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In the late 18th and early 19th centuries, two clusters of Mennonite
villages, known as the Khortitsa and Molochna settlements, were found-
ed in the Russian Black Sea steppe area between the lower Dnieper river
and the Sea of Azov. After difficult beginnings they had, in the second
quarter of the 19th century, during the reign of Nicholas I (1825-55),
undergone a remarkable economic transformation.! Johann Cornies
(1789-1848) was unquestionably the most influential leader ever to have
emerged from within these settlements. He dominated their develop-
ment in the 1830's and 1840’s, and his name is inseparably linked with
fundamental changes. Through the exercise of vast and discretionary
executive powers vested in 1830 by the state in his office as lifetime
Chairman of the Molochna District Agricultural Commission, Cornies
came to leave a deep and lasting impression on the structure, economy
and ethos of his brotherhood. As an aggressive agrarian modernizer and
colonial statesman his influence also reached well beyond Mennonite
society to the whole of the southern frontier region, known as New
Russia then and as the southern Ukraine today.

Interpretations regarding the remarkable career of Johann Cornies
have produced images of both light and shade. These may conveniently
be examined within the setting of three distinct eras: that of Cornies’
lifetime; from his sudden death in 1848 until the revolution in 1917; and
that of the post-revolutionary period down to the present.

During Cornies’ lifetime, official Russian and foreign opinion
lionized him. In 1843, for example, Baron August von Haxthausen, a
noted German scholar of agrarian institutions, travelled throughout Eu-
ropean Russia and visited the main Mennonite settlements. In a signifi-
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cant work on Russian peasant institutions, Haxthausen described the
achievements of Mennonite agriculture under Cornies’ direction. Cor-
nies, he wrote, was one of the “most influential personalities of southern
Russia.” Even the “governor of all southern Russia . . . would not be
likely to take measures concerning the internal administration of this
region without asking the advice of J. Kornies.”* He concluded:

In all of Russia there is no region where, on the whole, there exists such a

uniformly high level of agricultural and social development as here. These

Mennonite colonies can serve as a standard for the government and as a

model for all of the Russian peoples as to what one can achieve through

diligence, integrity and order.®

Haxthausen’s glowing characterization of Cornies and of the Men-
nonites’ agrarian prowess rested on his own observations as well as on
the opinions expressed to him by leading Russian court and bureaucratic
circles. During the time of his principal reforming initiatives, Cornies
interacted continuously with official Russia. The autocratic Emperor,
Nicholas I, received and honoured him. Count P. D. Kiselev, the pro-
gressive Minister of State Domains, who was known as Nicholas’ “Chief
of Staff for Peasant Affairs,”* gave him instructions and also sought his
counsel, as did the governor of New Russia. As an intimate of successive
reform-minded chairmen of the Supervisory Committee for Foreign Set-
tlers located in Odessa (the Ministry of the Interior’s and, after 1837, the
Ministry of State Domain’s administrative agency for New Russia’s for-
eign settlements), Cornies was involved in influencing most policies
affecting them.®

Johann Cornies was not, to be sure, a member of the state bu-
reaucracy in any formal sense. Yet he was regarded by Russian of-
ficialdom as a highly successful and exemplary state servitor because of
his effective pioneering of rational programmes of fundamental economic
and social significance for New Russia. He operated under the direction
of the state, with its authority, and often under its inspiration, and
officialdom strongly endorsed his statist and tutelary methods and goals.
His guiding concept, as he explained toward the end of his life, was
relatively simple. If agriculture was to flourish, the “husbandman could
no longer cling to antiquated opinions and prejudices in his utilization of
the soil, but should farm on the basis of his needs, to his advantage and in
response to the demands for his products of his customers from near and
far.”® Such a system of rational, market-oriented agriculture, resting on
experimentation and ceaseless calculation, would, Cornies wrote, “se-
cure for a growing population a greater enjoyment of life, morally, spir-
itually and materially, under the aegis of a gentle but strict leadership.””

Statist reformers in the Supervisory Committee and in the Ministry
of State Domains ably propagandized Cornies’ ideas and undertakings in



Journal of Mennonite Studies . 11

leading Russian and German language agricultural journals of the day.
The widely read Russian-language Transactions of the Imperial Free
Economic Society® and the Journal of the Ministry of State Domains,’ as
well as the more regionally oriented German-language fournal for Ger-
man Settlers in Southern Russia, reported the practises of Mennonite
steppe agriculture in detail and published articles authored by Cornies
and his closest associates. What these men advocated were not merely
theoretical proposals, as often appeared in the Russian journals. Their
ideas had been repeatedly tested in the micro-environment of Cornies’
model estate, which was in fact an experimental farm, at Iushanle, and
had then been successfully introduced throughout the villages of the
Molochna Mennonite district. This background lent force and realism to
Cornies’ proposals.

Earnestly and in detail, Cornies and his associates advocated the
following wide range of innovations throughout New Russia: introduc-
ing a system of four-field crop rotation, with summer fallow, as the
“pivot” of successful dryland tillage;" diversifying the steppe economy,
to buffer its inhabitants against the uncertainties of market and climate
and to support a rapidly growing population; popularizing tobacco grow-
ing, beekeeping and silk production; encouraging agricultural imple-
ment manufacturing and the trades;" afforesting steppe lands with
orchards, windbreaks and woodlots;" improving fodder production and
scientific breeding as the foundation of modern animal husbandry and to
free land for the expansion of grain growing;® improving haylands by
damming steppe streams and irrigating;" raising the efficiency of man-
power through a better layout of buildings, homesteads and villages;”
raising improved, disease-free strains of potatoes from seed;" beautifying
village scapes and roadsides by planting trees and by painting buildings
and fences with cheap and durable homemade paints;” and many others.

Cornies sudden death in 1848, at the age of 59, was the occasion for a
stream of official tributes in the journals. Of these the most detailed and
influential was a laudatory, 6,000-word biographical appreciation pub-
lished in a special Supplement of the Journal for German Settlers.” It was
given wider currency, in Russian translation, in the Journal of the Minis-
try of State Domains.” Prepared at the request of the Chairman of the
Supervisory Committee, it was written by an agronomist of that agency,
von Gavel, on the basis of “personal acquaintance” and written reports.”
It should, the journalsaid, “be welcomed by all friends of mankind.” The
life of Cornies, as porirayed in this authorized, reverential biography, was
commended to Mennonite and German colonist readers as “worthy of
imitation.”* Cornies was, “in the true sense of the word, a Christian and a
faithful subject of his monarch, and had demonstrated this . . . by useful
and energetic activity.”*
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Gavel’s informative and compelling portrait of Cornies appears
elsewhere in this issue of the Journal, unabridged, in translation from the
original German. Itis important, first, as a mine of information. Second, it
is a mirror of contemporary autocracy’s image of Cornies and of Russian
Mennonites. Cornies was signally honoured because of his perceived
utility in helping to chart the path of New Russia’s transformation from
vast primitive frontier into a rich and populous storehouse of natural
products and of grain exports. This development had started with the
conquest of the Black Sea coastlands in the late 18th century. It involved
the inter-locking processes of military consolidation, administrative inte-
gration, colonization, social assimilation of pre-existing pastoral and
nomadic peoples to agriculture, and economic development.®

Cornies had demonstrated leadership in several of these areas. He
was, par excellence, a colonizer, expertly laying out new villages with
homesteads, public buildings, haylands, pastures, fields and roads and
establishing the basis of village and district self-government. Initially he
did so for new communities of Mennonite immigrants from Prussia and
later for Hutterites, other immigrant Germans, Russian Molokans, state
peasants and Jews. He was celebrated, also, for having played a strategic
role in turning the pastoral Turkic Nogaitsy of the Sea of Azov area to
village life and settled agriculture. Finally, no one could gainsay his
genius as a practical agrarian modernizer and apostle of economic de-
velopment. In his appreciation of Cornies life, Gavel focused on each of
these areas, suggesting that his accomplishments and his example were
equally worthy of note.

Gavel’s statist biography of Cornies is significant, thirdly, because its
contents and interpretation constitute the starting point and basis of most
subsequent evaluations of Cornies, as will be described further on. But it
should be noted that however flattering Gavel’s luminous tribute may
seem to Cornies and Russian Mennonitism, it is incomplete and one-
sided. For what Gavel plays down and even ftrivializes is the strong,
widespread and often principled opposition which Cornies’ actions
provoked within Mennonite society itself, pondering neither its content
nor symptomatic importance.

To be sure, Cornies was also strongly supported in his programmes
by a small Mennonite proto-elite of modernizing school teachers, land-
owners and administrators at the district level and in several villages.
Brief histories of each of the Molochna villages dating from 1848 offer
somewhat of a sampling of opinion on this question.* They were written
shortly after Cornies’ death on orders from the Supervisory Committee
and bear the signatures of their respective village mayors, assistant may-
ors and school teachers. One such village history credits the “never to be
forgotten Cornies” with promoting plantings of fruit, mulberry and
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forest trees and of “significantly furthering” silk culture, the growing of
flax, artisanal activities and the trades.” Another attributes the “flourish-
ing condition” of Molochna villages to “improved sheep breeding, the
planting of orchards, silk worm culture and the rapid spread of grain
growing since the establishment of the port of Berdiansk.” In all this, the
report adds, “Johann Cornies everywhere blazed the path by positive
example and by severely censuring the disorder and inactivity that was
creeping in. The improvements introduced [by him] in all economic
arrangements are especially deserving of recognition.”* The chronicler of
Cornies’ beloved village of Orlov, which was also the seat of the Agricul-
tural Commission, described Cornies” leadership as having “such energy
and vigilance as to be unique in the history of our people.””

Significantly, however, only 8 of 44 extant Molochna village histories
of 1848 contain tributes of this kind. The other 36 are mute about Cornies
as a positive force. Similarly, Heinrich Heese’s engaging, synthetic histor-
ical sketch of the Khortitsa settlement, also written in 1848 at the Super-
visory Committee’s request, devotes no word to Cornies’ career despite
his powerful influence on that community in the 1840’s.” During his
lifetime, opposition to Cornies’ reform measures was treated as insubor-
dination to the state. Punishments had ranged from reprimands through
fines and public labour to floggings, imprisonment and even exile.” In
1848, under circumstances of strict censorship, and at a time when the
state encouraged obeisance to Cornies’ memory, silence was the only
public criticism allowed his nay-sayers, and must be so regarded. For the
rest, censorship and fear prevented Cornies’ many detractors from de-
veloping a coherent statement of their opposition and working out its
larger implications. Information in this regard survived only as anecdote
in the folk memory, in one-sided reports of particularly dramatic clashes
recorded by Cornies’ supporters, and in a small number of unpublished
diaries and letters. This material has not, however, been systematically
gathered and sifted.

Without going into detail, it can be said that many, perhaps most,
Mennonite villagers responded with varying degrees of passive resis-
tance to, or complied grudgingly with, the prodigal stream of directives
coming from Cornies respecting most facets of village life. These direc-
tives, supported by the full weight of police authority, extended from
systems of crop rotation, fallowing and the obligatory planting of hedges
and woods, to schooling and the minutest details of village morals, yard
maintenance, house-keeping, family life and the rearing of children.
Cornies’ statist, tutelary approach, which treated society and its mem-
bers as children, deeply offended many.

This approach also, it should be noted, violated well established
Mennonite norms regarding the strict separation of the civil and religious
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spheres, personal responsibility, community leadership, and a prohibi-
tion on the use of force in relations between believers. Programmatic
opposition centred on three main issues. Cornies was accused of having
usurped the constituted authority of elective village and district officials
by invalidating elections and then filling offices with compliant suppor-
ters.* He was further condemned for violating a basic principle of church
life by ordering church members to flog co-religionists for civil infractions
and then punishing church leaders who sought to intervene.™

The most serious charge was that Cornies had deliberately eroded
the fundamental guarantee of freedom of religion contained in the Char-
ter of Privileges granted the Mennonites in 1800. At issue here was
Cornies’ orchestration of the intervention of the state in the internal
organization of the Mennonite church in order to silence opposition from
its leadership and laity. To cow his opponents within the largest of the
church bodies, Cornies had its church elder, Jakob Warkentin, dismissed
by civil authority and his church split into three groups, each with its own
elder. Several years later, the elder of one of these smaller bodies, a certain
Heinrich Wiens, was, again at Cornies instigation, ordered deposed by
the Supervisory Committee and then exiled to Prussia, amidst heart-
rending lamentations of his congregation.®

In response to this high-handed action, Wiens' defenders, in un-
published writings at the time, spelled out a darkly-shaded image of
Cornies and of his governance. Cornies, they wrote, was perpetrator of a
“shameless despotism.”* He had fomented “strife in the church,”* vio-
lated “Mennonite principles of the faith,”* falsely accused those who
questioned his actions of “inciting the people to sedition against the
government,”* and martyred faithful servants of the church. From his
place of exile, Wiens developed an apocalyptical understanding of his
fate, suggesting that his suffering signalled the “last days.”*

How widely diffused this sombre image of Cornies was is indicated
by the fact that the moderate Khortitsa church leader, David Epp, con-
fided similar sentiments to his diary in the late 1830’s and early 1840's. Epp
belonged to a prominent Mennonite family which provided many mod-
erate church and lay leaders to the community in the 19th and 20th
centuries. He was highly literate, well read for the time, knew Cornies
personally, was even reputed to be his friend,* and was keenly apprecia-
tive of the need for a modern agriculture and industry, as understood by
Cornies and his allies.” Yet Cornies’ methods and some of his ends were
an abomination to him. The “behaviour of Joh. Cornies is more despotical
than Christian,” he wrote in his diary in 1838, after returning from travels
through the Molochna villages.* A year later he found the situation
unchanged: “In the Molochna instead of love, true despotism, and . . .
the torch of discord burns.” The community, he wrote in despair on
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another occasion, “lacks the power to halt this evil.”* Issues in dispute
were invariably being resolved on Cornies’ imperious terms and to the
damage of the community: “In the church of the Molochna the con-
sequences of the divisions [i.e., between the community, on one side,
and the Agricultural Commission, headed by Cornies, and a compliant
district administration, on the other] are becoming ever more visible. The
district office and the Agricultural Commission rules, more by means of
despotism than through gentleness according to the teachings of Jesus.”*
Equally worrisome to David Epp was Cornies” willful breaching of the
division between church and state, in defiance of a fundamental Men-
nonite tenet. In a diary entry shortly before his death in 1843, he summed
up the cheerless situation:

The troubles in the Molochna continue on, and in fact are growing . . . God
alone knows where all of this is leading to. Externally much is being
undertaken in the development of gardens, forest groves and the tillage of
land. But in spiritual matters it appears, particularly with respect to church
leadership, that great indolence has entered in. Increasingly in the utter-
ances of church leaders greater heed is being paid to the orders of govern-
ment than to the demands of religion.*

From the mid-19th century onwards, outside interest in Russia’s
foreign colonists, including the Mennonites, gradually declined. To be
sure, travellers and scholars still recorded their positive impressions
about them, but with a somewhat different emphasis. In 1855, Alexander
Petzholdt, a Dorpat Professor of Agronomy, after visiting the settlements,
wrote a book in which he echoed Haxthausen’s opinion that the “influ-
ence of the Mennonites on their environs was very considerable.” He
portrayed Cornies’ life in detail, following Gavel.* And in 1866, Friedrich
Matthai, a noted German scholar of colonization and a corresponding
member of the Imperial Free Economic Society, maintained in a major
work that the Mennonites would continue to be a “model and example” of
agrarian accomplishment along Russia’s settlement frontiers.* This view
lived on but was not left unchallenged. In 1877, D. Mackenzie Wallace, a
scholar and Times correspondent, in a best-seller, Russia, wrote that a
Mennonite village might appear to a “weary traveller” as an “earthly
paradise,”? but its influence on the surrounding population was slight
because of a spirit of “exclusiveness”® and a “lack of communications.”*

Imperial Russian writing about Mennonites from 1850 to 1914 un-
derwent a similar evolution, offering several new perspectives on Cor-
nies’ career. In the 1850's and early 1860’s, Russian officialdom was
preoccupied with the enormous challenges stemming from the lost Cri-
mean war and the freeing of the bonded peasantry. But a flurry of
renewed interest in Russian Mennonites, as well as in Cornies, was
sparked in the late 1860’s by a celebrated series of articles about foreign
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settlements which appeared in Russia’s leading liberal journal, Vestnik
Evropy. The articles were written by A. Klaus, an experienced official of
the Ministry of State Domains, and republished in book form under the
title, Our Colonies.*

Klaus’ study attracted great attention because of its novel recom-
mendation regarding land-holding among Russian peasants. Klaus ar-
gued that the prosperity and order evident in the foreign settlements of
Russia stemmed solely from the system of land ownership, land tenure
and local administration given them by the state. The potential for eco-
nomic growth and social stability inherent in this Russian-created system
had been most fully realized in the Mennonite settlements, under Cor-
nies’ direction. These communities, he concluded, should therefore
serve as a native model for the reconstruction of Russia’s basic agrarian
peasant institutions.* This idea, which was by no means far-fetched, was
not, however, taken up by the state, which for decades put off grappling
seriously with the perennial dilemma of raising low agricultural yields.
Consequently, through to the end of the empire, a more positive outside
Russian view of Mennonite agriculture and of Johann Cornies’ career
survived only in a handful of studies, newspaper articles and scholarly
entries in Russian encyclopaedias.

Indeed, from the 1880’s onwards, Gavel’s and Klaus’ flattering statist
view of Russian Mennonitism, and of its chief architect, came under full-
scale assault from a burgeoning Russian nationalist movement. In various
books and articles, the leading publicists of this movement argued that
the foreign settlements were not benefactors of Russia, but veritable
parasites.” The colonists’ prosperity, they averred, was the result only of
crass privilege, which had allowed them to occupy the most productive
steppe lands. From this favoured position they were now driving up land
prices beyond the reach of Russia’s peasantry. Moreover, the colonists’
missionizing was disrupting Orthodox communities in their environs.
And their susceptibility to German nationalism endangered the security
of southern Russia.

The indictment by Russian nationalism of the immigrant colonies
generated a sharp polemic in the 1890’s, in which the main rebuttal came
from a certain P. V. Kamensky, a modernizing landowner, publicist and
later leader of the Octobrist party. In a book entitled, A Problem or a
Misunderstanding? A Question Regarding Foreign Settlers in Southern
Russia, Kamensky defended the settlers as agents of agricultural up-
dating for Russia. He was intimately familiar with colonist agriculture and
the Mennonite settlements. His spirited defense made heavy play with
the career of Johann Cornies. His “great social significance” for New
Russia, he pointed out, had been attested to by no less an authority and
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patriot than Count Kiselev, the highly esteemed former Minister of State
Domains.*

During this same time-span of about two generations, Russian
Mennonite thinking about Cornies underwent a fundamental change. In
the decades following his death, hatred of him among the Mennonite
elite and masses gradually waned, and in the late 19th and early 20th
centuries, the first small generation of Mennonite lay historians came to
hold a common view of him as the “great man” of their past, a heroic
figure, as Gavel had pictured him warmly a half century earlier. The tone
of resounding approval was set by the emerging Mennonite periodical
press. In 1897, an anonymous writer in the pietistical Christian Family
Almanac credited the striking, contemporary prosperity of the Molochna
settlement principally to Cornies’ “conscientiousness, faithfulness and
tireless perseverance.”® Several years later, the Almanac attributed the
great honours heaped upon the Mennonites by the regime of Nicholas I
entirely to Cornies’ “tireless activity.”* The more conservative Mennonite
Yearbook portrayed Cornies as the matchless “example”™ and “great
reformer® of Russian Mennonite history.

The epithets used to characterize Cornies by the three chief Men-
nonite historians of the late Imperial era, namely Franz Isaac, David H.
Epp and P. M. Friesen, were, if anything, even more unqualified. This
entire historiography was strongly moralizing, and illumined the past
from a reformist perspective. Concerning Cornies, it leaned heavily on
Gavel’s information, often following him almost verbatim. Franz Isaac, in
his Molochna Mennonites (1908), affirmed that Cornies had achieved
nothing less than to set Russian Mennonites “on the path of achieving
that end for which they had been called into Russia, to become an
example to the surrounding peoples by deed and behaviour.”® In the sole
book-length biography of Cornies to appear to date (1909), David H. Epp
termed Cornies a “titan,”® a “benefactor of mankind,”® and an examplar
of a “robust Christianity.”® Cornies, he wrote, was an “unrivalled initiator
and organizer,”® a “man of iron and steel,” and a “pathfinder” for all of
southern Russia. Out of “disorder,” he had fashioned a “glorious El-
dorado,” an “oasis of flourishing civilization in the midst of an untouched
wilderness,” using the “strength and tenacity of a superman.”® D. H.
Epp even suggested that Russian Mennonite history had only really
started with Cornies, who was the very “father” of his people.® The
revolution in perceptions reflected by such epithets can be gauged by the
fact that their author was the namesake and grandson of the churchman
who, two generations earlier, had termed Cornies a despot and im-
pugned the legitimacy of his initiatives.

P. M. Friesen was less colourful, but no less definite, in assigning
seminal importance to Cornies’ career. In his massive and important
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study and source book, The Mennonite Brotherhood in Russia (1911),
Friesen placed Cornies in the select company of the Mennonite church
father, Menno Simons, himself. He wrote:

Menno and Cornies have given us Russian Mennonites both in Russia and

America, our ecclesiastical and cultural character for all time . . . We see in
Cornies’ reform the healthy body (culture and civic community) for Men-
no's spirit (the heart of Christianity and church community) . . . Let us

remember our two teachers, Menno and Cornies!®

These three late Imperial Russian Mennonite historians readily
acknowledged the extreme means Cornies had employed in enforcing his
reforms, but they defended these, as Gavel had earlier, as having been
historically necessary. Isaac explained to his readers that the dissident
elders had been advocates of an “aspiring economic and social hier-
archy”? and had forced Cornies’ hand. They had “meddled in govern-
ment and civil affairs,”®® incited “church members to disobedience
against the local authorities,”* and covertly “cast suspicions” on Cornies’
beneficent undertakings and on the support given him by the state.”

Isaac’s interpretation was rooted in what he defined as the central
theme of Russian Mennonite history from the 1820’s to the 1870’s, an on-
going struggle between two hostile parties. The one, headed first by
Cornies and then by his son-in-law Philipp Wiebe, was tolerant of re-
ligious differences, committed to social justice and economic modernity
and had invariably defended the “common weal.”” Against it was pitted
the party of particular, hierarchical interests, spear-headed by church
elders who were animated by a “thirst for power,””* and supported by the
“great ignorance and unyielding intolerance”” widespread in Mennonite
society. Only the government’s unqualified support of Cornies’ and his
use of harsh discipline had ensured the triumph of the “general inter-
est.””

David H. Epp, as well, defended Cornies’ resort to despotic means
butin terms of what he saw as recurring world historical combat between
creative geniuses, akin to Hegel's world historical heroes, and groups
representing the mediocre average of mankind. He recognized that the
Mennonite concept of brotherhood, with its implicit demand of demo-
cratic equality, had turned Mennonites against the authoritarian Cornies.
Nevertheless, he wrote, “coarse wood required a coarse wedge,” and a
“truly great man” like Cornies, who “willed the achievement of great
deeds, could not allow himself to be stopped by petty considerations.””

P. M. Friesen similarly subscribed to a secular ethic in this question
and endorsed the primacy of ends rather than means in fixing Cornies’
place in Mennonite history. He granted that Cornies had perhaps erred in
his use of discipline in particular cases.” But, like his fellow lay historians,
Friesen attributed the opposition to Cornies of the elders, and its wide
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community support, to a mentality bred of the “impoverishment and
stunted growth of the church of our fathers.”” His final judgement
helped to solidify the concensus present in late Imperial Russian Men-
nonite thought, namely, that Cornies’ contributions outweighed “his
mistakes, and we honour him ardently for his accomplishments.”” P. M.
Friesen’s depiction of Cornies as a genius, who had realized authentic
Mennonite values, necessitated also his marked down-playing of autoc-
racy’s contribution to Cornies’ ideas and authority.

The virtual concensus around a Mennonite superman image of
Cornies in late Imperial times cannot, however, be explained mainly in
terms of these historians’ personal views. The birth of the powerful
Cornies myth, and its ready acceptance by Mennonite society, was the
product of changes within Mennonite life after Cornies’ death and of
powerful Empire-wide forces threatening it before 1914. As to the former,
in the 1860’s and 1870’s, Mennonite society was convulsed by popular,
socio-economic and religious movements, which, after years of crisis,
resulted in a land distribution, a system of communally-sponsored
daughter colonies and confessional pluralism in the new Mennonite
Brethren and Templer churches.”

Leaders of these movements had been close to Cornies and been
tarred as “blind followers” of his vision in the 1860’s;* they regarded their
currents of reform as integral parts of a single stream of renewal originat-
ing with Johann Cornies. Franz Isaac was a leading spokesman for the
landless and became an adherent of the Templer church. P. M. Friesen
was an ardent educational reformer and Brethren leader. Both affirmed
the utility and legitimacy of the 1860's and 1870’s reforms by linking them
indissolubly to Cornies’ transforming initiatives. Moreover, from 1860 to
1914, modernism generally triumphed among Mennonites and was seen
as validating Cornies’ vision.

Yet the creation, in late Imperial times, of the myth of Corrues as the
larger-than-life prime mover of Russian Mennonite history, as well as its
popularization in schools and through the Mennonite press, were also
prompted by threatening outside pressures. Within Mennonite society
the last decades of Tsarist rule were characterized by rapid economic
growth, a spreading of wealth, a lessening of social tensions, greater
inter-confessional cooperation and marked cultural and educational
flowering. The chief sources of uncertainty were now external. These
included the ebb and flow of the European grain market and of Imperial
tariff policies; the threat of social revolution in the villages and factories of
New Russia; mass electoral and Duma politics, with their bewildering
currents and cross-currents; and a strident Russian nationalist move-
ment. This latter force, in particular, as has already been indicated, filled
Mennonite society with gloom and foreboding. It branded all German-
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speakers as objectively disloyal, denied that the colonists and Men-
nonites had played anything but a parasitic role in Russian history and
demanded that proselytization by them among the Orthodox population
be stopped and their landowning be closely circumscribed.®

Inits search for a strategy of survival amidst these uncertainties, the
legacy of Johann Cornies, as defined by contemporary Mennonite histo-
riography, proved of great value to the Mennonite’s economic, educa-
tional and clerical elite. The mounting external pressures, for one thing,
demanded a high degree of cohesion among Mennonites. Since Cornies
predated the confessional and ideological splits of the 1860’s, his legacy,
belonging equally to all, was astutely appealed to as a basis of coopera-
tion. Moreover, Cornies’ well-known reputation as colonizer of New
Russia, architect of the Molochna's advanced agriculture, and zealous
servant of monarchy, could be cited in disproving the nationalist charges
of parasitism and disloyalty. Mennonite historiography eagerly embraced
Cornies’ legacy in this regard, arguing that Russian Mennonites re-
mained what Cornies had made them, bearers of order and of agrarian
and industrial progress in all regions where they lived.®

The heroic image of Cornies proved also of great utility, as role-
model and source of self-confidence, in helping to realize what might be
termed the centre-piece of the strategy for survival: the self-conscious
development of a unique Russian Mennonitism.® During the last de-
cades of the Empire, the Mennonite leadership reached tacit agreement
on the need for a distinctive identity, separate from that of other German
colonists, and one that could less easily be assailed by Russian national-
ists. To build such a group character, learning Russian was strongly
promoted in village and secondary schools, and Cornies was credited as
father of the policy. Monarchism and imperial patriotism, again as ex-
emplified by Cornies’ life, were consciously nurtured in the home, taught
in school and preached from platform and pulpit on national holidays.
Furthermore, the idea was spread about that purpose in life, individually
and collectively, was to be found in becoming to the surrounding world
an example, or “model,” of diligence, rectitude, economic accomplish-
ment, mutual aid and charity, as Cornies’ own life had been. Statism,
progress and an ethic of secular service thus became the bedrock of
Russian Mennonitism'’s political theology and historical self-understand-
ing. On this foundation, Mennonite leaders hoped that they might suc-
ceed in blunting the attacks of Russian nationalist firebrands, rekindle the
favour of monarchy, and find for themselves a secure place on Imperial
Russia’s emerging political spectrum.

The heroic image of Cornies cultivated by Russian Mennonites was
faithfully mirrored in contemporaneous writings of European and Amer-
ican Mennonite scholars.* Cornies” authoritarian edge, to be sure, grated
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somewhat on the democratic sensibilities of the American church histo-
rian, C. H. Wedel, who, in 1901 expressed mild regret at Cornies’ “Rus-
sian” methods and his interference in “church affairs.” But, despite all
that, he applauded Cornies’ reforms as having, “on the whole, re-
dounded to the benefit of the colonies.”® The dark image of Cornies, as
bearer of evil and alien values and as oppressor of the church, seems to
have lived on only among the most conservative, anti-modernist emigre
Mennonites of southern Manitoba. There, in 1903, a small volume was
published documenting the saga of Cornies’ fierce persecution of Elder
Heinrich Wiens.® It appears that in these circles Cornies’ great antagonist
became a revered “martyr hero” and the book containing his writings an
item of “classic martyr literature.”®

Since 1917, writings about Cornies fall into one of three categories,
depending on their origin and perspective, namely, approaches of Soviet
Marxist-Leninists, in-group Mennonite émigrés, and western social sci-
entists. Soviet students of Russian Mennonitism have ignored Cornies or
denigrated his role in the transformation of the Black Sea steppe region.
This may be explained by their concentration on the Mennonites of the
post-1917 period, a bias against “great man” explanations of historic
change, and a political down-playing of the role of foreigners, especially
“Germans,” in Russian history.

This latter circumstance may well account for the unbalanced treat-
ment of Cornies’ career by E. I. Druzhinina, the leading Soviet scholar of
the southern Ukraine during this period. Druzhinina, to be sure, ac-
knowledges that “foreign colonists,” and in particular Mennonites, dem-
onstrated the potential for development in New Russia by pioneering an
advanced agriculture. But she echoes Russian Imperial nationalist writers
in wrongly attributing their success chiefly to government largesse —
land grants, loans, exemptions and a privileged legal status.®” She con-
tends that these advantages were compounded in the case of the Men-
nonites by the wealth they had brought with them as immigrants. “The
ruling clique,” she concludes, “supported the Mennonites, seeing in
them their social support, on the one hand, and experienced landlords,
on the other.””

In Druzhinina’s schema, New Russia was one of the main areas of
emerging agricultural capitalism in Russia, and Cornies’ career “graph-
ically personified” this development. Druzhinina describes Cornies as a
“noted wealthy individual” who, beginning as a poor immigrant, ex-
ploited the market opportunities of New Russia to acquire three very
large estates.” Clearly, Druzhinina’s exclusive focus on Cornies’ private
wealth and entrepreneurial activities leads to the total neglect of his much
more significant public role in the Molochna Mennonite settlement and
throughout New Russia.
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Since 1917, emigre Mennonite publicists and scholars in Germany,
the United States and Canada have devoted much attention to the arrest-
ing personality and career of Johann Cornies. This is not surprising as
immigrant groups often seek to preserve and embellish, indeed even to
absolutize, those facets of their heritage which are bound up with the
deepest sources of their esteem and self-knowledge. The last generation
of Mennonites in Imperial Russia, as shown, grew up believing that
Johann Cornies had laid the foundations of their principal institutions.
They were also taught that he had endowed them with an elevated
outlook and ethic and pointed them in a direction that promised both
prosperity and meaning. Yet this group, within the span of only three
decades, witnessed the obliteration of their beloved communities
through terrible disasters: World War I, the revolutions of 1917, civil war,
collectivization and famine, deportations, flight, mass purges and World
War IL.*

In the 1920's and 1940’s, approximately 40,000 Mennonite refugees
from Russia found new homes abroad, a small number of them in the
United States and in Germany, a larger group in South America and the
majority in Canada. The first generation of immigrant writers was nat-
urally inclined to evoke fond memories of its lost world and of its greatest
heroes, especially Cornies. Canadian immigrant writing brimmed with
publications about him. D. H. Epp’s biography of Cornies and * Gavel’s
obituary were republished in Western Canada,” and his career was
honoured in numerous commemorative articles and lay histories.

This largely repetitive émigré literature was informed by a tone of
uncritical admiration. It was designed to keep aglow the burnished image
of Cornies already available, and it added nothing to it by way of new
information or viewpoint. This may also be said of D. G. Rempel’s
admirable doctoral study of the Mennonite settlements (1933), which laid
the basis for the scholarly study of Russian Mennonitism. Rempel’s
dissertation concluded that, before the revolution, Russian Mennonites
had brilliantly achieved their assigned purpose of becoming “models” of
moral and material progress for the surrounding peoples.” This stereo-
typed thesis, with Cornies’ at its centre, served also to buttress the emigre
view that Russian Mennonites had not deserved the cruel fate they had
suffered in the Russian revolution. Rempel’s later writings broadened
this focus considerably.*

Emigre Russian Mennonite writers in the Weimar Republic sim-
ilarly pondered their recent past in a spirit compounded of regret and
injured pride and in defense of the moral legitimacy of their Russian
brotherhood. This defense usually rested on a conventional portrayal of
Cornies” pioneering career.” The triumph of Hitler in 1933, however,
paved the way for a novel twist in this conventional picture. Several
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prominent Mennonite academics, including B. H. Unruh and Walter
Quiring, came under the sway of Nationalist Socialist “folkish” ideas and
recast their views of Russian Mennonite history, and Cornies’ role in it, in
accordance with the new ideology.

Walter Quiring, the most blatant of the National Socialist Men-
nonites, set about, as he wrote, to “convert the Mennonites to their
ancestral German nationality.”® To this end, he sought to transform
Mennonite publications into propaganda organs and wrote popular his-
torical articles from a “folkish” angle. These included several about
Cornies. The chief of these was printed in 1939 in a much-read book,
Great Germans Abroad: A National German History in the Form of
Biographies.” Walter Quiring’s portrait of Cornies was also informed by
the general opinion that Russian Mennonite history had a transcendant
logic of having preserved the Germanness of the Mennonite community
to the day when it could embrace National Socialism. Quiring accordingly
clothed Johann Cornies anew as a German nationalist hero, an archetypal
National Socialist activist. Iron-nerved and skilled, he was depicted as
having galvanized the German Russian community into creative activity,
defended the German language as a holy birthright, and surmounted all
obstacles with severity and discipline. After World War II, Quiring’s
writings about Cornies, including an entry in the Mennonite Encyclope-
dia, followed more the interpretations common to Mennonite emigre
writing in North America.'

Since 1917, only a little new light has thus been shed on Cornies’
historic role by Soviet Marxist or Mennonite emigre writers. The chief
contributions in this regard have come instead from a handful of Western
social scientists. In writings spread out over some fifty years, a German
Weberian sociologist, Adolf Ehrt,” an Austro-American specialist on
comparative ethnicity, E. K. Francis,"” and an Australian-British histor-
ical ethnographer, James Urry,'® have illuminated major changes in Im-
perial Russian Mennonite history from diverse perspectives. All,
however, focus upon global forces impinging upon particular societies
and trace the unique ways in which tensions between tradition and
modernity transformed Mennonite society. They identify the age of
Cornies’ ascendancy as the great watershed in this process and ascribe a
shaping influence to him.

In this scenario Cornies is cast in the role of bearer, or agent, of
impersonal economic and cultural forces which came to erode a well-
defined primordial Mennonitism fashioned of tradition, communitaria-
nism and self-isolation. Ehrt describes Cornies as being the willing tool of
the autocratic state, the main source of initiative. He was coopted to its
purposes and mandated, in effect, to draw all non-Russian Orthodox
state peasants in southern Russia, including the Mennonites, into the
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market nexus. The government’s sole objective was economic develop-
ment. In this manner, Ehrt concludes, all of these groups were ever more
deeply “incorporated into the encroaching environment and subjected to
a sweeping process of assimilation. At the focal point of this development
stood the breakthrough of capitalism.”* Francis discerns a similar pro-
cess at work, but finds greater continuity in Mennonite institutional and
cultural life because of its ability to adapt to the great forces of the day.

More radical implications of the approach to Russian Mennonite
history pioneered by Ehrt and Francis have been suggested in James
Urry’s rich and detailed doctoral study. Despite some shortcomings, the
study advances our understanding of Russian Mennonitism and of
Johann Cornies through argument, evidence and the evocation of a social
order caught up in thorough-going change. Urry denies Cornies any role
as a representative of a Mennonite outlook or of Mennonite values.
Drawing upon recent western studies of the Russian bureaucratic phe-
nomenon, he pinpoints Cornies’ close links with leading “enlightened
bureaucrats,”’ and depicts Cornies as becoming enamoured of their
vision. As a surrogate of the state he triumphs over the forces of “tradi-
tion,” thereby sealing forever the fate of the “closed order” of pristine
Mennonitism and of its chief advocates, the “maintainers.”® Unwit-
tingly, Cornies becomes a midwife for the state in its Europeanization,
indeed its embourgeoisment, of Mennonite society. As such, Urry rea-
sons, Cornies must be regarded as a shaper both of the Mennonites’
economy and of their deepest perceptions:

The new possibility was a transformation, a transcendance of the closed
order, not a change but a grasping of the new and different order of
discourse and practice, radically different in its perception of the person and
of the world, in the parameters of its view of 'knowledge’ and the bound-
aries of its meaning.'”

No scholar has gone further in his claims for the revolutionary
character of Cornies’ influence, in both its destructive and creative facets.
Stripped of its social science idiom, however, this argument is a throw-
back to the charges levelled against Cornies’ by his clerical foes, that he
was an embodied anti-Christ, destroying all that was unique and precious
in the heritage the Mennonites had emigrated to Russia to save. One
suspects that a deeper understanding of Cornies’ legacy is more likely to
be found in pursuing Francis’ concept of “adaptation” than Urry’s notion
of “transcendance.” The latter is the product of an approach overly fond
of sharp dichotomies, such as “open” and “closed” or “progressive” and
“maintainer,” and deficient in its understanding of Russia's social and
political environment. Most Russian Mennonites, in the last decades of
the Empire, were profoundly conscious of both continuity and change in
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their past, and this perception mirrored an important reality. Equally,
elements of continuity and departure were fused in Cornies’ personality,
career and legacy.

What David H. Epp wrote almost three-quarters of a century ago,
remains true today: “Johann Cornies still awaits his biographer.”” A
serious biography will need to be grounded in the insights of modern
psychology and be based on a command of Russian, Ukrainian and
Russian Mennonite history. It will require an intimate knowledge of the
sources, the skills to fathom a nuanced reality, and the artistry to recreate
a three-dimensional personality within a changing and tension-laden
environment. Such a biography will also need to grapple with the imme-
diate and long-term consequences of forced social change in Russian
Mennonite history. In creating such as portrait Cornies” modern biogra-
pher will have to address the epithets generated by in- and out- group
observers.

The often sharply conflicting images of Cornies, explored above,
portray him variously as autocratic servitor, German “Kulturtrager,” em-
bodied anti-Christ, builder of a parasitic society, authentic Mennonite
hero, carrier of bourgeois class interests, archetype of National Socialist
man and agent of transcendant, modernizing forces. These images re-
flect, as through distorted glass, the vicissitudes of Russian Mennonite
history, ideological interests, changing intellectual styles, and the evolu-
tion of the modern world. In sorting out the layers of partly extraneous
meaning embodied in these images, Cornies’ modern biographer will
unquestionably weigh Agronomist Gavel’s obituary carefully. Despite its
lacunae, one-sidedness and hagiographical tone, it continues to provide
the most fresh and sharply etched portrait of Johann Cornies yet avail-
able.
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