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‘Brief Conversations for Pilgrims’: Rasputin, Russian- 
speaking travellers and the pilgrim experience in 
Jerusalem in 1911–1912
Rachel Mairs

Department of Classics, University of Reading, UK

ABSTRACT
In 1911, Grigorii Rasputin undertook a pilgrimage to Jerusalem. 
That same year, the Katanov brothers published a quadrilingual 
phrasebook in Jerusalem – in Russian, Greek, Turkish and 
Arabic – designed for Russian pilgrims. The Russian pilgrim 
market was a very different one to the western tourist and 
pilgrim market typically catered to by phrasebook and guide-
book authors in Palestine. Russian pilgrims tended to be poorer, 
of lower socio-economic status, to travel in large groups, and to 
have limited contact with people and places in Palestine outside 
the churches and religious sites which were their goal – all of 
which made their linguistic needs very different. Using 
Rasputin’s own account of his pilgrimage, the Katanov brothers’ 
phrasebook and another contemporary account by English 
journalist Stephan Graham, this paper explores the Russian 
pilgrim experience in Jerusalem and how it contrasted with 
that of the elite western tourists who are most prominent in 
our written sources.

KEYWORDS 
Russians; Jerusalem; 
Orthodox church; Rasputin; 
phrasebooks; Arabic 
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Introduction

This article examines the accounts of two very different pilgrims to 
Jerusalem in 1911–1912 – an English journalist and a notorious Russian 
holy man – alongside a language instruction book that was notionally 
written to help them, but which neither would actually have used. Stephen 
Graham (1884–1975) was a Russophile who had already published several 
books on his travels on foot through the Russian Empire. Grigorii 
Yefimovich Rasputin (1869–1916) requires little introduction, although 
his account of his journey to Jerusalem – his only published written 
work – is less well known. Graham and Rasputin both travelled as members 
of large parties of Russian pilgrims, who had a very different profile to the 
European travellers through whose eyes we are accustomed to seeing early 
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twentieth-century Palestine (for the contrast between the attitudes and 
behaviour of British Protestant and Russian Orthodox pilgrims, see 
Hummel & Hummel 1995). These Russian pilgrims were mostly poor, 
elderly, and travelling for the first time. Faith was their primary reason for 
travel, and they had little interest in the secular tourist sites along the way. 
Unlike western European visitors to Palestine, on whom there is 
a substantial body of scholarly literature (see e.g. Bar & Cohen-Hattab  
2003; Cohen-Hattab & Noam 2015; Gibson, Shapira, & Chapman 2013), 
Russian Orthodox pilgrims, and the linguistic aspect of their experience in 
Jerusalem, have received little attention.

A phrasebook published in Palestine in 1911 is directed expressly at these 
pilgrims. It gives religious texts and everyday words and phrases in Russian, 
Greek, Turkish, and Arabic, all in Cyrillic script. It was sold at the shop of 
the Katanov brothers in Jerusalem, but much about the circumstances of its 
composition and publication remain obscure, and must be inferred from the 
book itself. In the following discussion, I will examine the Russian pilgrims’ 
experience and how it differed from the elite European one, and the effec-
tiveness of the Katanov phrasebook in the context of Graham’s and 
Rasputin’s journeys.

Managing Russian pilgrims in Jerusalem

By 1911–1912, Russian pilgrims were visiting Palestine every year in vast 
numbers. Jerusalem, and other sites such as Bethlehem and Nazareth, had 
always attracted Russian Orthodox Christian visitors, and in the latter part 
of the nineteenth century the pilgrimage became still more popular (on 
earlier pilgrims, see e.g. Nakamura 1988). There are many reasons for this, 
including faster transportation connections (especially the advent of rail-
ways and steamships), organised group travel, and the high-profile pil-
grimages of several members of the Imperial family. The usual pilgrim 
route involved taking a ship from a Black Sea port and included visits to 
Orthodox churches and monasteries at Mount Athos and Constantinople 
along the way.

Grand Duke Konstantin (1827–1892; son of Nikolai I) was not a pilgrim, 
but his actions indirectly had a significant impact on Russian official 
encouragement and management of the pilgrimage. In the aftermath of 
the Crimean War (1853–1856), Konstantin was keen to develop civilian 
maritime trade on the Black Sea by increasing pilgrim traffic, and commis-
sioned Boris Pavlovich Mansurov (1828–1910) to write a guidebook along 
the lines of existing western European works, such as the volumes on 
Palestine in the famous Baedeker or Murray’s guidebooks series. The guide-
book was never written, because Mansurov was appalled at the conditions 
he found among Russian pilgrims to Jerusalem. Instead, he submitted 
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a report to the Grand Duke outlining their privations in detail. Mansurov 
argued that it would be irresponsible to encourage greater numbers of 
pilgrims unless conditions were improved (this report is discussed by 
Astafieva 2020). A succession of Russian official organisations were thus 
established to support the pilgrimage and other endeavours (education, 
archaeology) in Palestine, culminating in the creation of the Imperial 
Orthodox Palestine Society (IOPS) in 1882 (Gerd 2020; for a collection of 
Russian documentary sources on Russian presence in Holy Land, including 
the pilgrimages of members of the Imperial family, see; Lisovoi 2000). The 
IOPS came to take on the supervision of the pilgrimage, managing every 
aspect of it (Tibawi 1966, 180; on Ottoman taxation and management of the 
pilgrimage, see; Gölpinar 2019). By the outbreak of the First World War, 
Russian pilgrims came to Jerusalem in huge numbers, and greatly out-
numbered other nationalities. Drawing on the official figures of the IOPS, 
Theofanis Stavrou reports that ‘In 1910 out of a total 15,000 persons who 
visited Jerusalem, 9,000 were Russians. The last Russian pilgrimage before 
the outbreak of the war was in 1913, when 12,000 Russian pilgrims came’ 
(Stavrou 1963, 184).

Despite these numbers, there were very few Russian-language guidebooks 
for Palestine. Descriptive travellers’ accounts, of which there were many, 
tended not to include up-to-date, practical information on things like prices 
and travel logistics (e.g. Arsenii 1896; Pakhomii 1862; see also Astafieva  
2020, 161–162). Other reports and studies on the Russian pilgrimage that 
followed Mansurov’s likewise recommended that practical guidebooks be 
published, but to little effect (Astafieva 2020, 165). A rare exception to this 
general rule is Russkiye palomniki Svyatoi zemli: sputnik pravoslavnago 
palomnika v Svyatuiyu zemlyu (Russian Pilgrims in the Holy Land: An 
Orthodox Pilgrim’s Companion to the Holy Land), published by IOPS foun-
der Vasilii Nikolayevich Khitrovo (1834–1903) in 1905 (Khitrovo 1905). 
Most of Khitrovo’s book is composed of the usual descriptions of holy sites, 
but at the end he includes some useful information for pilgrims, such as the 
price of food and lodging in IOPS establishments, and the rules and regula-
tions to be followed by pilgrims travelling from Russia with the IOPS (some 
of Khitrovo’s practical material is reproduced in another, otherwise mostly 
descriptive, guide: Anonymous 1908).

Although Russian pilgrims were characterised by contemporary western 
European travel writers as poor (Hummel 2010), it would be fairer to say 
that they were of a broader socio-economic profile, with more extremes of 
rich and poor, than other foreign visitors. Russian aristocrats visited 
Palestine just like their western European counterparts. This socio- 
economic polarisation helps explain why Russian guidebooks for Palestine 
were so few and far between, when tourist guidebooks and phrasebooks in 
other European languages were so plentiful. Wealthy, educated Russians 
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tended to know western European languages, especially French (Offord, 
Rjéoutski, & Argent 2018), and could therefore use existing guidebooks such 
as those published by Baedeker, or Levantine Arabic phrasebooks such as 
those of Harfouch (Harfouch 1894) or Spoer and Haddad (Spoer & Haddad  
1909). The sole Russian guidebook to Palestine that could really be char-
acterised as such is Nikolai Vasiliyevich Berg’s Putyevodityel’ po Ierusalimu 
i yego blizhashim’ okrestnostyam’ (Guide to Jerusalem and its Surroundings: 
Berg 1863) and, as Elena Astafieva has identified, this is a composite work 
made up of passages ‘borrowed’ from other guidebooks in western 
European languages (Astafieva 2020, 162). This was a very common practice 
in guidebooks and phrasebooks of the period.

At the other end of the spectrum, we find Russian pilgrims for whom 
books were beyond both their means and their capabilities, and for whom 
the pilgrimage was a purely religious rather than touristic experience. The 
majority of pilgrims were poor, although as Graham observed (1913, 17), 
this did not mean that they did not have money. They had saved, often for 
many years, for the pilgrimage and for donations to the church – but they 
did not choose to spend their money on luxuries, or even on comfort. Books 
were not a priority, nor were the activities (sightseeing, shopping, leisure) 
that guidebooks and phrasebooks were designed to facilitate. It is difficult to 
quantify how many pilgrims were illiterate, but it was many or most – this is 
certainly what Graham reported (see below). Rasputin himself was only 
semi-literate, and wrote with difficulty (see samples of his handwriting in 
Rasputin 2013, unpaginated ebook). Using Graham’s and Rasputin’s 
accounts, I will explore further below how the Russian pilgrim experience 
differed from the typical European guidebook- and phrasebook-led tourist 
experience in Palestine.

Brief conversations

Russian pilgrims, then, were not a promising market for Arabic 
phrasebooks. The Katanov brothers’ attempt at creating a market, 
Kratkie razgovory dlya palomnikov’ na Russkom’ Grecheskom’, 
Turetskom’ i Arabskom’ Yazykakh’ (Brief Conversations for Pilgrims 
in the Russian, Greek, Turkish and Arabic Languages) is a paperback 
booklet of only 17 pages, measuring 145 × 220 millimetres. Very few 
copies survive. Other than my own (purchased on eBay from a seller 
in Israel), I am aware only of copies in the National Library of Israel 
and at Harvard University. I have not been able to identify any copies 
in Russian libraries. It is flimsy and it is likely that most copies have 
simply disintegrated over time, but it seems probable that it was also 
published in only a small print run. The only information given on 
the cover about its place of publication is that it is sold ‘at the shop of 
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the Katanov brothers in the holy city of Jerusalem’. Frustratingly, 
I have been unable to identify the Katanov brothers in any contem-
porary source or later scholarship. Although there is a Russian name 
‘Katanov’, it may be that they were not, in fact, Russian, but have 
Cyrillicised the Arabic name Qat

_
t
_
ān – a possibility I shall return to 

below. No author’s name is given, nor is the price.
The first page of the book gives cardinal and ordinal numbers, in the 

four-column format (Russian, Greek, Turkish, Arabic) which is main-
tained through most of the book. The four languages are ones which 
pilgrims would encounter on their journey from Russia, via 
Constantinople and Athos, to Palestine. The next two pages give the 
Easter gospel (most Russian pilgrims went specifically for Easter) and 
a hymn to Mary (Axion estin) in Russian, Greek and Arabic, but not 
Turkish. There follow seven pages of words and six of phrases in the four 
languages, before the booklet concludes with more prayers and hymns in 
Russian, Greek and Arabic. The Christian portions are presumably given 
in only three languages because these were used by Christians and in 
church services in Palestine, whereas Turkish was not. The back page has 
a view of Jerusalem.

The nature of the vocabulary is practical: simple words to make questions 
and sentences (yes and no), people and professions, parts of the body, 
clothing, equipment (especially for travelling), geographical terms and com-
mon adjectives, adverbs and prepositions. The phrases cover greetings, shop-
ping, eating, illness, travelling, the weather and telling the time.

The whole book is in the Cyrillic script, in its pre-reform orthogra-
phy. This means that the author(s) have had to make choices about how 
to render graphemes and phonemes that do not exist in Russian. The 
general principle has been to reflect pronunciation rather than ortho-
graphy. For example, the Greek word αυτό ‘it’, which is written <auto> 
but pronounced [afto], is rendered as афто <afto>. I am not qualified to 
assess the Turkish portions, but these seem to be broadly correct. 
Arabic consonants that have no straightforward equivalent in Russian 
are rendered as follows:

khā’ Russian х, but х is also used for (рахебь rakheb for rāh
_
ib 

‘monk’) and (исхалъ iskhal’ for ishāl ‘diarrhoea’).
‘ayn Omitted at the start of a word (атель atel’ for ‘ut

_
l ‘holi-

days’). Represented as two vowels in the middle or end of 
a word (наамъ naam for na‘am ‘yes’).

ghayn Russian г (гассале gassale for ghassāla ‘washerwoman’).
dhāl Russian д (драа draa for dhirā‘ ‘arm’) or з (аллази allazi for 

aladhī ‘which’). Note that dhāl would have been pronounced 
as ‘d’ or ‘z’ in local dialectal Arabic pronunciation.
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Emphatic consonants are rendered by the non-emphatic equivalent (таибъ 
taib for t

_
ayyib ‘good’; саби sabi for s

_
abī ‘boy’; бейдъ beid’ for 

bayd
_

‘eggs’). 

qāf Russian к (баккаль bakkal’ for baqāl ‘grocer’) or г (гурушъ 
gurush for qurūsh ‘pennies’). As with dhāl, these variants 
sometimes express local pronunciation.

wāw у or в for consonantal wāw (уаладъ ualad’ for walad ‘boy’; 
Франсави Fransavi for faransāwī ‘French’) and у or ю 
for the long vowel (южадъ yuzhad’ for yūjad ‘there is’).

Geminate consonants and long vowels are not rendered consistently. Sun 
and moon letters are respected (e.g. аль’ишмаль al’ishmal’ for ‘ala 
al-shamāl ‘on the left’, where in Arabic pronunciation the ‘sun letter’ shīn 
assimilates the lām of the definite article al).

On the whole, this transliteration system is a good one, certainly as good 
if not better than that of other contemporary Arabic phrasebooks. Many of 
these – like the Brief Conversations – have no actual pronunciation guide, or 
describe Arabic phonemes that do not exist in the language of their user in 
confusing ways. Spoer and Haddad, for example, describe ‘ayn as ‘a guttural 
for which there exists no equivalent in the Indo-Germanic languages’ (Spoer 
& Haddad 1909, 1) which must have left their readers mystified. The author 
of the Brief Conversations has taken the decision to map ‘difficult’ Arabic 
consonants onto the nearest Russian equivalent, trusting that the reader will 
produce a sound close enough to be understood. A Russian speaker who 
used this book will have come across as overly raspy in their pronunciation 
of fricatives, but for the most part, reading the Cyrillic Arabic sections of the 
book aloud produces something that is vaguely recognisable as the intended 
Arabic. If this seems a fairly low standard to hold a phrasebook to, then 
readers should be aware that most historical Arabic phrasebooks do not 
achieve even that (see the numerous shoddily-produced Arabic phrasebooks 
discussed in Mairs 2024).

Another way in which Brief Conversations stands out from its contem-
poraries is in its representation of authentic local speech. Even in their 
Cyrillic guise, the words and phrases are recognisably Levantine Arabic.1 

We have already seen, above, how dialectal pronunciation is reflected in 
some of the transliteration choices (especially of qāf and dhāl). Some of the 
book’s vocabulary is typically Levantine (e.g. the negative particle mush, the 
verb fāqa for ‘wake up’), including loanwords of Ottoman Turkish origin 
(e.g. kamche from kamçı ‘whip’, dughrī from doğru ‘straight ahead’, ikhtiyār 

1Historical Arabic dialectology is a complex field which I do not intend to broach here, so I will not get into more 
localised regional differences. See (Magidow 2021) and also the studies of Liesbeth Zack on the Egyptian dialect 
as represented in historical phrasebooks (Zack 2004, 2016, 2017).
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from ihtiyar ‘old man’). Verbal morphology is also Levantine. The bi- 
imperfect is used. In some cases, biddī ‘I want’ is used as an auxiliary verb 
to form the future tense, and s

_
āra to indicate action begun in the past but 

continuing into the present. The Arabic of the prayers and hymns is slightly 
more formal in grammar and vocabulary – as befits standard texts used in 
religious contexts – but is not Classical Arabic, with full case endings (’i‘rāb). 
Many phrasebooks of the period, in contrast, equipped their users with 
a style of Arabic that was either too formal for everyday use, or mixed 
registers and dialects indiscriminately (e.g. Harder 1898; Hassam 1883).

Overall, Brief Conversations is an accurate and well-presented phrasebook 
for dialectal Levantine Arabic. Given the deficiencies of its contemporaries, 
how did this come to be? Part of the answer must be that a native speaker of 
Arabic, from Palestine or a neighbouring part of the Levant, was involved in 
its composition. This was at a period when Palestinian contributors to 
Arabic phrasebooks were seldom given credit. Elias Nasrallah Haddad, for 
example, as Sarah Irving has explored, was presented as the ‘junior partner’ 
in his phrasebooks with H. H. Spoer (Spoer and Haddad, 1909) and William 
F. Albright (Haddad & Albright 1927), even though the bulk of the work was 
his (Irving 2017, 122–128). It is only a couple of decades later that we begin 
to find Palestinian authors of Arabic phrasebooks not only establishing their 
own authorship, but using phrasebooks as a vehicle for expressing ideas 
about Palestine and Palestinian identity (Irving 2017, 2018). If Brief 
Conversations had a Palestinian (or other Arab) author, then it is not 
surprising that he is not named on the cover.

We might suggest that Brief Conversations was written in collaboration 
between a Russian and a Palestinian – since the Russian is perfectly good – 
but there is a more economical solution. It makes most sense, in my view, for the 
phrasebook to have been written by a Palestinian educated at one of the many 
schools run by the Imperial Orthodox Palestine Society. Graduates of these 
schools were prominent contributors to the Palestinian Nahd

_
a (Arab cultural 

‘renaissance’: Agsous 2021), and some went on to study or teach in Russia. Greek 
was taught at the Russian boarding school in Nazareth (Agsous 2021) and was 
widely used in the Greek Orthodox Church in Palestine. Turkish was, of course, 
the language of the ruling power, and was taught in Ottoman state primary and 
secondary schools. The Katanov brothers, then, I take to be the Qat

_
t
_
ān brothers, 

and they were either Russian-educated themselves, or recruited a Palestinian 
associate who had been to a Russian school to produce a phrasebook that they 
could market to Russian pilgrims at their shop in Jerusalem.

The author of Brief Conversations was certainly familiar with other phrase-
books. If he was familiar with existing Russian scholarship on Arabic, then 
this is not visible in the book. Arab émigrés in Russia had by this date 
produced several works to help Russian speakers learn Arabic. The earliest 
is in French and was printed in Germany (Al-T

_
ant

_
āwī 1848), but Russian- 
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language grammars and dictionaries of Arabic began to be produced in the 
latter half of the nineteenth century. Some were printed in Kazan, an impor-
tant centre of Oriental studies, rather than in Moscow or St. Peterburg. The 
author of Brief Conversations could in theory have used works like ‘Abdalla 
Kalzī al-H

_
alabī’s Russian-Arabic Social Conversations (Al-H

_
alabī 1863), 

Bandalī Jawzī’s Complete Russian-Arabic Dictionary (Zhuze 1903), or 
Mikhail Osipovich Attaya’s Practical Guide to Learning Arabic (Attaya  
1884), but these works use the Arabic script, and a formal register of written 
Arabic. The Arabic portion of Brief Conversations is original.

Brief Conversations may not be part of the Russian tradition of Arabic 
studies, but there is a hybrid Ottoman-European genre to which it more 
securely belongs, and of which its multi-column format is reminiscent 
(Figure 1: The Katanov brothers’ Brief Conversations for Pilgrims). 
Polyglot phrasebooks and vocabularies had a long history in both Europe 
(Sumillera 2014, 63–64; Gallagher 2019, 70–72) and the Middle East. The 
tradition of Ottoman education in the elsine-i selase – the ‘three languages’ 
of Turkish, Arabic and Persian (İ̇hsanoğlu 2011, 44–45) – also resulted in 
the publication of many trilingual dictionaries and language instruction 
books (e.g. Anonymous 1889; Aynı ̂ 1826; Rida 1857; Zıya 1889). The 
model was adapted to include European languages (e.g. Al-Mis

_
rī 1850; 

Naci 1893; Nuri 1875; P’ap’azyan 1900).
European authors of polyglot phrasebooks often had difficulty sup-

plying text for Middle Eastern languages. Charles Slack turned to Habib 
Anthony Salmoné, a professor at University College London, for the 
Arabic of his Tourist’s and Student’s Manual of Languages (Slack 1886; 

Figure 2. Charles Slack’s Tourist’s and Student’s Manual of Languages
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Figure 2: Charles Slack’s Tourist’s and Student’s Manual of Languages). 
The combination of languages in Brief Conversations is more typical, 
however, of works published in Constantinople. The Armenian Z.D.S. 
P’ap’azyan, for example, published a multi-column phrasebook in 
Armenian, Russian, German, Italian, Greek, French, English and 
Turkish. It looks more towards Europe than the Levant and is poorly 
adapted to life outside the metropolis, since it includes references to 
Paris and the Jungfrau in the Swiss Alps, and teaches the user to order 
‘some old Sauterne’ [sic] instead of ‘ordinary wine’ (Figure 3: Nouveau 
guide de conversation: arménien, russe, allemand, italien, grec, français, 
anglais, turc by Z. D. S. P’ap’azyan: P’ap’azyan 1900). A phrasebook by 
Muallim Naci (né Ömer Ali, 1850–1893) is closer in spirit to Brief 
Conversations, especially since it uses only one script, the Arabic script 
(Naci 1893). Naci provides twelve languages, including Russian and 
Arabic (Figure 4: Muallim Naci’s Külliyat-i mükaleme-yi elsine: 
Türkçe, Arapça, Farisî, Ermenice, Rumca, Yahudice, Rusça, Fransızca, 
İtalyanca, Almanca, İngilizca, lisanlerini havi mükalemedir). English 
speakers who read Arabic may find it entertaining to read down the 
far left-hand column and see how the English numbers are rendered in 
Arabic script.2

The balance of probability, then, is I think in favour of Brief 
Conversations being authored by a Russian-educated Palestinian who was 
familiar with polyglot phrasebooks published in Constantinople, whether 
through travel or through local circulation. The ‘Katanov brothers’ – who 
may or may not also have been the authors – would therefore be Palestinian 
shopkeepers who attracted Russian pilgrim clients by using a Russified 
version of their name, and producing works designed to appeal to them. 
I turn now to the book’s potential users.

Rasputin in Palestine

There is, perhaps surprisingly, little scholarship on Rasputin in Palestine 
(exceptions include Dudakov 2003). Part of the reason for this is that his 
book about his journey, Moi mysli i razmyshleniya: Kratkoe opisanie pute-
shestviya po svyatym’ mestam’ i vyzvannyya im’ razmyshleniya po religioz-
nym’ voprosam’ (Thoughts and Reflections: A Brief Description of Travel to 
Holy Places and Reflections it Provoked on Religious Questions), grants few 
insights into either Rasputin or Palestine. But my interest here is principally 
in the Russian pilgrim experience (especially linguistic), not in Rasputin 

2For a similar quadrilingual phrasebook published in the Russian Empire, see I. L. Tsilossani, Новые Разговоры На 
Россійскомъ Французскомъ, Турецкомъ, И Татарскомъ Языкахъ Съ Русскимъ Произпошеніемъ Двухъ 
Послѣднихъ = Nouveaux Dialogues Russes, Français, Turcs Et Tartares Avec La Prononciation Des Deux 
Dernières Langues En Russe (Tbilisi: Office of the Viceroy of the Caucasus, 1856).
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himself or in his writing as a source of accurate reportage on Palestine in 
1911. Viewed through this lens, it becomes considerably more informative.

Rasputin’s pilgrimage took place at a time when he had been ordered out 
of St Petersburg by Nikolai II, because of the scandal caused by his close 
association with the imperial family, especially the Empress and Grand 
Duchesses. Thoughts and Reflections was printed in 1915, in only fifty 
copies, and seems to have been intended for circulation at court (Bledeau, 
introduction to Rasputin 2013, unpaginated ebook). Rasputin was not well 
educated, but this very simplicity is what gave him religious credibility. The 
anonymous 1915 preface to Thoughts and Reflections explicitly contrasts 
Rasputin’s work with the tourist literature on Palestine:

Each of us is familiar with at least two or three masterful works by famous authors 
who have journeyed around Palestine, where hundreds upon thousands of Russian 
pilgrims of simple birth, like Rasputin, gather each year. In particular, many people 
are familiar with the voluminous French literary corpus describing Palestine. Amid 
this refined, occasionally pompous, frequently cloying literature, Thoughts and 
Reflections stands out completely independent and noteworthy in its originality and 
characteristic manner of thinking; yet it has much in common with the masses and is 
comprehensible to them. (Rasputin 2013, unpaginated ebook.)

Rasputin’s points of interest are icons and relics, or locations associated with 
saints or with stories from the Bible. He gives no description of the people, 
cultures and languages he encountered, nor of scenery or architecture. His 
constant refrain is the inadequacy of words on a page to capture what he is 
seeing and experiencing. The section on Smyrna – a city described at length 
by other travellers – reads as follows in its entirety:

Smyrna is located on the Asia Minor coast, at the tip of the large Bay of Smyrna. There 
are several beautiful Greek temples there, one of them located on the spot where the 
Samaritan woman Fetin’ia spoke with Jacob about the Saviour and came to believe in 
Him.

The Turks have preserved such places, and thus the memory of the events. How can 
one cope with the fact that the Turks have all of this – all antiquity? What can be said 
other than that it would be better for them to have a single spirit, and a single 
Orthodox church, together with us.

In addition to the temple founded on the spot where the Samaritan woman preached, 
there is in Smyrna a temple where the Mother of God herself preached. Here also are 
to be found the remains of St George the Victory-Bearer (a part of his leg) and the 
relics of St Cosmas the Unmercenary.

Further on we passed the island of Mytilene, where Bishop Gregory (whose feast day 
is celebrated on November 7) lived. The preaching of the saints is very clear, and 
shines in the hearts of the true believers on this island.

In Smyrna there is a mountain on which there used to be a amphitheatre, where the 
disciples of John the Baptist and many others with them were martyred.
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Where are there not martyrs for Christ? All crowns were begotten through blood.

And not far from Smyrna, the ruins of the ancient city of Ephesus are preserved. Here 
the Apostle John the Baptist lived for a long time and finished his Gospel, the deepest 
of all wisdom; that is why the very sea along this coast is so alive, as if awakened from 
slumber (Rasputin 2013, unpaginated ebook.).

The pilgrim’s personal religious reflections are prioritised over erudition or 
description, even at locations like the ancient Greek cities of Mytilene and 
Ephesus where other travellers mused on their Classical past. The 1905 
Baedeker guide Konstantinopel und das westliche Kleinasien: Handbuch für 
Reisende, for example, dwells at length on the topography and ancient 
history of Ephesus, with a plan of the ancient city for archaeologically- 
inclined tourists. At Bethany, Rasputin reflects:

You ride past these places, sigh, and think, ‘O God, resurrect my soul from the depths 
of wickedness. Every person imagines Thy resurrection over the whole earth, and 
transports himself as well, in spirit—it is something accessible to all believers’. We 
think of how many marvellous events took place here, and of the necessity of feeling 
that the resurrection of Lazarus is for everyone—and everything—the whole world 
over. (Rasputin 2013, unpaginated ebook.)

Rasputin’s experiences and priorities are quite a long way from those of the 
intended users of Brief Conversations. At no point does he describe any 
sustained interaction with non-Russians. Even if we suppose that he could 
read more easily than he could write, he did not view Palestine through books, 
but through the lens of his own Orthodox faith. It is highly unlikely that he 
would have bought a copy if he visited the shop of the Katanov brothers.

That said, elements of Rasputin’s experience do conform to that antici-
pated by the authors of the phrasebook. He often describes Russian pilgrims 
praying and singing the kinds of hymns contained in Brief Conversations. At 
the Church of the Dormition in Jerusalem:

the whole crowd began to sing, ‘In giving birth Thou didst preserve Thy virginity, and 
in dormition Thou didst not forsake the World’, a troparion to the Birthgiver of God. 
Everyone kissed Her tomb and sang and revelled in Her joy, that the Lord had taken 
Her body to Himself. (Rasputin 2013, unpaginated ebook.)

While pilgrims will most probably have known the Russian by heart, 
providing the Greek and Arabic could have allowed them to understand 
the same hymns being sung by other Orthodox Christians alongside them, 
or to attempt to join in. One of the rare moments in Thoughts and 
Reflections where Rasputin turns to the temporal over the spiritual is to 
complain about the (IOPS) facilities for pilgrims, especially overcrowding 
and overcharging: ‘They treat pilgrims like cattle and demand money for hot 
water, for barracks, and for everything!’ (Rasputin 2013, unpaginated 
ebook). These same crowded pilgrim dormitories are described by 
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Graham, who also thought charging for hot water and baths was a step too 
far, since ‘the dirtiest pilgrims were often those who had least money’ 
(Graham 1913, 91). Brief Conversations would have equipped Rasputin to 
dispute prices and talk about food and lodging, but the amenities it describes 
are beyond the budget of most Russian pilgrims. Users learn how to ask for 
a ‘good bed’ with ‘clean sheets’ (Anonymous 1911, 12) and to summon 
a laundress. At the IOPS hostel in Jerusalem, in contrast, ‘there were no 
beds, no bedding. Over the unvarnished, unpainted wood was spread 
a rather muddy straw pallet, one for each pilgrim’ (Graham 1913, 85). 
There was a laundry, but pilgrims took their clothes there themselves. In 
any case, Russian was spoken at IOPS facilities, and no phrasebook would 
have been needed to do any of this.

Stephen Graham

Rasputin and Graham tell the story of the same journey, a year apart, in 
very different ways (on Graham’s life, see Hughes 2014). Graham joined 
a Russian pilgrim ship at Constantinople for the Easter 1912 pilgrim-
age, and remained in disguise as a Russian peasant throughout his 
journey. Although Graham lived in the same sometimes primitive 
conditions as the Russian pilgrims with whom he travelled, he did 
not belong to their socio-economic class, and the account he writes 
for an English audience is heavily romanticised. He had previously 
published books of his travels on foot through the Russian Empire, 
and later ‘embedded’ himself as a participant-observer with poor immi-
grants to America (Graham 1914), as he had done with Russian pil-
grims. Despite his sometimes rose-tinted, faux-naïf presentation of 
simple, salt-of-the-earth Russian peasants practising their faith, 
Graham had in fact done his research on the pilgrimage. References 
in his book With the Russian Pilgrims to Jerusalem show that he had 
read works by Khitrovo, the founder of the IOPS.

Graham is more interested in practical, logistical details than Rasputin, 
and he explains for his reader exactly how the IOPS-managed pilgrimage 
worked, from the perspective of a pilgrim. Pilgrims were at no point in any 
situation where they would need a phrasebook. At Constantinople, a few 
pilgrims went ashore to visit shrines, but were escorted by monks who had 
come on board the ship to help them (Graham 1913, 34). Vendors at 
Constantinople spoke broken Russian. At Jaffa, Arab boys shouted 
Russian words at them in the street (Graham 1913, 68–69). Shopkeepers 
who served pilgrims spoke Russian. Even the beggars in Jerusalem were able 
to waylay pilgrims in their own language, such was the potential financial 
reward of the Russian pilgrim market. While previously many Orthodox 
services in Jerusalem had been conducted in Greek, by the time of Graham’s 
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visit pilgrims were able to, and preferred to, attend the Russian Orthodox 
cathedral ‘where the clergy all spoke Russian, and everything was done in 
a language comprehensible to them’ (Graham 1913, 274). Add to this that 
Russian pilgrims could rely on the services of the IOPS for everything from 
food to accommodation to laundry, and the need to communicate in Arabic 
becomes virtually non-existent.

Brief Conversations, as noted above, also fails to provide for how and with 
what means most Russian pilgrims actually lived. It contains words and 
phrases for food, but Graham and other observers recounted how many 
pilgrims would save crusts of stale bread in anticipation of their journey. En 
route, the mould could be scraped off, and the bread soaked in liquid to 
make it, if not palatable, then at least chewable. The food listed in Brief 
Conversations includes luxuries like ice-cream (dondurma), and also alco-
holic drinks, which were forbidden to pilgrims during Lent, the time when 
the vast majority travelled. As with Rasputin’s journey, on the other hand, 
Graham records that communal prayer and hymn-singing was an important 
part of the pilgrimage, supporting the inclusion of such texts in the 
phrasebook.

Graham tells us that Russian guidebooks (or rather, travelogues) were 
available in shops in Jerusalem, ‘but very few pilgrims bought them. They 
used their Bibles, and they found the sacred places by asking one another’ 
(Graham 1913, 22). Illiteracy and poverty were certainly factors in pilgrims 
not using guidebooks, but above and beyond this Graham identifies 
a preference for a different way of approaching and engaging with holy 
sites than that of richer and more secular tourists:

When a new boy comes to school, some other boy or boys take charge of him and 
show him round . . . he is served with no printed guide at the gate as he enters the 
school. There are no guides but the boys themselves.

It is much the same at Jerusalem where these different children are the Russian 
pilgrims; when a new pilgrim comes the old ones show him round they take him 
about and show him everything. The pilgrims have no Baedeker, indeed no such thing 
exists in the Russian language, though even if there did, the 60 per cent of the pilgrims 
who are illiterate could not profit by it.

When I saw the English and American tourists, hundreds of them, with their Arab guides 
and red handbooks, I could not but be struck with the contrast between the ways of our 
nation and those of the peasant. Why could not the English and Americans show one 
another what is to be seen? Why do the visitors fail to become intimate with the settled 
colony of English and Americans there? Why do they think the guide with his absurd patter 
is more authority than a chance acquaintance who has been in Jerusalem some weeks 
already? Jerusalem is worth visiting by every one, even by rich commercial pagans, but not in 
this style, and not for these ends. What is necessary is ‘the personal touch’, that which the 
mercenary and cunning Arab has not. So artificial is the relationship between the guide and 
his rich customer, that all the jokes, all the Arab’s seeming naivete, the things for which you 
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laugh at him and over him, are learnt by him beforehand, together with his guide-book 
recitation. Personally the Arab guide is something quite different, as I know, who have 
spoken to him in English, French, and Russian, and found his outward manner change 
completely as I seemed to change nationality. Not that guide-books or even Arab guides are 
utterly superfluous; they certainly may be an aid; but what is necessary is an introduction to 
the Holy City on altogether more intimate terms. (Graham 1913, 112–113)

Graham’s notion of engaging with Jerusalem on ‘more intimate terms’ does 
not involve interaction with local people, especially not those in the tourist 
industry. The fact that his Russian pilgrim companions experience the city 
solely in Russian company and through the Russian language does not 
preclude an ‘authentic’ encounter.

Conclusion

Both Rasputin and Graham present the journey to Jerusalem as a fundamentally 
Russian experience, culturally and linguistically. Although they certainly suffer 
many discomforts, pilgrims move in a culturally Russian bubble throughout. 
They speak Russian, eat Russian food (including bread brought all the way from 
Russia) and are constantly accompanied by a large group of other Russians. 
Ironically, they were served by one of the best contemporary phrasebooks, at 
least as far as its well-presented, accurate, local dialectal Arabic is concerned. 
The accounts of Graham and Rasputin show that Russian pilgrims explicitly 
rejected engagement with Jerusalem through any book other than the Bible 
(which most of them probably knew only in oral form, from hearing it read in 
church) or through the well-established mechanisms of the local tourist trade, 
such as guidebooks and dragomans. Richer Russian tourists were well catered 
for by phrasebooks and guidebooks in other European languages in which they 
were conversant. Jewish Russian émigrés from the Pale of Settlement could in 
theory have used parts of the Katanov phrasebook,3 but this group were also 
catered for by Yiddish-Arabic phrasebooks (for example, Zilberman 1882, or 
Zelikovits 1918).

The Easter pilgrimages of 1911 and 1912, on which Rasputin and Graham 
respectively travelled, were some of the last before the outbreak of the First 
World War and the Russian Revolution put an end to the pilgrimage in its 
long-established form. It is impossible to know how many copies of Brief 
Conversations were originally produced or sold, but the small number of 
surviving copies, and the fact that two out of three of them are or were until 
very recently still in Israel, suggests that it was not many, and that it did not 
circulate much beyond Jerusalem. It is still less possible to infer anything 
about the book’s success. In theory, a Russian-speaking user, as I have dis-
cussed, would have been able to use it to make themselves understood in 

3I am grateful to Sarah Irving for this suggestion.

LANGUAGE & HISTORY 17



Arabic. Rasputin’s and Graham’s accounts, however, indicate most Russian- 
speaking visitors to Jerusalem would have little or no occasion to do so.
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