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Matgorzata Abassy’s book provides a study of an extraordinary and significant
figure within Russia’s 18th century elite — Nicholas Novikov, the founding father of
Russian journalism and one of the leading promoters of freemasonry.

Although the market offers some books on Novikov’s heritage that have appeared
in Russia throughout twenty decades most of them were written either in the pre-revo-
lutionary period or in the Soviet times (like G. Makogonenko’s monograph of 1951),
which makes them slightly outdated. There are some scarce publications on Russian
freemasonry with Raffaella Faggionato’s A Rosicrucian Utopia in Eighteenth-Centu-
ry Russia (1977) being probably the leading one. Since their discourses’ objectivity
seems disputable a fresh look on Novikov prepared for an English-speaking reader
becomes a sensible project.

Structurally it is composed of four chapters: one referring to Russian patterns of
culture and their clash with the situation of nobility in the 18" century, another one —
on the masonic lodges in Russia, a chapter about Novikov inside the Masonic world,
and, finally, the main part of the book, in which we read about the old and new pat-
terns of Russian culture in Novikov’s texts. This sequence of issues allows the Author
to show how the evolving Russian culture reflects itself in its own product, which has
risen to become high enough to reach the level of individuality.

The idea of the book lies in presenting Nicholas Novikov as a descendant of the
Masonic tradition on the one hand and as a promoter of individual rights and dignity
“in the face of Empire” on the other. It seems that the Author (resorting to Lotman’s
semiotics) rightly explains the background of Novikov’s activity as a combination of
the Orthodox tradition and the idea of Empire. This way we can observe how the ro-
ugh Russian soil becomes fertilized with a new system of values, in which individual
conscience goes beyond the traditional authorities. The highly hierarchical, Byzantine
styled society, based on ranks is being gradually invaded by the spirit of equality,
which is considered a predominant rule among the freemasonry.

If one were to search for the essential conclusion of the monograph, it is probably
placed not in the concluding remarks. There is certainly no doubt that in the social and
political life of Russia masonic ideas were prolonged by the Decembrist associations
but the spiritual value of Novikov’s attempts boils down to something else. We read
in the main chapter that in fact Novikov rejected two patterns (or narratives even): the
determinism of the Orthodox interpretation of Christ’s message i.e. the belief that the
History had already been written by God and the belief that was being constructed by
an eminent individual — the emperor. This way the writer becomes inconvenient for
both pillars of Russian civilization. Such kind of interpretation places the heritage of
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Novikov and 18™ century Russian freemasonry in the stream of ontologically groun-
ded cultural studies.

As the author clearly points out is the fact that Novikov’s heritage became the soil
for a new phenomenon in Russia — the counterculture whose first emanation was the
Decembrist movement. It carved the split between the faithfulness to the monarch and
the faithfulness to the country, between the interests of individuals and the interests of
the empire, beginning their rebellion at the Senate Square to change the system into
something more human-like, into an order able to protect human rights and individual
dignity. However, as Abassy suggests, the new cultural pattern based on anthropocen-
trism initiated a tragic cracking inside Russian culture.

The text of the book provides a deep insight into a reasonable set of primary so-
urces and literature. What seems especially valuable is the fact of resorting to direct
examples of polemics with Catherine the Great, whose doctrine differed from the
ones of her predecessors only in the dimension of methodology, not in the objectives.

Matgorzata Abassy’s monograph is a useful and clever analysis, in which an intel-
lectual story of a Russian thinker becomes a material for a case study, which streng-
thens a broader reflection about the transformation of seemingly unchangeable pat-
terns of Russian culture.

Joachim Diec
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TEKCT N TPAOULMA: AJIBMAHAX 1, VMHCTUTYT PYCCKOHM JUTEPATYPhI
(ITywkunckuid [Tom) Poccuiickoii akagemun Hayk, Myseit-ycans6a JI.H. Tonctoro
«ScHas IMoasina» , CankT-IleTepOypr-Pocrok, 2013, c. 432.

B 2012 ropy B UPJIN (Ilymkunckuit [Jom) ObI1 OTKPBIT UCCIENOBATEIbCKUIA
ueHTp «CoBpeMeHHasl CIIOBECHOCTD B JINTEPATYPHOU TPagului», a y>Ke TOJl CIyCTSI
TIOSIBUJICS TIEpBBIil TOM anbManaxa Texcm u mpaouyus (TT), oTpa3uBImii HAYIHYIO
Y TIPOCBETUTEIILCKYIO IEATENIbHOCTb 3TOr0 LieHTpa. PegakTopom anbmaHnaxa crai Me-
JMEeBUCT, Beayluil HayuyHblil coTpyaHuk MPJIN — EBrenuit BogonaskuH.

B penakTopckoM BBEfIeHHH LIEHTPAJILHOE yCTPEMIIEHHE HOBOIO allbMaHaxa 0003Haue-
HO TIO-TYIIKUHOJIOMCKY aKaJIeMIIHO: «MaKCUMAJTLHO IIMPOKO WCCIIEIOBATh OLITOBAHNE
JIUTEPATYPHOTO TEKCTa B TpauLM» (C. 8). DTO 3HAUMT, UTO allbMaHaX MBICJUTCS Kak
CepuiHOe U3/JaH1e HAYYHBIX TEKCTOB, OObEIMHEHHBIX 110 TEMATUIECKOMY NIPU3HAKY; IPU
3TOM MOTEHIMAILHBIM aBTOPaM PEKOMEHJYETCS PacCMaTpPUBATh MPOU3BENICHISI COBpE-
MEHHOW JIMTEPATypbl MPEUMYIIECTBEHHO KOMAPATUBUCTCKHU, XOTS B TIPUHLMIIE HE BO3-



