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Our knowledge of the Russian Mennonite experience is 
largely ecclesiastical, administrative, and economic in 
character. This situation not only reflects the kind of 
records which were kept, but the documents which 
historians in Russia selected and published. In the absence 
of any major archival rediscovery, books like Peter M. 
Friesen's Die Alt-Evangelische Mennonitische Bruederschaft 
in Russland, 1789-1910 (Halbstadt, Taurien, 1911) and 
Franz Isaak's Die Molotschnaer Mennoniten (Halbstadt, 
Taurien, 1908), continue to provide the major documentary 
undergirding for any study of the subject. Unfortunately, 
the printed sources relating to cultural intellectual 
dimensions are sporadic and few, especially for the first half 
of the nineteenth century: what did the Russian Mennonite 
know about theology, literature, history, philosophy, or art? 
How did he acquire and sustain such knowledge? Where did 
such learning lead him? Such questions can illuminate the 
cultural intellectual aspirations of the Russian Mennonite 
and provide some insight into the quality of his intellect as 
well. Yet adequate explanations are difficult to supply and 
there is a constant temptation to speculate where sources 
are scarce, the desire to overstate where sources are more 
abundant. 

Initially the Russian Mennonites were a wandering 
people settling on a new frontier. In their exodus from 
Prussia, they often left the accumulated wisdom of past 
decades behind. Their men of learning instinctively sensed 
that an established economy of wide-spread literacy better 
ensured cultural continuity in a new land where questions 
other than survival appeared peripheral. They knew that 
the practice of their art was not an acceptable option on the 
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expansive Russian steppe. They could not expose their 
modest treasure to the cross winds of a new language and 
new culture. The intellectual had too much to lose. There 
was no niche for him in the villages of that harsh frontier 
and so he remained in Prussia. Thus, the first colonists 
arrived in Chrotitza with only fragments of their intellectual 
legacy, and for decades these pieces lay scattered. No one 
had the ability to reconstruct the mosaic and to reshape the 
missing pieces. An occasional teacher left Prussia with the 
intent of providing enlightenment, but he lived in only one 
village and that for only a few years. Relief for the Russian 
Mennonite cultural plight only began some four decades 
after the initial settlement, possibly with the mass 
migration of the Gnadenfeld congregation from Prussia in 
1835. Until then, the elder functioned as virtually the only 
generative force in matters of religion and intellect. 

The Elder as Custodian of Intellect 

The status of the elder in the Prussian Mennonite 
communities of late eighteen century was clearly defined. 
He was the chief religious authority in matters of faith, 
morals, worship and special ceremony. His role was 
regarded as primarily spiritual in character, even though his 
moral jurisdiction endowed him with a type of civic 
authority. In most instances he was the cultural and 
intellectual leader of the community by virtue of his 
superior training. For example, when the Prussian elder 
Cornelius Warkentin visited the Chortitza Mennonites in 
1794 to help them organize their religious life, his broad 
learning earned him the respect of "Catholic and Lutheran 
clergymen, imperial Russian colonial officials, governors 
and prominent personalities .... " 1 The first Prussian 
Mennonites arriving in Chortitza imported little or none of 
this talent. In stark contrast to Warkentin, many of the 
early Russian Mennonite "Ohms" (elders) were spiritually 
and intellectually impoverished and unable to fulfill their 
responsibilities. These were men who, aware of their 
impotence, "broke out in sighs and tears and also caused 
their hearers to cry." 2 

There appears to have been little improvement during 
the first three decades of the nineteenth century. Jacob 
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Enns' quarrels with Klaas Wiens (Steinbach) and Klaas 
Reimer (Kleine Gemeinde) were hardly the dialogue of 
gentlemen nor were they even sustained by theological 
debate of merit. Reimer, his zeal as a moral reformer 
notwithstanding, "considered the reading of books 
published by people of other faiths to be a sign of 
apostasy." 3 He need not have worried unduly: very few 
people were reading books on the new frontier. Many 
outside of the Kleine Gemeinde likewise resisted any 
expansion of the Mennonite mind. A moderate elder like 

· Bernhard Fast (1821-1860) proved too progressive when he 
supported the founding of an advanced school and a Bible 
society. The forbearance of his parishoners reached a 
breaking point when he admitted a visiting missionary to 
communion: three-quarters of his Flemish congregation left 
him (1822-24) . For a time Fast's small congregation in 
Orloff, aided by the Rudnerweide and Alexanderwohl 
congregations, functioned as an island of culture and 
spirituality in the Molochnaya settlement. 

Fortunately, help was on the way. In the Brandenburg 
village of Brenkenhofswalde a talented Lutheran family 
named Lange joined the local Mennonite congregation. A 
son, Wilhelm, was ordained a Mennonite elder by 1810. His 
intellectual and religious interests ranged well beyond those 
of a "certified teacher." Especially noteworthy was his 
dialogue with the Moravians of the region, Gottlieb J ahr in 
particular. When P.M. Friesen studied two confessions of 
faith used in Brenkenhofswalde and copied by Wilhelm 
Lange. in 1812 and 1815, he was "astounded at the 
theological training and broad classic religious insights 
which these simple farmer-bishops ... developed." 4 In 1835 
Lange, together with some forty families, migrated to the 
Molochnaya settlement where they founded Gnadenfeld, a 
village soon known for its interest in Bible study, missions, 
and prayer meetings. Apparently their spirituality was not 
welcome in the colony-nicknames like "fanatics" and 
"goody-goodys" were hardly intended as compliments. s 

The settlers not only brought piety and literacy, but 
new blood as well-Rabe, Rabsch, Lenzmann, Strauss, 
Klatt. 6 Lutherans, liberally adulterated by Moravian and 
Prussian Mennonite influence, potentially provided a 
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cultural and spiritual redemption for the Russian 
Mennonites. The Gnadenfeld influence, disseminated 
through church and school, dominated the Molochnaya 
for more than a decade. Though Wilhelm Lange's successor, 
a younger relative named Friedrich W. Lange (1841-49), 
exercised an even greater influence "than that of his 
predecessor," 7 the "foreign culture" was not destined to 
last. Both it and its representatives were unceremoniously 
deposed when scandalous rumors involving Friedrich led to 
his resignation in 1849 and the deposition of those who 
defended his integrity. Why a progressive like Bernhard 
Fast figured as an opponent of Lange is difficult to explain. 
Perhaps Fast acted with characteristic impetuosity or 
resented the influential roles played by the "foreigners." 

Locally, Gnadenfeld "culture" suffered after the 
departure of Friedrich Lange; but in a broader sense the 
"Lutheran enlightenment" lived on, both in the teachers 
and spiritual seekers it produced. The sins which Bernhard 
Fast and his fellow Mennonites committed against the 
ex-Lutherans were happily not laid to their charge. While the . 
Molochnaya experienced a cultural leveling off during the 
next decade, the intellectual attrition which so plagued the 
early settlement was overcome. 

Until the mid-nineteenth century, Mennonite elders 
displayed considerable variation in their respective 
endowments. Conservatives and moderates lived side by 
side, but as far as the constituency was concerned, a 
conservative majority demanded leaders who maintained 
the status quo. Although innovative ideas gradually spread 
to wider audiences between 1840 and 1860, their advocates 
remained a minority. In the 1870s the views of conservative 
Mennonite elders still figured prominently in the mass 
migration to America. Whether conservative or moderate, 
Mennonite elders produced virtually no theological or 
edifying literature prior to 1860. Even exceptional elders 
like Bernhard Fast and Friedrich Lange failed to engage in 
widespread literacy activity. An interesting exception is 
Heinrich Balzer, the Klein Gemeinde elder whose 1833 tract 
Verstand und Vemunft (Understanding and Reason) 
appears both sophisticated and preceptive. Balzer focuses 
upon the growing complexity of Mennonite life in Russia 
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and the outside influences altering its traditional life style. 
Material improvement and the expansion of intellect, he 

· asserted, did not increase man's knowledge of God. 
Instead, everywhere there was evidence of "pride, 
ostentation, vanity, greed for money, lust for wealth, 
avarice, drunkenness, luxury, vicious life, masquarades, 
obscene songs, gambling, and above all the miserable 
smoking of tobacco ... "e The tract, while displaying 
considerable mastery of German prose, is reactionary
Balzer is incapable of appreciating the expanding 
Mennonite world. His appeal is to the past, and intellect, 
though of high quality, assumes an ultra-conservative 
stance. He possibly symbolized the Mennonite mind of the 
mid-nineteenth century-certainly not illiterate, but 
incapable of adapting a historic faith to new circumstances. 

The Mennonite elder's potential for intellectual 
leadership was not only undermined by his own and the 
constitutency' s conservatism, but by a socio-economic 
development as well. The rapid material advance after 1840 
directly affected many elders, for as landowners they were 
an intergral part of that growing prosperity. The religious 
leader of the community was now socially and economically 
identified with its wealthier segment. In part he was the 
victim of a historical process. During earlier centuries his 
dissenting forefathers separated the . Mennonites from the 
rest of society. Once apart Mennonite religion and politics 
inevitibly intermingled. Both in Prussia and Russia a 
highly functional marriage of church and state was 
consummated, but its happiness depended on the status 
quo. A Mennonite leader whether elder or mayor, knew 
instinctively that excessive self-assertion by either the 
political or religious component of the community brought 
disaster. By the mid-nineteenth century wealth in the form 
of land holdings and cash reserves from the sale of 
agricultural products united elder and mayor. Both 
benefitted from the existing system, and if they wished to 
derive maximum influence from their positions, conservative 
and reactionary policies were in order. 

As a result, the Mennonite elder of 1850, with some 
exceptions, was a man of the establishment. He upheld a 
historic position in the Mennonite community which not 
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only supervised ethics and morals but ostrasized 
unrepentant transgressors from that community. By and 
large his instincts were administrative and legal in 
character, not visionary or creative. The emergence of the 
Brethren in the early 1860s effectively demonstrated the 
reactionary character of some of the elders as does a cursory 
study of the emigration leaders of the 1870s. 

Adolf Ehrt in his Das Mennonitentum in Russland 
speaks of a "Herrschaft der Wirte" (rule of the landowners) 
in the economic world of 1850.9 The formation of a 
Kirchenkonvent (Council of Elders) prior to 1850 created an 
ecclesiastical counterpart to the power exercised by the 
landowners. The elders, without the consent of the 
community at large, made the Kirchenkonvent the highest 
authority in all religious matters. In the hierarchy which 
resulted, the elders soon found themselves subjected to the 
Mennonite state. More and more the "keeping of the peace" 
meant that the elders condoned the actions of the state. 
They were no longer free spokesmen for their own cause. In 
1846 elder Heinrich Wiens of Margenau excommunicated 
several of his members whom the local mayor ordered to 
assist in the corporal punishment of a youth. When the 
head of the Supervisory Commission in Odessa, Eduard von 
Hahn, visited Halbstadt on July 20th he curtly reminded 
Wiens that he was only a farmer and as such "subject to 
the mayor and also not exempt from corporal punishment. ·~o 
Hahn expected the other elders· to respect civic authority 
and deal appropriately with Wiens. In a letter to 
Molochnaya officials on August 4, 1846, Hahn again 
observed that every citizen must "obey the authorities 
appointed by the government." 11 In the end, the elders 
succumbed to Hahn's pressure and deposed Wiens. 

By now there were at least three precedents for dealing 
with religious nonconformity. Hahn's captious deposition of 
elders Jacob Warkentin (1842) and Peter Schmidt (1844) 
already symbolized the progressive subjection of the elders 
to civil authorities. For at least two decades the Mennonite 
elders co-operated with the political segment of the 
community. When volost chairman David Friesen requested 
information about the Brethren dissenters in 1869, the elders 
reflected the Mennonite state when they observed that 
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" ... disorders could emerge if they continue as a free and 
uew religious fellowship."12 Neither group seemed to 
understand that it was imprisoned by its own system and 
that affairs in both church and state were reaching 
totalitarian proportions. By their union with state, the elders 
not only made themselves obsolete but suppressed religious 
inquiry. The majority remained steadfast opponents of 
renewal, the very element capable of freeing them from the 
tyranny of the state and restoring them to a postion of 
spiritual and intellectual leadership. 

The Teacher as Intellectual Servant 
By the mid-nineteenth century it was clear that the 

Mennonite elder was incapable of significantly broadening 
the intellectual-cultural horizons of his community. There 
was only one other alternative source of enlightenment 
within the prevailing structure-the village teacher. Was 
he capable of the task? Early nineteenth century portraits 
of the village teacher, especially one attributed to estate 
owner and education promoter Johann Cornies (1789-1848), 
fail to inspire confidence in his intellectual prowess. He 
lived amidst an agricultural society not far removed from 
its frontier experience, a society whose life was 
characterized by rigorous toil. Here the concerns of raising 
sheep, cattle and horses, the realities of seeding and 
harvest, reigned supreme. Tobias Voth's (Orloff 1822-1829) 
experience as village herdsman does not suggest particular 
refinement, nor does his gathering of cow chips for fuel 
reflect the contemplative life.1a His career illustrates the dual 
tensions confronting the early teacher as a cultural agent. 
There was a constant struggle to achieve adequate 
qualifications which, if successful as in Voth's case, raised 
another problem. Could the community accept his 
sophistication? Tobias even found it difficult to enlarge the 
prevailing Bible knowledge. His Literacy Society 
(Leseverein), by his own admission, failed because "as time 
went on they stayed away." 14 Of his prayer meetings for 
missions he wrote: "1-remained alone with my family." 15 

The village teacher was there to teach reading and 
writing, not art, literature, or liberating ideas. The 
community process taught "knowledge" and beyond this 
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one only needed a few basic skills for record keeping. In 
Schoenwiese, where Voth taught briefly, many villagers felt 
that a year sufficed to acquire book knowledge. Reading as 
a pasttime or as a means of interacting with contemporary 
thought was virtually unknown. Education reinforced 
traditional village norms and introduced the student to the 
rudiments of reading, writing and arithmetic and, as a 
supplement, to Bible stories. Tobias Voth wanted more: the 
study of religion which would "be concerned with the state 
of the heart and what man may have in Jesus as Savior."1s 
Most of his contemporaries and successors were content 
with much less. Even Comies and the Orloff school society 
found Voth' s teaching ethereal and unpractical. At a special 
meeting (January 31, 1829) between Voth and members of 
the Orloff School Association, Cornies admonished Voth to 
"conduct school in a manly way .... " 17 Apparently his 
warm-hearted pietism did not produce men capable of 
subduing the Russian steppes. Voth's autobiography, a 
memorandum, and an article left by him convey the 
impression of a refined and cultured man who lived during 
a time "in which mankind is very calloused, very 
insensitive." 1e 

The fact that the community severely circumscribed its 
concepts of "knowledge" and "learning" limited the 
capacity of the Mennonite mind to cope with new ideas. 
Teachers' conferences as late as the 1860s still focused on 
the old curriculum: reading, arithmetic and "Biblische 
Geschichten" (Bible stories). Knowledge in each subject 
was limited to the barest essentials and was acquired by 
rote. There were religious, moral, historical and 
grammatical facts to learn, and each student acquired these 
"truths" as he or she was able. Learning provided fixed 
values and notions; it rarely transcended local norms, 
opened new vistas or encouraged reflective or speculative 
thinking. In the early days, Cornies had decreed rules (some 
88 of them) and curricula for the Molochnaya colony.19 Most 
of the twelve courses he advocated emphasized performance 
skills, whether in spelling, math, calligraphy, music or Bible 
memorization. Only in such subjects as Biblical or Church 
History was there any possibility of exploring ideas, and 
these were loosely joined to geography and nature study in 
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one course (no. 12). "Intellect" was very pragmatic. It 
focused on demonstratable skills and known truth, and was 
not intended to go beyond the collective community 
knowledge and proficiency. Under such circumstances, 
intellect was sustained but not expanded. Cornies' school 
reforms certainly improved the practical skills of young 
Mennonites in many areas, but hardly expanded the 
Mennonite mind. The world of ideas was ignored and, as the 
1860s demonstrated, even small deviations in religious 
thought were not accommodated. A broad curriculum did 
not imply a broad intellect. As a school patron, Cornies 
encouraged a wider range of knowledge and insisted upon 
adequate teaching skills, yet could not tolerate an 
expansive, exploratory Tobias Voth. Cornies' interest in 
gifted children, his lending library, his stress on 
competition and individualism, his vision of a new kind of 
Mennonite through education-did all this really lead the 
Mennonite mind to new horizons or was his program a 
technical progression emphasizing greater efficiency and 
practicality? Where were the philosopher and sage with a 
deep concern for truth? Where was the critic boldly 
questioning existing norms and precepts? 

That person was certainly not the teacher. By the 
mid-nineteenth century his position was esteemed and his 
distinctive role in the community recognized. The village 
respected his skills in handwriting, German and Russian, 
bookkeeping, and perhaps even land measurement. His 
knowledge of Russian history and politics as well as 
international affairs inspired some awe, though the 
usefulness of such information was not always readily 
understood. If, however, he aspired to become a prophet 
and seer and uttered mighty words of wisdom or 
admonition, he transcended his mandate. He must remain 
subservient to traditional values. At best he could be a 
quiet revolutionary, and for that role he needed incredible 
patience and tenacity. 

The surviving letters of a young Molochnaya teacher, 
David Goerz, and those of his father, Heinrich Goerz, 
provide a rare glimpse into the life of a typical teacher. 
David was born in 1849 in Neu-Bereslav, not far from 
Berdyansk. At fifteen, he was diligently studying at the 
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Vereinsschule in Orloff. The teacher made every effort to 
teach me something useful." 20 He read books on land 
measurement, one of which he translated from Russian into 
German; there was algebra, and the prospect of soon 
working in geometry. David was well into cartography and 
had almost completed a map of the Molochnaya colony. He 
reported little progress in geography nor did he particularly 
enjoy the subject. By mid-March, 1864, he had "mastered" 
mineralology and anticipated work in zoology and botany. 
Church and Bible history were also on the curriculum. 
Young David had covered all the Bible stories and "we are 
now reviewing them.'' 21 The static electricity machine 
produced great excitement; its shocks "jarred the joints" 
severely. The enterprising teacher had also built a hydrogen 
gas cannon which, on ignition from wires connected to the 
electricity apparatus, fired its cork projectile with a 
pistol-like crack. A Mennonite weapons expert in Orloff! 
This was obviously one side of Herman A. Janzen which 
P.M. Friesen failed to discover.22 But how could one suspect 
a man who "loved poetry, singing, calligraphy and 
drawing," and who assiduously cultivated the "guitar and 
flute."23 Janzen seems to have been something of an 
all-around genius. Friesen describes him as a "famous 
surveyor," a skill which he patiently taught young Goerz 
after school hours. 24 David also relates how his teacher 
lovingly nursed him during a severe ear infection and lanced 
the huge boils which subsequently developed. 25 

A new world was unfolding for the village boy from 
Neu-Breslau. He was clearly enticed by what he was 
learning. "Things are still getting better," he informed his 
parents during his final year at Orloff-and they were, for 
on May 26, 1864, he successfully passed his public 
examination (Pruefung). One thing is clear from his letters: 
the accumulation of knowledge meant the mastery of 
specific subjects by rote, even in such humanities subjects 
as Bible and Church history. David makes no mention of 
Mennonite history or theology. June 22 found him at an 
auction in the Molochnaya village of Schardau, where the 
possessions of his deceased grandfather were sold. Goerz 
bought two books, the usefulness of which he carefully 
explained to his parents. "You will probably be wondering 
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why I bought books. Since they are conducive to my 
salvation they have been much help to me. The one for 75 
kopecks is called The Brood and the Narrow Gate. The other 
contains Biblical genealogies etc." 26 Father Heinrich Goerz, 
contrary to his son's expectations, needed no reassurances. 
He gave the family library to the young bibliophile, who by 
now had taken a job as secretary and bookkeeper at an 
estate called Taschenack. If the 29 items were a typical 
Russian Mennonite home library, they possibly provide 
some insight into the forces shaping the Mennonite mind of 
1865. Some of the items are reassuring: a book of sermons, 
a devotional manual, a volume on Christian doctrine by 
Spergenberg which in father's estimation would be useful 
"in this confused time where differences, divergences and 
deceptions can so easily bring temptations," 27 a few tracts, 
two books on the Holy Land, one volume on the 
Mennonite, and several pamphlets on Jewish life and 
history. There were several practical volumes: an atlas, a 
travelogue on South Russia; a French as well as a German 
dictionary; a theater almanac. Several novels completed the 
collection. Goerz' resources were supplemented by several 
texts purchased as pedagogical aids. The expenditures 
forced him to cancel a planned summer visit to his parents 
in the Crimea!28 

The educational processes and materials shaping 
Goerz' s intellect were enriched by his experiences as a 
young teacher. While some of these may be constructed as 
being problems of a practical nature, they nevertheless 
graphically illustrate the degree to which the teacher 
influenced the local intellect. Goerz, though qualified as a 
village teacher, had worked as a secretary for some eight 
months after his graduation in May 1864. Then, when a 
position became vacant at Easter (1865), he began to 
instruct a class of eight students. He was reflecting the 
sentiments of Herman Janzen when he informed his parents 
that he had "entered the Lord's vineyard." 29 for he quoted a 
beautifulleter sent him by his former teacher. In July 1867, 
he tersely commented: ''l-am still young and have no desire 
to spend all life within four walls, in which one sacrifices 
ones health, experiences affliction and anxiety, and does not 
get ahead."30 Several situations apparently precipitated the 
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crisis. Invariably the village school found itself under some 
form of strict control, with either the Johannes Cornies 
pattern of a "local strongman" or a board comprised of 
wealthy patrons of the school. At the Taschenak estate 
Goerz had to endure its owner's caprice in matters of salary, 
contract renewal, and even summer jobs, not to mention 
Mrs. Cornies who delighted in scolding (lit. "thundering") 
him. The school lacked proper equipment and facilities, and 
all attempts to secure these were fruitless. 31 David 
complained that a teacher "does not have sufficient 
possessions on which to lay his head and is solely 
dependent on (the benevolence) of strangers."32 What could 
he do besides teach? He had neither the capital for farming 
nor the training of a craftsman. It was David's father, a 
miller, who articulated the stark realities of a school 
teacher's life. 

It is discouraging when the achievements and progress 
of a diligent teacher are not sufficiently valued and 
recognized. This can never be as long as the village 
schools are subject to arbitrariness, where so to speak 
every old woman can shoot off her mouth (die Nase 
ruempfen darf) about the teacher, his achievements and 
his handling of the children. And what good are the 
Pruefungen (public examinations) in the village school? 
Do they really promote progress? What finally is the 
difference between a capable, striving teacher and one, 
who through drink or other abortive pursuits, is con
strained by need to call himself a teacher? Then in 
order to demonstrate his accomplishments at the public 
examination mechanically drills his pupils in facts of 
which they knew nothing three days earlier. The results 
of either examinations will not show substantial dif. 
ferences. Often such an (unfit) teacher can flatter his 
constituency. Then when a capable teacher who is 
master of his subject succeeds him, he experiences great 
difficulty because he does not know how to handle the
community. 33 

There were some very mundane problems: 

The individual farmers who are to service the school 
often do so irregularly. Heating materials are of such 
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poor quality ... that the teacher often spends weeks 
making it serviceable .... In Schardau, for example, 
the teacher not only used the dung from his cow for 
heating the school, but had to prepare the material as 
well. After all the school teacher has become so com
fortable that he no longer wishes to work! And that 
Schardau teacher was one who knew how to live in 
unity with the village community, and in order to pre
serve that harmony had to smile at such a bad trick. 
Then of course he lived in the finest house in the colony 
and is often envied by the stupid and the crude. This 
enviable and beautiful house contains, next to the 
teacher's living quarters, a large schoolroom where a 
hundred and more children enter and leave several times 
daily. This room had to be kept clean, and if the teacher 
cannot keep a servant girl, which is naturally unthink
able, he must do it himself if he does not wish to over
burden his wife. Prying the children's accumulated dirt 
from the floor; cleaning between the desks; washing 
the desks and generally tidying this building-this is 
not a small task. 34 

Miller Goerz continued his perceptive analysis: 
If one recounts all this and then knows that such a 
school teacher-in addition to a little grain (which is 
mostly consumed in his household) and other things
receives a salary of 125 rubles, the whole matter is 
scandalous. [This is especially so) if one compares this 
to the fact that a good hired man gets up to 150 rubles, 
plus free bed, board and washing, or to the fact that a 
good craftsman gets 300 rubles and more-and has no 
further obligations or responsibilities beyond his work
in fact lives more independently than Napoleon in 
France. It sounds wonderful that Abraham Goerz 
(David's brother) is the best school teacher in the entire 
colony, but what does Abraham Goerz get out of it? In 
the end he is the same as a spent soldier, who wears 
medals on his chest and has lost his healthy limbs, then 
in old age has to-beg his livelihood The late Braeul of 
Rudnerweide is ample proof of this. He taught school 
for some 30 years and also was a master painter. In old 
age he was forgotten and in spite of his many children-
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who could do little to help him-lived under the most 
dire circumstances. I know this from a good source, 
Jacob Wiebe of Schardau, Braeul' s son-in-law. 35 

There is still another dimension. 
Ab. Goerz has written me that there is talk of improv
ing the school system and that a school board is to be 
elected. I have heard such talk as long as I can remem
ber. 
During Johann Cornies lifetime, thanks to his rare gift 
and insight, no village could fire or hire a school 
teacher without the knowledge and consent of the Verein. 
This provided at least some protection for the teacher 
who could turn to the Verein in the event of misunder
standing. Usually these were quickly resolved. Where 
have those times gone? Even this anchor and support 
(the Verein) has vanished with time and the village 
schools are helplessly tossed to and fro by the wind. A 
school board can only be useful when it is headed by a 
man who, in addition to being truly pious, is armed 
with the weapons of learning. Then he would be fully 
capable of leading the school, assessing the curriculum, 
evaluating the teacher, and above all awaken a desire 
to really achieve in an ambitious teacher. Let the school 
board or inspector divide the teachers according to 
their knowledge and abilities and arrange [their] 
classes accordingly. . . . How shall such a man be 
created? He certainly cannot be elected because in all 
likelihood no man, who can fulfill these requirements, 
exists. I think generations will pass before the schools 
are placed on a better footingl36 
For the most part Goerz's perspective was correct. The 

Mennonite teacher was incapable of surmounting the 
restraints placed on him by the community. The society 
which paid him his salary virtually dictated the limits of his 
role as an intellectualizing agent. He was permitted merely 
to impart literacy, and with it a basic knowledge of religion, 
science and arithmetic. With the exception of basic 
Christian truths, learning beyond the practical needs of the 
local economy was not considered necessary. An idealist or 
visionary had little future in such a setting. It took David 
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Goerz only two years to find that out. The teacher faced 
two alternatives: to work within community norms which 
maintained the status quo, or resign and seek employment 
elsewhere. Father Goerz astutely pictured the situation: 

The public examinations which have been held in most 
village schools until now, are almost worthless. They 
are usually held before a public which understands little 
or nothing of the process and has little interest in it. 
By and large it views the whole affair as a diversion, as 
if a comedy was being staged for them. If one or the 
other expresses criticism or praise [the action], has no 
long range importance. Public examinations simply 
have no influence on the improvement of school 
instruction 37 

In the circumstances of 1867 Heinrich Goerz was right. 
As long as the community remained self-contained the 
Mennonite intellect was severely circumscribed. But he was 
possibly not aware of a slow, ongoing revolution which 
gradually freed the teacher from village caprice and 
distinctly expanded the Mennonite mind. Rather casually 
David Goerz spoke of the fact that "teachers who know 
Russian are much sought after within the colony." 38 For the 
Mennonites there was increasing exposure to the Slavic 
culture which contained them. It mattered little that the 
pressure was administrative and commercial in nature, 
since the only effective link between the Mennonites and 
their host culture remained the teacher. Spurred on by the 
Russian presence such teachers led a protracted, silent 
revolution which ultimately set the stage for intellectual 
expansion. 

Men and Materials 

Even under the pressures of the community one option 
remained open to both the teacher and the earnest seeker 
after knowledge: the reading of books. In the early 
nineteenth century, we can imagine Tobias Voth deeply 
immersed in the works of J ung-Stilling. In the decades 
which follow, others read the pietistical works of Arndt, 
Hofacker and Tersteegen. Johann P. Schabalie's Die 
wandelnde Seele circulated as a German equivalent of 
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Pilgrim's Progress. Here or there an 1834 Prussian edition 
of Menno Simon's Foundation of Christian Doctrine, as 
used by Johann Claassen of early Brethren fame, could be 
found. By 1850 the fourth or fifth volume in the family 
library might have been the Unterhaltungsblatt, filled with 
the latest news on farming, and possibly most frequently 
read.39 

There were also pamphlet and periodical materials by 
way of a supplementary literature. The mid-nineteenth 
century became something of a watershed in the availability 
of periodicals. Mennonitische Blaetter, with the frequent 
reports on the Russian Mennonite settlements, became 
potentially available in 1854. In 1863 the newly emerged 
Brethren were accused of favoring the Friedensglocke and 
assorted mission pamphlets. 40 Jacob Martens of Tiegenha· 
gen (and minister at the Halbstadt-Orloff church) addressed 
two concerns to elder Jacob Hildebrandt of Chortitza: he was 
enclosing sample copies of the Sueddeutsche W arte and Das 
Mennonitische Blatt (Philadelphia), periodicals which would 
make good reading for that elder, as well as news appearing 
in Der Volksfreund (Koenigsberg); furthermore, he was 
sending some religious tracts left by the Englishman 
Melville, a Bible agent. 41 Two other papers, the St. 
Petersburg Zeitung and the Odessaer Zeitung were also 
potentially available. When elder Benjamin Ratzlaff of 
Ruderweide wrote to the Chortitza elder Hildebrandt in 
1840, he was concerned only about a song book not yet in 
print. Two problems had to be overcome: the necessary 
corrections had not been made and printing costs in Russia 
and abroad were prohibitive. Fortunately a Baptist 
"brother of the faith" named Tauchnitz, a Leipzig specialist 
in Bible printing, planned to open a printing establishment 
in the Molochnaya provided the colony paid the freight 
charges from Germany for the press. 42 We don't know what 
happened to the printer, but the songb~ok was printed in 
Odessa in 1844. Until c. 1860 the only supplementary 
literature was possibly in the form of tracts and Bibles 
supplied by travelling ministers of Baptist and Quaker 
persuasion, or British and Foreign Bible Society 
representatives like John Melville.43 

David Goerz's letters from 1865-66 reflect a growing 
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love for books and a genuine thirst for knowledge. Books 
for him were still a precious and expensive commodity and 
their acquistion an obvious highlight. Others with 
education, leisure and some wealth were reading and 
inquiring as well. Many of the early adherents of Eduard 
Wuest were merchants and teachers, occupations which also 
figured prominently in the emergence of the Brethren. 
Cornelius Jansen of Berdyansk and later of migration fame 
(1874), became an ardent disseminator of Bibles and 
Christian literature. His personal library contained Menno 
Simon's Fundamentals, the Book of Martyrs, Mennonite 
hymnaries, Ludwig Hofackers' sermons, Milton's Paradise 
Lost, a church history, and even a volume on Mennonite 
history published in 1821. In his literary legacy there were 
refrences to the writings of Kierkegaard, Menno Simons, 
N.L. Zinzendorf, Paul Gerhardt, Johannes Arndt, Spurgeon 
and Bunyan. 44 Jansen might well have been a Prussian 
patrician active in the German consular service in 
Berdyansk and culturally and intellectually superior to his 
Russian brethren; but he had friends like Leonhard 
Suderman who aided him in his Bible distribution. Many in 
the Mennonite community eagerly purchased books and 
tracts. As a result the Mennonite mind could never return 
to its former confinement. 

By 1870 the teacher was not alone in promoting an 
intellectual reawakening, though he remained central to the 
process, as did the school in which he taught. The heirs of 
the emerging renaissance were men like the historian Peter 
M. Friesen, and the teachers Cornelius B. Unruh and Jacob 
J. Braeul who in 1870 left for study in Switzerland, then 
continued their studies at Russian universities. As agents 
of higher learning, these men certainly surpassed their 
teachers in terms of training and exposure. In fact the 
young men who returned from Russian and German 
universities were possibly too formidable for the village 
community. High schools like Orloff and Halbstadt, where 
Unruh and Brauel focused their energies, emerged as the 
custodians of intellect for subsequent generations. Such 
schools frequently offered "half-way houses" for these 
academic overachievers and provided an acceptable, even 
honorable, role for then in Mennonite society. In this 
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somewhat elitist setting, their ideas did not have to tangle 
with popular opinion and prejudice at the village level. Here 
they freely applied their training and reproduced their own 
kind among their students, the majority of whom felt 
eternally indebted to them. Many of their proteges went on 
to teach in village schools and gradually exercised a 
decisive influence on prevailing standards. 

One other mitigating factor allowed the university 
trained teacher to return to his community: he was as often 
a minister as well as a teacher-provided, of course, his 
discipline was not technical or scientific. Yet while the 
pulpit allowed some expansion of the Mennonite religious 
mind, the constituency itseH, clinging to traditional 
teaching and liturgy, tolerated little novelty. Pulpit 
teaching was often a reaffirmation of existing knowledge 
and experience, not a quest for new frontiers. One curious 
aspect nevertheless remained: P.M. Friesen cites some 
teachers, who as honest doubters and religious 
nonconformists, nevertheless continued to be respected and 
employed by the Mennonite community. Perhaps the 
Mennonites were ethnically more accepting and doctrinally 
less exacting in Russia than later on in America. 

These new teachers set into motion a most gradual 
religious-moral process of extreme significance for the 
Russian Mennonite community. Their pedagogical vision 
encompassed the pursuit of personal piety, a better 
knowledge of ones heritage, a sharpened social conscience, 
and a greater awareness of public morality. None of these 
processes interfered with the political life of the community, 
but their evolution in the thinking of the young 
substantially influenced the attitudes and decisions of the 
Russian Mennonite community. The ideals nurtured in the 
schoolroom eventually upstaged the political segment of the 
community, almost reversing the pre-1860 church-state 
relationship. During the 1880s the political tactics 
perpetrated against the landless as late as 1875 or the 
Brethren in 1860 were virtually obsolete. Community 
leaders viewed such an act as an affront to liberty and 
brotherhood and as contrary to the Christian confession. 
The quiet revolution of the late nineteenth century not only 
demanded morality and accountability in public office, but 
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resulted in positive social action as well. It was the piety 
and vision of the teacher which generated the early 20th 
century commitment to schools, hospitals, orphanages, 
mental institutions and schools for the deaf. 

The teacher as a community leader also largely 
determined the kind of materials available to influence the 
Mennonite intellect. In the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth century, the bulk of the literature circulating in 
the Russian Mennonite colonies was predominantly 
devotional and edificatory in nature. The teacher usually 
agreed that it should be so. In most instances disciplines 
like philosophy, prose, poetry and history lacked an 
independent existence and were secondary to a religious 
focus. 

Culturally and intellectually, the Russian Mennonites 
of 1900 were highly selective, while socially and 
economically society lived on a much more open level. One 
might speak of an ongoing popular culture, piously inclined, 
which was nourished by a rather standardized menu. The 
book seller Franz J. Goosen of Gnadenfeld was careful to 
inform his clients that he carried devotional and theological 
books, collections of sermons, tracts, school books in 
German and Russian as well as practical books on 
household management. 45 Gnadenfeld printers like Peter 
Janzen and J. & P. Reimer published and advertised 
sermon collections by Jacob Kroeker and Elder Heinrich 
Dirks. 46 Equally indispensible according to publisher Ediger 
of Berdyansk was Unruh's and Dueck's Deutsche 
Grammatik. During the first decades of the twentieth 
century there was no discemable shift in the type of 
intellectual nourishment available, but a welcome increase 
in its quantity. Abraham Kroeker's Christlicher Familien
kalender must take considerable credit for this expansion.4748 

Almost any pre-war volume of this periodical carried 
advertisements for Deutsches Leben, Friedensstimme, 
Odessaer Zeitung, Mennonitische Rundschau or the St. 
Petersburger Herold. 49 Small wonder that by 1909 a small 
rather uncultured village like Fischau (Molochnaya) had no 
fewer than nine different papers circulating. 50 Kroeker's 
publications not only advertised Gennan periodicals but 
German religious publications as well. 51 The publisher Emil 
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Mueller in Barmen promoted the books of F.B. Meyer, 
biographies of F . W. Baedeker and Torrey, as well as a long 
list of expositional and devotional books. The Halbstadt 
bookseller H.J. Braun carried Mueller's publication as well 
as those of Max Kielmann (Stuttgart), 52 P. Ott (Goth~), 53 

Stephen Geibel (Altenburg), 54 G. Ihloff and Co. 
(Newmuenster) .ss In addition to these works from the 
"evangelical mainstream" in Germany, ·Braun's inventory 
included Bible commentaries and concordances, devotional 
and sermon books, biographies, adult and children's tracts. 
Among the pedagogical materials were no fewer than four 
of Cornelius Unruh's texts in reading, church history, 
religion and Bible history. 56 

The boundaries of the Russian Mennonite intellect were 
essentially defined by the materials available for 
consumption. Some sociologists when explaining methods 
by which ethnic groups maintain their boundaries speak of 
''institutional completeness," a term describing the ability of 
an ethnic community to "perform all the services required 
by its members." 57 Perhaps the concept is useful in 
describing the "mature" Mennonite intellect of the early 
twentieth century. There was a sense of "literary 
completeness" which deemed certain types of Uterature 
containing a specified range of subject matter as totally 
acceptable. There was no deliberate censorship or a 16th 
century type of "official index." There was merely a 
prevailing consensus that the existing intellectual diet was 
adequate. It would be unfair to describe this stance as 
narrow minded or restrictive. For a Mennonite intellectual 
like P.M. Friesen, it was simply a question of "where he 
was at." The flow of ideas was governed by the flow of 
certain literatures, which until W. W. I proved amazingly 
consistent. W.W. I forcibly catapulted Mennonite young 
men into the far flung comers of the Russian Empire. This 
exposure had just begun to germinate new ideas when the 
traditional Mennonite world collapsed forever. 

Formative Forces and Maturation 

The metamorphosis of the Russian Mennonite intellect 
was complex and involved some implausible perspectives. 



21 

By 1870 the Russian language constituted an ongoing 
catalyst to this protracted process. During the first half 
century of their sojourn in Russia the Mennonites 
experienced little assimilation pressure from their Russian 
hosts. Russian was a peripheral novelty. As yet the 
presence of a Russian language teacher in the early years of 
the Mennonite secondary schools was apparently not a 
contentious issue. Heinrich Heese's sojourn in Orloff 
(1829-40) and Chortitza (1840-46) not only generated 
Russian language instruction but nationalistic poems as 
well. During the first years of the Halbstadt Secondary 
School (1835££), at least one specialist in Russian language 
was considered essential. 58 Many teachers of the period seem 
to have had a sincere, if frustrated, desire to delve more 
deeply into things Russian, but the czarist russification 
pressures (1866-70) put a momentary end to this growing 
flirtation. Russian was now a necesity. One-third of the 
Mennonites left for America to escape the threat. Those 
who remained formulated a defensive strategy of mixed 
compromise and rigidity designed to protect them against 
assimilation. Mennonite teachers avidly studied Russian 
language and history and transmitted their knowledge to 
their high school students. According to Friesen, Herman 
August Janzen, the Orloff pedagogue _(1860-67), "acquired a 
thorough knowledge of the Russian language.'' 59 For a time 
the same school even appointed a native speaker, Y.O. 
Krassovsky (1872-75), to instruct Russian. eo 

The Halbstadt and Chortitza high schools likewise 
offered Russian language instruction, often utilizing native 
Russian teachers. 61 Such efforts ultimately did not satisfy 
the authorities. Between 1897 and 1899, Russian became 
the compulsory language of instruction, but by then the 
schools were completely dominated by Mennonite teachers 
fluent in Russian. How was such a feat achieved in less 
than three decades? In the case of secondary schools like 
Orloff, Halbstadt and even Chortitza there appear to be a 
simple answer: few key teachers attended Russian 
institutions of learning · and, with considerable skill in 
Russian, returned to teach in the colonies. Cornelius B. 
Unruh, J.J. Braeul and P.M. Friesen are cases in point. 
Unruh not only taught Blumenort children to read, write 
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and translate, but also to speak Russian. 62 He had acquired 
his knowledge in Ekaterinoslav, Kiev, Odessa and Moscow. 

Ironically while these men taught Russian they did not 
russify the Mennonite community politically, nor did they 
infuse any widespread knowledge of Russian culture. By 
1900 the Mennonite school spoke Russian, but the 
community frame of reference was more Germanic and 
Mennonite than ever. This paradox was created by the fact 
that few Mennonites, destined to become ''master 
teachers," trained in Switzerland and Germany. The 
theological and pedagogical inspiration of men like Unruh 
and Friesen came from the evangelical as well as the state 
seminary in the Canton of Bern, Switzerland. Friesen 
observed that the Swiss professors did what they could to 
provide the foreigners with an "adequate intellectual diet," 
a diet which they themselves felt "fully capable of 
appropriating. . . . " 63 Friesen, with a Russian teaching 
diploma in language, history and geography, nevertheless 
thought in terms of German pedagogical models. Unruh's 
texts in Bible history, reading, grammar and church 
history likely reflected his Swiss · sojourn. Halbstadt 
teachers like Heinrich Franz II and Herman A. Lenzman 
both attended the Barmen-Missionshaus (Johanneum) and 
received a Prussian teacher's diploma from Moers. When 
Franz began to instruct he held qualifications like "no 
teacher before him." 64 The Chortitza secondary school 
teacher, Peter M. Riediger (1874-92) attended the teacher 
training institute in Halberstadt, Prussia and was strongly 
influenced by the German educator Karl Kehr. Upon his 
return, Riediger "not only had occasion to work according 
to the spirit of Kehr in the school, but also to influence his 
colleagues in the village schools."65 

The Russian Mennonite "training abroad" program, 
while affecting a relative minority of the teachers, was 
singularly effective. A few "master teachers" imported a 
progressive German methodology into schools where only 
Russian could be spoken, and in later ·-years the German 
connection remained intact. Subsequent teachers also 
completed their apprenticeship at German and Swiss 
seminaries and teacher training institutes as well as the 
universities of Berlin, Leipzig, and Basel. The fact 
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remained, however, that most Mennonite teachers were still 
trained in Russia. Until W.W. I, however, the intellectual 
"threat" of foreign education was minor for, with few 
exceptions, the majority first passed through such 
Mennonite secondary schools as Halbstadt and Chortitza, 
then went on to complete their training in cities like 
Moscow, Kharkov, Feodosia, Odessa, St. Petersburg. After 
this they frequently returned to the colonies and reaffirmed 
their commitment to their people. 

The Mennonite flirtation with German and Russian 
culture probably stabilized by 1900. It resulted in a 
"cultural reconstruction" which made apparent concessions 
to the Russian environment (including language fluency), 
while fundamentally resisting most things Russian. Here 
was a moderate intellectual renaissance which drew its 
inspiration from the best training available in Russia as 
well as abroad, yet the importation of "alien" culture into 
the Russian Mennonite communities produced little 
modification of traditional values. The subject matter 
assimilated by Mennonite teachers and taught in 
Mennonite schools expanded the constituencies' awareness 
of the larger world, but in the process created a stronger 
Mennonite identity. There was a purposeful application of 
the new knowledge without substantial submission to the 
foreign cultures from which it was derived. The Mennonite 
teacher of 1900 or 1910 spoke Russian and read Dostoevsky 
and Tolstoy, yet moved primarily in a minority culture and 
loyally upheld its values and traditions. 

Another critical factor in Mennonite immunity to 
Russian culture related to Mennonite institutions, 
especially those schools systematically erected in response 
to the pressures exerted by the demands for state service 
and russification after 1870. In the case of the forestry 
service, the agency was almost completely controlled by 
Mennonites and so deflected assimilation pressures exerted 
by the Russian environment. Suosequent decades saw the 
erection of an institutional framework which not only 
shielded the Mennonites from their host without subverting 
its traditional identity. By 1910 the majority of Mennonites 
were entirely trained within the confines of their own ethnic 
group. Even those who departed from the community for 
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technical, medical or theological training rarely left the 
group as a consequence of this broader exposure. 

Institutions were not the only explanation for the 
Mennonite immunity to the Russian world; there were 
geographic and occupational factors as well. The legal basis 
of Mennonite colonization in Russia provided for seclusion. 
The density of settlement was high, the arrangement of each 
village as well as the overall village pattern ensured easy 
inter-Mennonite accessibility. In most instances one's 
neighbor was a fellow Mennonite. This arrangement only 
experienced slight modification with the Mennonite 
settlement in Siberia. Even at the fringes of the settlement, 
the coterritorial society was often as German as Slavic. In 
later years the solitary Mennonite farmer living on the 
chutor (private farm) frequently resided within easy 
distance of the larger settlement or, if this were not the 
case, was able to educate his offspring via a Mennonite 
tutor or in Mennonite schools. The occupational structtire of · 
Mennonite society also helped resist Slavic influence, 
because the farmer in an all-Mennonite village experienced 
less alien exposure than a merchant or small industrialist. 
Landless families rarely migrated to "foreign" villages in. 
search of work, nor were Mennonites prone to become 
wandering craftsmen, laborers, peddlers or tailors. 
Compared with other minorities in Russia, there were few 
"fringes" in the Mennonite world. 

Perhaps the most important factor in Mennonite 
resistance to russification lay in explicit Mennonite 
attitudes toward things Slavic. From the very beginning of 
settlement in Russia the Mennonite cultural intellectual 
orientation was westward- first to the Prusssian homeland, 
and in the second half of the nineteenth century to 
Germany collectively. There appears to have been an almost 
instinctive understanding that Germanness was basic to 
Mennonite survival in an alien culture. Men like P.M. 
Friesen and Cornelius Unruh embarked upon a fearless 
appropriation of Russian, secure in their own commitment 
to German language and culture. They saw no conflict or 
threat in promoting Russian culture because its range and 
influence in the Mennonite community was precisely defined. 
Two implicit assumptions possibly bolstered their confidence. 
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The first, shared with German Catholics and Lutherans in 
Russia, was the concept of Auslandsdeutschtum (perhaps 
literally "Germans abroad"). German and Mennonite 
colonists in Russia viewed themselves as a type of diaspora, 
looking towards their German homeland not only in terms 
of their cultural orientation, but for the sustenance of their 

·very identity. The second assumption supposed that in a 
social, economic, and cultural sense the surrounding Slavic 
world was inferior to the Mennonite-German heritage and 
could add little or nothing to it. Whatever this superiority 
feeling contributed to Mennonite identity, it was ultimately 
stifling for it never allowed an indigenous culture to emerge, 
and Mennonite intellectual development was hampered by 
importation and imitation. On the one hand, these 
Mennonites stood outside of the mainstream of German 
literature and linguistic development and enjoyed only the 
"fringe benefits" which Mennonites studying in Germany 
brought home. If, on the other hand, it took initiative, it 
was hampered by its own provincialism. As a consequence 
the Mennonite contribution in, for example, literature, was 
of a marginal nature both qualitatively and quantitatively. 

This provincialism constitutes the most painful 
dimension in the evolution of the Russian Mennonite 
intellect. In the last three decades of the nineteenth century 
the Mennonite teacher resolved to pursue higher thought, 
selected the linguistic vehicle, focused on Germany as the 
source of his inspiration and imported a complete intellectual 
package to Russia. Then emerged an obvious embarrass
ment: the newly acquired bride was barren. She produced 
no Muses to enrich Russian Mennonite life. Why did the 
carefully cultivated vine bear no fruit? P.M. Friesen, after 
voluminous descriptions of other. aspects of the Mennonite 
experience, writes a "short and insubstantial" chapter on 
literature. 56 The reason: "intellectual-cultural works" were 
virtually nonexistent. In his doctoral thesis on Mennonite 
education, Leonhard Froese attempted to tabulate an 
inventory of Russian Mennonite publications from 1850 to 
1925.67 He found 52. Of 22 items classified as "creative 
independent works," nine publications were in the realm of 
history. Only seven were designated as literature, the 
remaining six constituting religious materials. Confessions 
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of faith, catechisms, hymn books and pedagogical works 
accounted for another 23 publications. Periodicals, 
calendars and yearbooks constituted an additional seven 
items. The majority of these publications appeared in the 
early twentieth century. The analysis raises a disturbing 
question. Why in general did the Russian Mennonites lack 
literary creativity? Several perspectives provide at least a 
partial answer. 

As already mentioned earlier, the terms of Mennonite 
settlement in Russia created small closed communities 
which, once established, dictated norms acceptable to the 
common life which assumed a universal literacy but 
carefully delineated the limits of intellectual inquiry. 
Self-doubt arid personal soul searching; criticism of 
community values such as blatant materialism; the 
questioning of traditional religious teachings and practices 
as well as verbal or literary exploration in such areas; these 
kinds of activities were out of the question. There was an 
acceptable literature for the later nineteenth century 
Mennonite which included devotional, travel, pedagogical, 
German classical as well as home and farm materials. 
Political commentary, except for rare articles in 20th 
century publications like Friedensstimme and Botschafter, 
was virtually unknown. As a small town people, the 
Russian Mennonites, however literate, generally restricted 
their interests to the village and volost level. Later 
nineteenth and early twentieth century Russian radicalism 
passed virtually unnoticed in the Mennonite world, as did 
the ongoing agrarian revolution which began with the 
emancipation of the serfs in 1866. The landless dispute of 
the 1850s and 1860s produced some literary polemics, but 
no literature capable of delineating the agony of the 
Mennonite soul. Perhaps Mennonites lacked the literary 
talent, the intense anger, or the heroic stance needed to 
produce quality literature. 

While the community by its very setting discouraged a 
literature of depth there was another less obvious factor at 
work. Contrary to external appearances, the Russian 
Mennonites were caught in a cross-fire of multi-cultural 
influences. Throughout their extended pilgrimage from the 
Nether lands to Russia, the Mennonite religious experience 
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was always in the context of an "official" language, either 
Dutch or German. In administrative and economic areas 
German gave way to Russian in the later nineteenth 
century. Then too, the majority of the colonies were 
situated in the context of still another tongue, Ukrainian. 
Meanwhile, amidst languages old and new, Low German 
remained the only mechanism capable of expressing the 
Mennonite "soul" experience. Whatever the advantages of 
multi-lingualism for the Russian Mennonite, the fact 
remained that he possessed no literary language. He might 
dabble in Russian or more likely in German, but he could 
not fit into the cultural context of these languages without 
greater exposure to them, an exposure possible for a few 
during the last decades of the nineteenth century. But how 
could they express a community experience which did not 
take place in Russian or, for that matter, in German? 
Piety and prayer were German processes and could be 
performed with literary finesse, but the Russian Mennonite 
could not laugh at himself or his community in a foreign 
tongue. The only "good story" was a Low German one. 
Beyond Low German he possessed no language to express 
the pragmatic experiences of his workaday world, the 
pleasantries of village social life, the mood of the Ukrainian 
steppe, or his affection for his animals and the land. How 
was he to express his love for Maria-in broken Russian or 
formal German? 

Why did a literate people produce so little creative 
literature? There was simply no language they could 
adequately utilize. Geographically and temperamentally 
they were barred from entering the Slavic soul. German 
language and literature was of course absorbed in much 
greater depth, but only individually and via cultural 
exchange. It arrived in Russia in second-hand condition, 
eagerly sought by some, enthusiastically imposed by 
others. German culture nevertheless retained an artificial 
quality for the language of everyday experience remained 
Low German. A novelist like Hans Harder wrote poignantly 
about his homeland, forever lost to him after World War I. 
Similarly, the poet Gerhard Friesen (Fritz Senn) has probed 
the heights and depths of the Mennonite psyche. In 
technically excellent German, both focus on bygone days. 
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They speak posthumously to their people's Russian 
experience. It is questionable whether the Mennonite of 
1880 could have understood them. He may have better 
understood Bernhard Harder's (1832-1884) hymns and 
poems, but was Harder sensitive to the German language 
beyond its ability to describe his inner life with God? Like 
Harder and Senn, a writer like Jacob H. Janzen (1878-1950 
only found response in another land and at a later time. 

Perhaps Arnold Dyck was born too late as well. No 
other writer has better encapsuled the essential character of 
the Russian Mennonite experience. No detail excaped his 
scrutiny in Verloren in der Steppe. In it Dyck said all that 
needed saying, and he said it in German. Many in the 
community read and understood-again after the fact. 
Dyck also saw the interrelationship between language and 
community which few of the aspiring Mennonite literati 
before him understood, or if they did, took seriously. Low 
German, as a literary language, had been rejected by the 
very community which used it six days a week and on 
Sunday afternoon as well. But for Dyck, Low German was 
the essence of Mennonite community and not the vulgar 
peasant language often looked down upon by the more 
cultural (or Germanized?).69Here was the natural language 
easily fashioned into a literature capable of penetrating the 
very core of Mennonite being, and able to accurately reflect 
everyday life on the Russian steppe. Had Dyck been serious 
and lofty, his Low German stories .would have failed. 
Instead, he made the Russian Mennonite laugh at himself 
and his people, something he could not do in German or 
Russian. His stories, so compelling in their innocence and 
yet so serious in their intent, awakened the reader's 
awareness. He felt at ease with his own identity. The 
narratives were stripped of moral artificialities and 
unattainable religious ideals and so allowed the Mennonite 
to view his strengths and weaknesses without any sense of 
guilt or judgement. By contrast, the older German poems 
and stories were too didactic, and filled with moral 
platitudes which disallowed self-discovery. Dyck's use of 
Low German was much more than comedy: it fused original 
language with the very soul which the language had 
produced. It was a language capable of profound dialogue, 
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sei\lsitivity, and of powerful description. Pathos and tragedy 
in Mennonite literature was not the preserve of those who 
wrote in German. In one sense Arnold Dyck appeared too 
late to substantially remedy the lack of literary creativity 
among the Russian Mennonites. The community of which 
he wrote so lovingly no longer existed. 

The University of Calgary 
Calgary, Alberta 
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