking
such vows before age 50 prior to 1832 and age 40 thereafter!®.

Table 5. Relationship of Age to Novice and Full Vows, Linear Regressions, R-Squared Values

Novice Vows Full Vows
Pre-1816 ‘ 3171 .5481
1816-1856 ‘ 1329 5031
1866-1894 ‘ .0580 .3969

Source: Russian Sisters database!!

Table 6. Time to Novice and Full Vows, Differences Between Periods, P-Values

Comparison
between: Pre-1816 & 1816-1856 1816-1856 & 1866-1894 Pre-1816 & 1866-1894
Two-Sample t-Tests ‘

‘ .0248** 7.808e-06***  2.626e-13***  .0002*** .0508 7.919e-12***

Mann-Whitney-Wilcoxon Tests ‘
‘ .0081* .0139**

Source: Russian Sisters database!2.

As noted above, analysis of the effects of social status and of level of literacy on the
obediences performed by members of the Convent of the Exaltation of the Cross has proven
more complicated because of the ways in which social background, literacy, and possession of
particular skills and expertise often overlapped with one another. The analysis is complicated
still further by the fact that a significant number of women became literate or improved their
level of literacy while at the convent. To take account of such changes, analysis of the effects of
literacy on the assignment of obediences was carried out using both the lowest level of litera-
cy exhibited by a woman while at the convent and the highest level she subsequently attained.
In addition, because the organization, assignment, and structure of obediences at the convent
changed radically after its reorganization and relocation, only the periods 1816-1856 and
1866-1896 were examined. Despite these complications and limitations, the results of the
analysis—presented in Tables 7-8-offer valuable insight into the internal life of the convent.
When interpreting these results, however, it is important to bear in mind that they do not

° Again in this case, the Mann-Whitney-Wilcoxon test indicated that the difference was statistically
significant whereas the two-sample t-test indicated that it was not. Although the nature of the data suggests
that in this case, too, the result produced by the former test might be more reliable than that of the latter; this
result, nonetheless, must be treated with caution.

10 Wagner W. G., Barnitt K. A Quantitative Study... P.751-776.

1 For an explanation of the database, see: Ibid.

12 For an explanation of the database, see: Ibid.
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signify exclusivity but show only the absence or existence of statistically significant dispro-
portionality. Women from all social backgrounds and possessing all levels of literacy could be
found among those performing the tasks composing each obedience category.

Table 7. Effect of Social Background on Obediences, 1816-1896, P-Values

Obedience Religion Handicrafts ~ Domestic Education/ Gold-Sewing Icon

Category Welfare Painting!?
1816-1856

Nobility/

Military Officer |~ 740 1635 0220% 3519 0104% -

Clergy .3466 .7068 .6488 1923 2938 -

Meshchanstvo 2834 .5998 4984 3119 .5749 -

All Peasants .5008 9217 .0058%** 9546 7151 -

Freed Serfs .9821 .9935 7192 .9765 .2608 -

Other Peasants 4168 .7335 .0050*** .5349 .3956 -
1866-1896

Clergy .0103** .1067 .0342%* .6647 .0036%** 9632

Meshchanstvo .5869 .1749 .8993 .0297** .6459 .0431**

All Peasants .0866 .0703 .0004*** 2072 0011+ .0522

Source: Russian Sisters database!“.

Unfortunately, because of their small sample size, some groups could not be analyzed
statistically with regard to the effects of social background on the assignment of obediences.
But the analysis of the groups that could be examined shows that in both periods inves-
tigated peasants were overrepresented among those members of the convent performing
domestic obediences to a statistically significant degree, although interestingly for the earlier
period, this result does not apply to peasants identified as “freed serfs” (otpushchenitsy)'>.
Conversely, during the period 1866-1896, peasants were underrepresented to a statistically
significant degree among those assigned to gold-sewing work (Table 7). Mirroring these
results for the earlier period, noblewomen and the widows and daughters of military officers
(again considered as one group) were overrepresented among members of the convent en-
gaged in gold-sewing work and underrepresented among those performing domestic obe-
diences to a statistically significant degree (Table 7)'°. For the later period, women from
the clerical estate similarly were overrepresented to a statistically significant degree among
members of the convent engaged in gold-sewing work, as well as among those performing
religious obediences, while being underrepresented among women assigned to domestic

13 This obedience was only infrequently recorded prior to the 1866 report.

4 For an explanation of the database, see: Wagner W. G., Barnitt K. A Quantitative Study...

15 The number of women at the convent identified in this way during the 18661896 period was too
small to test.

16 There were too few women in these groups during the 1866-1896 period to enable testing.
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obediences (Table 7). Also, in the period 1866-1896, women from the meshchanstvo were
overrepresented to a statistically significant degree among members of the convent engaged
both in painting icons and in the performance of obediences categorized as “education and
welfare;” which consisted mainly of teaching in the convent’s school, working in its pharma-
cy, hospital, or almshouse, and caring for orphans or for elderly and infirm sisters (Table 7).
Apart from these cases, social background appears to have exerted little influence on the
assignment of obediences in any systematic way, at least that is discernable.

Table 8. Effect of Level of Literacy on Obediences, 1816-1896, P-Values

Obedience Religion Handicrafts Domestic ~ Education/ Gold-Sewing Icon

Category Welfare Painting!”
1816-1856

Lowest Literacy

Level

Full 3912 .5357 .0002™ 9349 2584 -

Partial .3086 4010 8775 5914 .0146™ -

No Literacy .0606 .8354 .0007™" 5527 .0004™ -

Highest Literacy

Level

Full .0098"" 9969 .0002""" .8192 .0001" -

Partial 9958 .8162 .1561 9812 4212 -

No Literacy 0035 8198 0110 8233 0005 -
1866-1896

Lowest Literacy

Level

Full .0110™ .0072™ .0002™ 1221 .0252™ 0047

Partial .0639 4018 .9655 2712 .0884 .8399

No Literacy 1.006e-05"" .0010™" .0001™ 7314 .0002™" .0035™

Highest Literacy

Level

Full .8609 3014 1.196e-10"" 4250 2574 4968

Partial 1752 .7078 .7750 .2905 .6072 9842

No Literacy .1748 .5658 1.731e-13"™ .0207™ .0605'8 4843

Source: Russian Sisters database!®.

17 This obedience was only infrequently recorded prior to the 1866 report.
18 This result may be invalid because the large enough condition of the sample size was not satisfied.
19 For an explanation of the database, see: Wagner W. G., Barnitt K. A Quantitative Study...
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With regard to the effects of the level of literacy on the assignment of obediences,
with one exception the results of the analysis differ depending on whether the lowest or
the highest level of literacy attained by members of the convent is used as the basis for
analysis. The exception is the statistically significant underrepresentation of fully literate
women, and overrepresentation of illiterate women, among those performing domestic
obediences that is demonstrated regardless of the level of literacy on which the analysis is
based (Table 8). The consistency of this result suggests that the level of literacy strongly
influenced assignment to a domestic obedience. Conversely, the differences between the
results of the analyses using the lowest and the highest levels of literacy exhibited by mem-
bers of the convent suggest, perhaps, a modest influence of full literacy on the assignment
to religious obediences, handicraft and gold-sewing work, or the painting of icons. When
the lowest level of literacy is used as the basis for analysis, and the percentage of fully liter-
ate women in the convent’s membership consequently is the smallest and that of illiterate
women is the highest, fully literate women were overrepresented-and illiterate women
were underrepresented-to a statistically significant degree among those performing re-
ligious obediences and engaged in handicraft and gold-sewing work, and the painting
of icons. These statistical differences disappear when the analysis is based on the highest
level of literacy attained, i.e. when the percentage of fully and partially literate members of
the convent is highest and the percentage of illiterate members is lowest (Table 8). These
differences in results reflect the increase in the incidence of literacy among members of
the convent that resulted from both the higher incidence of literacy among its incoming
members, particularly after the early 1880’, and the acquisition of some level of literacy
by existing members. By the 1890, fully and partially literate women simply stood out
less in the convent’s membership than they had done previously (see Tables 8 and 9 in our
first article). But the fact that during the 1866-1896 period the obediences assigned to
43 % of the women who acquired some level of literacy after their entry into the convent
changed from a domestic task to a religious obedience, gold-sewing or handicraft work,
or the painting of icons suggests that literacy was a consideration in the assignment of
obediences®.

One possible explanation for these patterns in the effects both of social background
and of levels of literacy on the assignment of obediences could be the influence of social
preference and prejudice, particularly given the close relationship between social status
and literacy. Women from privileged social backgrounds, who also tended more frequent-
ly to be fully literate, were disproportionately assigned to religious obediences, gold-sew-
ing work, or the painting of icons, while peasants, among whom the incidence of illiteracy
was highest, were relegated disproportionately to domestic tasks.

But another, equally and perhaps more plausible, explanation of the patterns of effects
revealed by our analysis is that obediences were assigned based on how the particular
skills and knowledge possessed by individual members of the convent would contribute
to the community as a whole and to the attainment of its goals. After the relocation and

20 This percentage is based on the individual records of members of the convent and was calculated
using only those records that indicated a woman’s obedience both before and after she acquired some level
of literacy. In 34 % of the cases, previously illiterate women already were performing a religious obedience
or were engaged in gold sewing or handicraft work, or the painting of icons prior to becoming literate. In
addition, a significant number of partially literate women who became fully literate also were reassigned to
an obedience in one of these four categories after improving their level of literacy.
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reconstruction of the convent, the number of its churches increased from one to four,
with two self-standing chapels later added. These all required women to serve in them,
as members of choirs, in various liturgical roles, to record requests for and offer prayers,
to read the psalter, to manage the sale of candles and icons, and so on. Prior familiarity
with many of these roles would be an asset in their performance, and literacy was essential
for several of them, a combination of attributes possessed disproportionately by women
from the clerical estate. Similarly, after its relocation the convent possessed an orchard,
several gardens, and a small number of cattle and other livestock that needed to be tended,
and after its reorganization it had a steadily growing number of members who had to be
fed, clothed, and otherwise materially provided for, all tasks for which the background
of peasant women would prepare them particularly well. Economically, especially in the
first half of the nineteenth century the convent relied heavily on the sale of high-quali-
ty gold-sewing work for the income needed to support the community and its religious
activities. Embroidery was a skill common among women from the privileged strata of
society, particularly the nobility in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. It is thus
not unreasonable to conclude that the results of our analyses reflect the deployment of
sisters’ labor by the convent’s leadership based on the skills and abilities of individual
members with the objective of meeting the community’s internal needs and serving its
religious purposes. The annual report by the Nizhnii Novgorod diocesan consistory to the
Holy Synod for 1898 offers support for this conclusion. Commenting on the wide range of
activities engaged in by convents generally in the diocese, the report observed:

[T]he work of the sisters exhibits a strong, systematic division and distribution of labor
by type into specific groups of toiler-nuns. Precisely this proper division and appropriate rota-
tion of labor... serves, in our view, as one of the main conditions for the success and produc-
tiveness of this labor and for the high quality of craftsmanship for which monastic products
are renowned. Only such an ordering of monastic life and work makes possible the surprising
order and harmony that reign in these large monastic communities. ..*!

Within this structured division of labor, it is not clear that for members of the mo-
nastic community the performance of some tasks conferred higher status than others. As
historian Igor Smolitsch has observed, when carried out in a convent, any task-even the
most menial and seemingly mundane-acquires a deeper meaning because of the religious
purposes it serves?2.

The composition of the convent’s leadership itself over the course of the nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries supports the conclusion that personal attributes and abilities
judged by criteria internal to the community rather than worldly social identity and sta-
tus determined the assignment of obediences within the convent. Not surprisingly, given
their responsibilities, all the women who held leadership positions at the convent during
this period were literate, nearly all fully literate, although some acquired their literacy
only after having entered the convent. The social background of the women who fulfilled
positions of leadership, however, was quite diverse and reflected the range of social groups
represented in the convent’s membership overall (Table 9). While a third of the individual
women who held various offices came from the clerical estate, nearly 20 % were peas-
ants, with meshchanki and merchants each constituting 15 % of this group. Only two were

21 Otchet o sostoyanii Nizhegorodskoj eparkhii // Rossiskij Gosudarstvennii Istoricheskii Arkhiv
(RGIA). E796. Op. 442.D.1731. L. 11.
22 Smolich I. K. Russkoe monashestvo 988-1917. Moscow, 1997. P.292-293.
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Table 9. Officers and Social Background, 1816-1917

Church
By Office: Abbess  Treasurer Superintendent Sacristan Precentor Warden  Total
Nobility/
Military Officer 2 1 3
State Official 1 1 1 3
Clergy 2 5 1 2 4 14
Merchant 1 2 1 4
Meshchanstvo 2 2 4
Peasant 1 3 1 2 1 8
Military,
Enlisted _ _1 _ _ _ — -1
Total 6 10 7 8 5 1 37
By Person:
Nobility/
Military Officer 5
State Official 2
Clergy 9
Merchant 4
Meshchanstvo 4
Peasant 5
Military,
Enlisted 1
Total 27

Sources: TSANO, f. 582, op. 1, dd. 47, 88, 129, 211, 329, 385, 460, 531, 588, 631; f. 570, op. 559 za
1906 g., d. 62,za 1917 g., d. 56a.

noblewomen (7 %). Nor did women from a particular social group dominate any office
except that of precentor, essentially the senior chorister, who most often had come from
the clerical estate. As Table 9 indicates, women generally held several offices during their
career, typically moving up a hierarchy of increased responsibility and authority as they
gained experience. The career of sister Vera (Evdokiia Iakovleva) provides an example of
this progression as well as of the opportunities that the convent provided for women from
even the least privileged background. An unmarried peasant from Nizhnii Novgorod
province, Vera entered the convent in 1836 at the age of 25. Initially illiterate, she first
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worked in the convent’s refectory. By1866, after she had become partially literate, her obe-
diences consisted of singing in one of the convent’s choirs and the painting of icons. Fully
literate by 1876, she became superintendent of the convent in 1882 and treasurer in 1883,
at the age of 7223

To the degree that the second interpretation of our results accurately reflects the val-
ues and practices that shaped life within the Convent of the Exaltation of the Cross after
the early nineteenth century, it may help explain the disproportionate appeal of a monastic
life to young, unmarried women from the unprivileged and poorer strata of society, and
thus also the transformation of the convent’s social roles and membership that already was
well advanced prior to the abolition of serfdom. Especially for young women whose social
status and circumstances severely limited their options, after its reorganization on a com-
munal basis, the convent provided not only opportunities for religious enrichment and
spiritual fulfillment, but also the possibility of a respected and materially secure life en-
gaged in meaningful labor within a community of women in which worldly status appears
largely to have been transcended. To the extent, moreover, that the assignment of obedi-
ences was influenced by a woman’s level of literacy rather than her social background, the
lack of literacy also was a condition that regularly was overcome at the convent, as the case
of sister Vera attests.

Conclusion

As our two articles taken together demonstrate, a statistical analysis of the annu-
al membership reports submitted by female monastic communities after the early nine-
teenth century can provide considerable insight both into the character, causes, and pro-
cess of their transformation during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and into
their internal life during this period. In the case of the Nizhnii Novgorod Convent of the
Exaltation of the Cross, our analysis shows that the transformation of the convent took
place in two stages. The first occurred over the course of the first half of the nineteenth
century and was precipitated mainly by the reorganization of the convent on a communal
basis. Although adopted for religious reasons, this form of organization provided the con-
vent with the flexibility, structures, and practices that enabled it to absorb and assimilate a
larger number of members from more diverse backgrounds, to utilize these women effec-
tively for the support of the community as well as for the attainment of its religious objec-
tives, and to adapt to continuously changing conditions within its external environment.
Reorganization on a communal basis not only enabled the convent to grow substantially
in size and social diversity, but also contributed significantly to its transformation from
a community composed predominantly of older widows into one composed mainly of
younger, unmarried women. While the religious nature and role of the convent remained
central, its social character and role thus also were transformed, from a place of retirement
for older women into a form of largely self-supporting community for women from a
broader range of ages and, initially, social backgrounds. Eventually, this community came

2 TsANO. E.582. Op. 1. D.129, 211, 329-30, 385, 460, 531; Wagner W. G. The Transformation of Fe-
male Orthodox Monasticism in Nizhnii Novgorod Diocese, 1764-1929, in Comparative Perspective // Jour-
nal of Modern History. 2006. Vol.78. P.55; Miller M. L. “Like a Hen Who Gathers Her Chicks”: Female
Leadership in Russian Orthodox Monasticism, 1700-1917 // Church and Society in Modern Russia. Essays
in Honor of Gregory L. Freeze / eds M. Hildermeier, E. K. Wirtschafter. Wiesbaden, 2015. P.95-112.
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to provide a variety of services to an even broader range of women, through its school,
pharmacy, hospital, almshouse, and shelter for orphans?*.

The second stage of the convent’s transformation occurred in the wake of the abo-
lition of serfdom and reflected the effects not only of the emancipation, but also of the
expansion of female education and the opportunities for employment and public activ-
ism especially for educated women during the post-emancipation period. This phase of
transformation intensified after the early 1880’ in response to the accelerating pace of
modernizing social, economic, and cultural change in Nizhnii Novgorod and the sur-
rounding region. Together, these developments led first to the extensive growth in size
and then , eventually, to a considerable narrowing of the social diversity of the convent’s
membership, with women from the privileged strata of society largely disappearing, those
from the clerical estate beginning to decline, and those from the poorer and unprivileged
strata of urban and rural society increasing rapidly and becoming predominant. But while
increasingly more plebian, the convent’s membership continued to become more literate,
exhibiting levels of literacy significantly above those of the general female urban and rural
populations. In addition to widening the media through which female piety was experi-
enced and expressed, the expansion of female education in the late imperial period, there-
fore, appears to have had a differential impact on the relative appeal of a monastic life for
different groups of women.

While our analysis thus demonstrates that social identity and location strongly influ-
enced the decision of women to undertake a monastic life during the late imperial peri-
od, however, it also indicates that these worldly attributes exerted little influence on such
central aspects of life within the convent as progression through the stages of a monastic
vocation, the assignment of tasks performed, or elevation to positions of leadership. While
profoundly shaped by the social and economic environment in which the Convent of the
Exaltation of the Cross existed, the community of women who composed it, therefore,
appears also to have transcended this environment in important ways, which may help to
explain the disproportionate appeal of such communities in general to Orthodox women
from the poorer and unprivileged strata of late imperial Russian society.

This disproportionate appeal of a monastic life for women, especially literate women,
from the poorer and unprivileged strata of Russian society reveals an important dimen-
sion of the growth and transformation of female Orthodox monasticism in late imperial
Russia. Far from losing their vitality and meaning in a context of modernizing change,
monastic institutions provided women with a medium through which they could both
respond to the changes they were experiencing and take advantage of new possibilities
created by them. They could do so in part because, as we have argued elsewhere, these
institutions themselves were adapting to the same processes of change through the actions
of their leadership, the women who joined them, and the lay Orthodox believers who
utilized and supported them. In the case of the Convent of the Exaltation of the Cross,
for example, over the course of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries its activities
expanded to include a range of educational, health, and welfare services, and its economy
was refashioned to reflect the development of capitalism in Nizhnii Novgorod and the

24 Wagner W.G.: 1) The Transformation of... P.823-826; 2) Fashioning Ideals of Monasticism and
Womanhood: The Nizhnii Novgorod Convent of the Exaltation of the Cross, 1802-1857 // Everyday Life in
Russian History. Quotidian Studies in Honor of Daniel Kaiser. Bloomington (IN), 2010. P.93-97.
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surrounding region®. Again, this is not to diminish the religious dimensions of the appeal
of monasticism for the women who undertook this form of life in late imperial Russia or
the fundamentally religious nature of the communities they entered. Nor does it deny the
complex and multiple motives of new entrants to monastic communities or causes of the
monastic revival that took place at this time?%. It is merely to recognize that both the appeal
of monasticism and monastic institutions exist within, and vary in response to, particular
historical contexts. Viewed from this perspective, as exemplified by the Nizhnii Novgorod
Convent of the Exaltation of the Cross, the transformation of female Orthodox monasti-
cism in nineteenth and early twentieth-century imperial Russia can be understood in part
as a process of interrelated mutual adaptation through which the women who composed
monastic communities reshaped them institutionally and functionally while responding
to the conditions of emerging modernity.
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