
every juncture, Wilson claims, Kojève had
his eye on recognition (in the competitive
Hegelian sense that proved central to his
philosophy) as he moved adroitly from the
Berlin émigré periphery to the Parisian
intellectual centre to the “austere state-
craft” of postwar France. 

Yet another texture comes with Marco
Filoni, a professor of political philosophy
at Link Campus University in Rome and,
in 2008, an advisor to a documentary film
on Kojève’s life. In his book, The Life and
Thought of Alexandre Kojève, inner and
outer perspectives intertwine. The public
behaviour we see and its often fantastical
internal motivation need not coincide.
Both are valid. Kojève comes to life as a
gifted theatrical personality, a man for
whom ideas, systems, the temptations of
teleology and the pragmatics of politics
are all performances – or even games.
Kojève, Filoni insists, was a brilliant gam-
bler and game-player. The actor and the
role were equally real. 

The gambles were horrific, even for a
twentieth-century European biography.
Kojève was born Alexander Kozhevnikov
in 1902 into a wealthy Moscow banking
family, high on any Bolshevik hit list.
When he was three, his father perished in
the Russo-Japanese War; his stepfather,
a jewellery magnate, was murdered while
being robbed during the Russian Civil
War. The enterprising boy would have
been shot (so said his twice-widowed
mother) had his uncle not been Lenin’s
personal physician. Still, she urged her
son to emigrate. 

From the age of fourteen, the pre-
cocious Kojève had kept a “Diary of a
Philosopher”, crammed with parables,
diagrams and dreams (including a
conversation between René Descartes and
the Buddha). These notebooks were lost
in 1920, when his suitcase was stolen
during his exit from Russia, but partially
reconstituted by Kojève years later. Their
Italian translation was edited by Filoni,
who saturates the first third of his bio-
graphy with their fantasies and mood
swings. He is quite smitten by his subject.
His image of the inner man is that of an
artist (another of Kojève’s uncles was
the abstract painter Wassily Kandinsky),
but the outer man had to support
himself. After Kojève’s relocation to
Berlin, his travelling companion, Georg
Witt, returned to Russia and smuggled out
two glassfuls of diamonds. The investment
of these family jewels supported Kojève
throughout his dissertation-writing years
(his supervisor was Karl Jaspers at the Uni-
versity of Heidelberg; his topic, a hard-hit-
ting critique of the Russian religious phi-
losopher Vladimir Solovyov). After a move
to Paris in 1926, this income sustained
Kojève and his wife until 1929, when the
Depression hit Europe. He divorced the
wife – but suddenly, after a decade of self-
directed studies, he had to find work. The
offer to run a loosely organized Hegel semi-

nar at the École Pratique des Hautes Étu-
des was a lifesaver. 

When Hitler invaded Poland in 1939,
Kojève, by then a French citizen, was
promptly mobilized; his unit had hardly
seen action, however, when Nazi troops
entered Paris in 1940. He was again out
of work. For months, he had been advis-
ing his Jewish friends in Paris not to
report for the obligatory Jewish census.
After heading south to Marseille, Kojève
proved an enigmatic figure during the
Occupation. In 1944, collaborating with
the Lithuanian Jew Joseph Bass, he urged
the defection of Ukrainian and Tatar pris-
oners of war forced to serve in the Wehr-
macht’s occupying forces in southern
France. For this, he was sentenced to be
shot. Saved by his fluent German, Kojève
talked the Nazi commander out of it. (The
officer had been curator of a Munich art
gallery, and the two men bonded over
Kandinsky.) Both he and Bass were
released. But he also authored propa-
ganda pamphlets for the Pétainist state,
and Filoni analyses them carefully.
Among Kojève’s drafts is a treatise on the
nature of right, or authority, personal as
well as national. He defined a nation as a
“particular people + a universal pur-
pose”, concluding sadly that France had
lost her way in the world. 

Russian thinkers are fond of consider-
ing their country, sprawled between
Europe and Asia, as “exceptional” – that
is, not subject to the rules and norms
that govern other nations. The Soviets
upgraded this exceptionalism to justify
Russian Communist leadership in the
universal victory of the global working
class. Kojève admired this vision. In 1944,
he co-authored with this same Joseph
Bass an essay on the reason for Hitler’s
defeat. Hitler’s mistake was not in making
war – great states are great because their
citizens labour and fight – but in attacking
so huge and endlessly absorptive an entity
as Russia. 

After the war, Kojève – again needing
a job, and hoping to see “how history is
made” – took a position in the French
government. Attached to the Organization
for European Economic Cooperation,
which oversaw distribution of the Marshall
Plan largesse, he became skilled at inter-
national finance, advocating preferential
tariffs and economic aid to developing
nations. He was a tough negotiator, highly
respected (and feared) as an impromptu
orator able to talk down even crass
Americans and blunt Brits while talking up
the interests of France. Kojève took
politics seriously, with the shrewdness
of a game-player. He disdained the protests
of Paris ’68 as a trivial, impotent, undisci-
plined display where “no one was killed or
wanted to kill”. A month later, he died of a
heart attack after delivering a talk to fellow
civil servants in Brussels. Today, Kojève is
among those credited with laying the
groundwork for the EU. 

F iloni’s microscopic lens on this
deeply entrenched life differs keenly
from Groys’s image of a nostalgic,

lonely aesthete. Groys is a tidy starting
point, however, for Kojève’s basic con-
cepts. He used the Hegel seminar to assem-
ble his own philosophy from
Chapter Four of Hegel’s The Phenomen-
ology of Spirit, supplementing the whole
with ideas from Heidegger. Heading the list
of concepts is Hegel’s struggle for recogni-
tion, the dynamic through which human
beings achieve self-consciousness. In
Kojève’s variant, recognition by another
does not build mutual relations uniquely
beneficial to both sides. It is a zero-sum
game; I gain recognition at your expense.
Risking one’s life for recognition ceases
to be the cardinal sin of vanity and
becomes a singular sign of the human. A
key role in Kojève’s mythologeme is played
by someone he calls the Sage, a philosoph-
ical tyrant whose arrival will close History
down. Groys emphasizes that “post-histor-
ical” does not imply Apocalypse, Final
Judgement, the End of Time. No need for
those biblical melodramas. It simply
means the end of human history domi-
nated by the odious nation-state. 

To replace that failed state, three
global empire types are already available:
the emerging Eurasian-Orthodox-Stalinist
model; the Latin-Roman Catholic model
(France-Italy-Spain, to which Kojève
devoted his final decades); and its ugly
Anglo-Saxon offshoot centred on the US.
As an afterthought late in life, Kojève
added a fourth, a “Giving Empire”
undreamt of by Karl Marx. Its patron
saint is Henry Ford. The world’s current
masters, the western exploiters of an
Afro-Asian work force, will realize the
benefits of equitable income distribution.
The world reaches this blessed condition
not by decolonization, Kojève assures us,
but by reimperialization. 

The opening image of Filoni’s book is
of Kojève as seducer: of other men’s wives,
but mostly of the restless interwar French
intellectual elite. That elite was eager to
participate in the Hegel Renaissance long
under way in Germany and Russia. Soviet
Russia needed Hegel because Marx,
then Lenin, claimed him as part of their
revolutionary legacy. As for Germany,
Hegel promised this humiliated nation
a way forward to a positive ideal. The
Parisians of the Hegel seminar were
entranced by this obscure young Russian
with impeccable French and an alluring
Slavic accent, delivering a grand virile
narrative of competition, violence and dia-
lectical progress. Philosophy was not
a sentimental or pious pursuit. Filoni notes
that Kojève did not approve of
leftist intellectuals such as Albert Camus,
strait-laced moralists who condemned any
“playing a double game” during the Vichy
period, any “fighting while on
one’s knees”. Kojève believed that he had
done just that – and that the Resistance had
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W ithin a year, three books appear
in English on the Russian
expatriate Alexandre Kojève,

a self-proclaimed Stalinist who taught
Hegel to French surrealists and future
existentialists in Paris from 1933 to 1939.
Why should this catch our eye? Perhaps
because our own liberal world order is
being plucked apart by dictatorial leaders
with resources more frightening than
even the charismatic Stalin could have
dreamt of; perhaps because cosmopoli-
tan Russian émigrés who reject placid
bourgeois culture continue to fascinate
us. In 2018, the intellectual historian Jeff
Love reintroduced the name with a bio-
graphy titled The Black Circle: A Life of
Alexandre Kojève and a translation of
Kojève’s Atheism (1931). The new books,
each excellent, do not repeat Love’s
work, but apply their own explanatory
lens to this bewildering, at times bewitch-
ing figure. 

Each lens fits its biographer. Boris
Groys, a professor of media theory at
New York University, was born in 1947 to
Russian parents in the Soviet-occupied
sector of Berlin, and seems at least partly
to identify with his subject. His Alexandre
Kojève: An intellectual biography focuses
on the anxieties and aesthetic strivings
of the inner man. In his epilogue, Groys
speaks movingly of the radically dis-
placed person, the “ontological émigré”
for whom all losses and subsequent liber-
ations feed into the same existential
homelessness. That Kojève published so
little of his work appeals to Groys in its
modesty and reconciliation with reality.

There is no such intimacy or inner iden-
tification in Trevor Wilson’s Alexandre
Kojève and the Specters of Russian Philoso-
phy. Securely the product of another conti-
nent and generation, the author, who
teaches at the University of North Caro-
lina, describes scenes and psychologies
from the outside. His Kojève is neither
modest nor reconciled. Our first glimpse of
the hero is as an ambitious, disenchanted
teenage émigré, with the “urbane apathy”
of Russia’s fin de siècle upper classes. At

benefited from his flexibility.
Flexing is a mortal gamble, of course,

when the rules of the game are in flux.
All three biographers attend to a strange
wartime document, the so-called Sophia
manuscript (1939–41), in which Kojève
adjusted his lectures on Hegel to make
them more compatible with Stalinism.
Translated into Russian and addressed
to Stalin, the 1,000-page tract was covertly
conveyed to the Russian vice-consul in
Paris in 1941. Its approximate argument is
as follows. History will come to an end
when Hegel’s split between Master and
Slave ends, but for this the nation-state
must be negated. Stalin’s “post-historical”
state is just such a negation, and Stalin is its
Sage. This entity differs from its medieval
and capitalist predecessors in that those
nation-states legitimated themselves
through war. The socialist state, by con-
trast, does so by being the sole employer,
encouraging its workers – now satiated and
satisfied citizens – to construct positive
identities around their labour. 

This is all quite fantastical. No mention
is made of any real history on Soviet soil, no
famine, purges, Gulag, NKVD arrest quo-
tas. Little wonder that the Sophia
manuscript gave rise to rumours that
Kojève worked as a Soviet spy. And then the
timing: the delivery took place two weeks
before the German surprise attack on the
Soviet Union. Had Kojève hoped to become
Stalin’s advisor – and courtier – while the
USSR was still formally allied with Hitler?
Dare we even ask which side he was on? 
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These are hard questions. Filoni cites
memoiristic testimony that Kojève was
disgusted with Soviet Communism in prac-
tice. Wilson assures us that Kojève mingled
with Comintern personnel. Does that
mean collaboration? During his dalliance
in the late 1920s with the Left Eurasianists
– the émigré faction sympathetic to
rapprochement with the USSR – Kojève
published an essay in the journal Yevraziya
urging that Bolshevik policies be assessed
“objectively”, even by those expatriates
who had been forcibly deported on
Lenin’s orders. After all, he argued, bourg-
eois cultural forms were in decline and
new forms needed room to grow. This
essay was so poorly received by the
diaspora that Lev Karsavin, the journal’s
editor, felt obliged to rebut it. Wilson does
not pass judgement; he lets Karsavin do
the hatchet work. 

There were other awkward moments.
In 1946 came the Party crackdown on two
celebrated writers, Mikhail Zoshchenko
and Anna Akhmatova. This repression was
immediately condemned by the philo-
sopher Nikolai Berdyaev in the émigré
press. Kojève wrote (but never published)
an open letter against Berdyaev, citing
Plato’s advice to exile poets and pointing
out that the bourgeois freedom to create
whatever you want is no guarantee of great
art. He also remarked that the diaspora
in Paris was in no position to judge the
benefits or harm of censorship in the
USSR. As with the Eurasianist scuffle,
perhaps true – but troubling.

Did any of Kojève’s famous fellow
émigrés share his enthusiasm for Stalin?
Perhaps the Left Eurasianists for a time,
but hardly most deportees or escaped
White Russians. In any event, Kojève never
identified with this group. His famous
compatriots a decade or two older –
Berdyaev, Sergii Bulgakov, Georges Florov-
sky, Mother Maria Skobtsova – were seri-
ous religious thinkers and activists,
whereas Kojève’s lifelong philosophical
preoccupations (in Filoni’s succinct
phrase) were “atheism and wisdom”. This
wisdom had a strong pragmatic and
political component. Although Kojève
modelled his figure of the Sage on ancient
Eastern mystics, he believed that modern
wisdom must rely on a systematic, logical
metaphysics. Astonishingly, Stalin seemed
to fit that profile. 

Today, it is easy to forget how little of
Stalinist Russia was known to outsiders in
the 1930s. The Depression had wrecked
whatever economic and moral authority
remained to capitalism. Stalin invited left-
leaning intellectuals for sumptuously
choreographed tours of the socialist
miracle. The most famous of these invi-
tees was the Fabian George Bernard
Shaw, who celebrated his seventy-fifth
birthday in Moscow in 1931, fell under Sta-
lin’s spell after a two-hour private audi-
ence, and later not only denied that fam-
ine had ever existed in the USSR, but
approved of an “experimental state” such
as Communist Russia liquidating its class
enemies. If a mind as astute as Shaw’s

could be so effortlessly manipulated,
Kojève’s fascination is understandable –
and he was philosophically far more
ambitious than Shaw. 

Wilson generously provides summa-
ries of the relevant European intellectual
traditions. Early on, however, we realize
that if he has reservations about Kojève’s
philosophy, he will not let us know. One
example: he writes that Kojève and his pre-
decessor at the Hegel seminar, Alexandre
Koyré, undertook a “secular reading of
theology”. That’s like a hot reading of cold:
impossible to carry out, because the sub-
ject matter melts away before you begin.
Kojève’s atheism was apparently
no obstacle to his high respect for the
consciousness-raising virtues of religious
lifeforms and institutions, ranging from
Buddhistic ideas of non-being through to
metaphysical and religious philosophies
of love, and the organizational skills of the
Roman Catholic Church. But how secular
can a reading of mystical philosophy –
say, Solovyov’s – actually become? What
“secularization” does (beyond raiding a
belief system for its insights before gutting
them) is to add competition and hostility as
energy sources while eliminating humility
as a virtue. 

Wilson doesn’t fret this. His rule of
thumb seems to be: if it didn’t bother
Kojève, it should not bother his chronicler.
There is integrity in this approach. People
live in their own time, answering to outer
contexts full of complexity and ferocity,
and arguably owe nothing to those who

benefited from his flexibility.
Flexing is a mortal gamble, of course,

when the rules of the game are in flux.
All three biographers attend to a strange
wartime document, the so-called Sophia
manuscript (1939–41), in which Kojève
adjusted his lectures on Hegel to make
them more compatible with Stalinism.
Translated into Russian and addressed
to Stalin, the 1,000-page tract was covertly
conveyed to the Russian vice-consul in
Paris in 1941. Its approximate argument is
as follows. History will come to an end
when Hegel’s split between Master and
Slave ends, but for this the nation-state
must be negated. Stalin’s “post-historical”
state is just such a negation, and Stalin is its
Sage. This entity differs from its medieval
and capitalist predecessors in that those
nation-states legitimated themselves
through war. The socialist state, by con-
trast, does so by being the sole employer,
encouraging its workers – now satiated and
satisfied citizens – to construct positive
identities around their labour. 

This is all quite fantastical. No mention
is made of any real history on Soviet soil, no
famine, purges, Gulag, NKVD arrest quo-
tas. Little wonder that the Sophia
manuscript gave rise to rumours that
Kojève worked as a Soviet spy. And then the
timing: the delivery took place two weeks
before the German surprise attack on the
Soviet Union. Had Kojève hoped to become
Stalin’s advisor – and courtier – while the
USSR was still formally allied with Hitler?
Dare we even ask which side he was on? 
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pher-king, he is spiritually uncorrupt.
“What action must the philosopher per-
form so that he can verify his own
theories?” Filoni asks. Kojève is taking seri-
ously his duty as a modern philosopher to
assert and actively create a truth. He put
his faith in Reason; let History judge. And
even if Reason proved a shrivelled instru-
ment for grasping real tyrants, Kojève
managed his own life with considerable
savvy and an absence of self-pity. 

What of the legacy? In the West,
debates between Kojève and his friend Leo
Strauss in the 1940s and 1950s over the
Hegelian fantasy of an “End of History”
were picked up by Francis Fukuyama in

the early 1990s, in his ill-fated prediction of
a triumphant global liberalism. In Russia,
just before Putin’s ascent, Kojève began to
attract the attention of specialists in bio-
politics, animal studies and negative (that
is, ineffective) revolution. With no
unseemly posturing in Parisian cafés or
corporate American think tanks, these
scholars mined Kojève for insights into the
nature of the human, the dialectic and the
End of History in a country whose own his-
tory had ended, with shocking abrupt-
ness, in 1991. One of those scholars, Sergei
Prozorov, more prudent than Fukuyama,
used Kojève’s work to argue that a “post-
Soviet teleophobia” had encouraged Rus-

sians to disavow all productive labour and
faith in progress. In 1998, Boris Groys
introduced Kojève to Russian and German
academics in a paper titled “Philosophy
after the End of History”. That was an
unsettled decade, far too chaotically open
to be called optimistic. Today there are
more signs of closure and historical con-
vergence. This is not the good news. And if
anything is anywhere near an end, it’s not
for us to know.

Caryl Emerson is A. Watson Armour III 
University Professor Emerita of Slavic Lan-
guages and Literatures at Princeton Uni-
versity. 
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For many, Russian literature is still
synonymous with the Golden Age of
the nineteenth-century realist novel.

Not only did writers such as Leo Tolstoy
and Fyodor Dostoevsky tackle urgent
social and moral issues, their examinations
of character and psychology seemed to
capture life itself. Their impact can be felt
in the work of European modernists such
as André Gide and Virginia Woolf. But what
of Russian modernism? The Silver Age, as it
became known, spanned the fin de siècle,
the First World War and the tumultuous
early years of the Bolshevik period. In an
era brimming with personalities of genius,
surely the most vivid and multifaceted was
the poet, translator, essayist, teacher,
scholar and religious thinker Viacheslav
Ivanov (1866–1949). The philosopher Lev
Shestov dubbed him “Viacheslav the
Magnificent”, and for a time he really did
preside over almost every aspect of
Russian artistic and intellectual life, just
as Lorenzo de’ Medici had done in
Renaissance Florence.

Michael Wachtel’s new biography
offers a detailed and sympathetic account
of Ivanov’s life, set against the backdrop
of half a century of European culture. Its
subtitle – A symbolist life – signals Ivanov’s
decisive contribution to the earliest phase
of Russian modernism. Rejecting realist
prose and the positivism, materialism and
utilitarianism of the radicals, symbolists
turned to lyric poetry in search of meta-
physical truths that were hidden from
ordinary perception. Initially, Russian
symbolism emerged as an aesthetic
project with roots in the verse of Charles
Baudelaire, whose sonnet “Correspond-
ences” had long served as a primer in
the function of the poetic symbol. But this
soon gave way to the more apocalyptic
vision best known to the English-speaking
world from Andrei Bely’s novel Petersburg
(1913). The writer was now called on to
become a quasi-priestly figure – a “theurge”

in the language of the time – who would
spur national renewal and transform
human nature.

Yet Ivanov did not set out to be a writer
and, as Wachtel shows, his cultural
orientation was as much European as it
was Russian. In 1886, after a brief spell at
Moscow University, he moved to Berlin,
where he prepared a thesis on Roman
taxation under the supervision of two of
Europe’s leading classical historians. He
later lived in Paris, Rome and Geneva, as
well as travelling to Greece and Egypt,
effortlessly mastering each new language.
Although Ivanov abandoned an academic
career on his return to Russia in 1905,
echoes of his European wanderings
suffuse his poems, with their daunting
range of literary, historical, mythological
and religious references. His vocabulary
is learned and arcane, his ornate syntax
builds on classical models and he employs
a range of metres and verse forms
unmatched in the Russian canon.
Wachtel’s focus is primarily on the life,
although occasional quotations hint at
the distinctiveness of Ivanov’s voice. One
sonnet depicts a pair of lovers as “two eyes
of a single glance”, “two horses that are
held by a single set of reins”, and finally,
“two arms of the same cross.” The com-
poser Alexander Scriabin is apostrophized
for having “daringly proclaimed mysteries
/ seeing clearly what I had much earlier
seen / as through a glass darkly.”

Russian symbolism sought to proclaim
the mysteries of its higher reality as much
in life as in literature, with Ivanov coining
one of its most widely cited slogans: “from
the real to the more real”. His first
marriage was to Daria Dmitrievskaya, the
sister of a childhood friend. Then, in the
summer of 1894, a nocturnal walk around
the Colosseum in Rome led to a passionate
affair with Lidia Shvarsalon, who – under
the nom de plume Zinovieva-Annibal –
would go on to make her own literary
fortune with the voyeuristic lesbian novella
Thirty-three Abominations (1907). Ivanov
attributed much of his poetic inspiration
to Zinovieva-Annibal, whom he married in
1899. Together, they presided over the
Tower, St Petersburg’s foremost salon.
Leading poets came to declaim their verse
and there were lectures on literary and
philosophical topics. Even Maxim Gorky –

a prominent member of the realist school
and an avowed socialist – was invited.
Ivanov’s reputation and the range of
speakers meant that the Tower soon
became one of late imperial Russia’s most
influential intellectual institutions. The
poet Valery Bryusov recalled a discussion
of Plato’s Symposium that attracted an
audience of seventy. Zinaida Gippius and
her husband, Dmitry Merezhkovsky – both
eminent writers – soon complained that
the meetings had become too public.

Nonetheless, there was plenty of
intimacy to the Tower’s gatherings. From
time to time, the Ivanovs hosted parallel
evenings at which guests would not only
discuss erotic ideas, but also enact them.
“At one meeting”, Wachtel writes, “partici-
pants blindfolded, kissed and caressed
each other.” The Greek spirit that had long
pervaded Ivanov’s poetry now became a
vital facet of his life, and he embarked on a
relationship with the young poet Sergei
Gorodetsky. Zinovieva-Annibal was initially
understanding, but tensions soon arose.
“This is not life, but a romantic hell”, she
complained. A subsequent ménage with
Margarita Sabashnikova, wife of the poet
Maximilian Voloshin, fared little better.
More scandal followed when Ivanov
married his stepdaughter Vera after
Zinovieva-Annibal’s sudden death from
scarlet fever in 1907.

This personal crisis was accompanied
by a literary one, as a new generation of
poets split the symbolist movement. The
acmeists – among them Anna Akhmatova
and Osip Mandelstam – sought greater
clarity and precision, while the futurists,
led noisily by Vladimir Mayakovsky, threat-
ened to abandon tradition altogether. Yet
as Wachtel emphasizes, Ivanov remained
loyal to his precepts. “Since all art is
symbolist”, he argued, “there can be
classical, romantic or even futurist
symbolism.” Throughout his life, he main-
tained his preferences for the German
Romantics, for Dante and Petrarch, and for
the classical tradition.

Ivanov did not immediately leave
Russia after the Revolution. His expertise
in ancient Greek drama led to an invitation
to head the theatre division of the People’s
Commissariat of Enlightenment, while a
job teaching classical philology at Baku
University offered him an escape from

mounting ideological tensions in Moscow.
When Italy established diplomatic rela-
tions with the Soviet Union in 1924, he
was dispatched to Rome, ostensibly to
cultivate Soviet-Italian cultural relations.
He never returned to his homeland.

Indeed, Rome represented a home-
coming in its own right. Ivanov embraced
Catholicism in 1926, reconciling the Christ-
ian traditions of East and West just as he
had once described Christ and Dionysus as
two expressions of the same “suffering
god”. Only now, he wrote in a phrase later
cited by Pope John Paul II, could he
“breathe fully with two lungs”. If Ivanov
seemed untroubled by politics, it was
because he saw the world through this
spiritual lens. Teaching positions in Pavia
and at the Vatican provided financial secur-
ity, while his essays won him the respect of
thinkers such as Martin Buber, Benedetto
Croce and Jacques Maritain. Faithful to his
training as a classicist, and sustained by his
lifelong pursuit of the transcendent, Ivanov
articulated a Christian humanism that
rejected communism and fascism alike.

His cosmopolitan world-view charted a
path for Russian culture that stands in
contrast to the nationalist vision espoused
so violently by the Russian state today. As a
schoolboy, he attended the unveiling of
the monument to Alexander Pushkin that
still stands in the centre of Moscow and
watched Dostoevsky deliver a speech
extolling the universal qualities of the great
poet. Ivanov was fond of quoting this
speech, although, as Michael Wachtel
makes clear, Dostoevsky’s messianism and
chauvinism were entirely foreign to him,
as was his antisemitism. “It seemed to
Dostoevsky that the truly Russian man was
first and foremost a ‘universal man’”,
Ivanov wrote in 1935. “Thus, before all else,
it behoves a Russian refugee who is actively
faithfully to the precepts of the Russian
spirit and of Russian spirituality to … live a
common life with the peoples of the West.”
When it comes to reassessing Russian
culture’s place in the world, Ivanov’s
legacy may prove an ideal place to start.

Philip Ross Bullock is Professor of Russian 
Literature and Music at the University
of Oxford. He is the author of Pyotr
Tchaikovsky, 2016, and the editor of
Rachmaninoff and His World, 2022

later eavesdrop on them. 
Echoing the sardonic Kojève of his

opening pages, Wilson defines his hero
as an “opportunistic philosopher”. This
does not imply an ethically compromised
person, only a flexible polymath who takes
advantage of opportunities as they arise: to
survive, to teach, to serve. Filoni’s Kojève
is even more meticulously exonerated.
The Eurasianist and Russian-messianic
moments are but passing fancies. Those
pamphlets that support the Vichy regime
and prevaricate on the Jewish question can
be read as protective camouflage. This
Kojève is part actor, part trickster, part
double agent, but as a Platonic philoso-

Composers’ memoirs range from
self-aggrandizing autofiction (think
Hector Berlioz) to tales of struggle

and overcoming (Richard Wagner), nos-
talgia for the days before music grew too
dissonant (Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov) and
gratitude for a “happy life” (Darius Mil-
haud). Arguably the most entertaining –
and stylish – of such memoirs is by Vernon
Duke, a composer as well as a poet and,
for a brief time, a painter. The title, Pass-
port to Paris, is a metaphor for the pursuit
of fame, which Duke enjoyed in short
bursts. First published in 1955, it is here
republished with nineteen poems written
originally in Russian and now translated
into English for the first time, most dedi-
cated to Los Angeles, the city that became
Duke’s last stop in life. 

Duke was born in 1903 in a railway
station in Belarus, then part of the Russian
Empire. When the Revolution and Civil
War spread from Petrograd to Moscow
and on to Kyiv, he, his mother and brother
fled with assorted aristocratic relatives to
Constantinople and New York. (His father,
a railroad engineer, had died.) From there,
Duke went to Paris, London, again New
York and elsewhere – though never back to
his homeland. 

In the West, he was a stateless person,
carrying a League of Nations passport
that listed his legal name as Vladimir
Dukelsky, which he used on large-scale
compositions such as his neoclassical
ballet Zéphire et Flore, premiered in Monte
Carlo in 1925. He adopted the pseudonym
Vernon Duke in 1926 for his popular songs.
He fell in with George Gershwin, who
hired him as an arranger and ghostwriter,
and secured his entrée into showbusiness;
Duke went on to compose standards such
as “April in Paris”, “Autumn in New York”,
“Taking a Chance on Love”, and other
gems that continue to enchant even as
the shows they were written for (often
pastiches with music by many composers)
have long since been forgotten.

Duke insisted that his serious musical
ambitions remained separate from his
popular success, and Passport to Paris
emphasizes the duality of his career. But
the two styles are intertwined, especially
in terms of technique. The melancholic
impressionism of his songs evinces his
advanced training in music theory, while
his Cello Concerto (1945) nods to the
blues. His need to distinguish his two
personae reflects long-standing biases
among critics, musicologists and cultural
historians about what appeals to the public
and what seems transcendent, absolute art.
Dukelsky was highbrow, Duke lowbrow.
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Composers’ memoirs range from
self-aggrandizing autofiction (think
Hector Berlioz) to tales of struggle

and overcoming (Richard Wagner), nos-
talgia for the days before music grew too
dissonant (Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov) and
gratitude for a “happy life” (Darius Mil-
haud). Arguably the most entertaining –
and stylish – of such memoirs is by Vernon
Duke, a composer as well as a poet and,
for a brief time, a painter. The title, Pass-
port to Paris, is a metaphor for the pursuit
of fame, which Duke enjoyed in short
bursts. First published in 1955, it is here
republished with nineteen poems written
originally in Russian and now translated
into English for the first time, most dedi-
cated to Los Angeles, the city that became
Duke’s last stop in life. 

Duke was born in 1903 in a railway
station in Belarus, then part of the Russian
Empire. When the Revolution and Civil
War spread from Petrograd to Moscow
and on to Kyiv, he, his mother and brother
fled with assorted aristocratic relatives to
Constantinople and New York. (His father,
a railroad engineer, had died.) From there,
Duke went to Paris, London, again New
York and elsewhere – though never back to
his homeland. 

In the West, he was a stateless person,
carrying a League of Nations passport
that listed his legal name as Vladimir
Dukelsky, which he used on large-scale
compositions such as his neoclassical
ballet Zéphire et Flore, premiered in Monte
Carlo in 1925. He adopted the pseudonym
Vernon Duke in 1926 for his popular songs.
He fell in with George Gershwin, who
hired him as an arranger and ghostwriter,
and secured his entrée into showbusiness;
Duke went on to compose standards such
as “April in Paris”, “Autumn in New York”,
“Taking a Chance on Love”, and other
gems that continue to enchant even as
the shows they were written for (often
pastiches with music by many composers)
have long since been forgotten.

Duke insisted that his serious musical
ambitions remained separate from his
popular success, and Passport to Paris
emphasizes the duality of his career. But
the two styles are intertwined, especially
in terms of technique. The melancholic
impressionism of his songs evinces his
advanced training in music theory, while
his Cello Concerto (1945) nods to the
blues. His need to distinguish his two
personae reflects long-standing biases
among critics, musicologists and cultural
historians about what appeals to the public
and what seems transcendent, absolute art.
Dukelsky was highbrow, Duke lowbrow.

While tossing out tunes for the Ziegfeld
Follies, he toiled on a wildly ambitious
oratorio about the Russian Revolution,
but the separation in him precluded any
compositional cognitive dissonance. 

The oddity of Duke’s career is that his
popular music is politically, socially and
culturally richer than the serious scores.
Consider his contributions to the negligible
movie She’s Working Her Way Through
College (1952), starring Ronald Reagan as
a Midwestern college professor and Vir-
ginia Mayo as an erotic dancer chasing
respectability by earning a degree in
English. It’s based on an edgier musical
comedy called The Male Animal, which
mocked anti-leftist hysteria, and includes
three of Duke’s most comely creations:
“The Stuff That Dreams Are Made Of”,
“Love Is Still for Free”, and “Give ‘Em
What They Want”. The melodic and
harmonic writing concatenates his entire
career, from Kyiv and Constantinople to
the Ballets Russes and Ballet Caravan to
Paramount and the Whisky a Go Go night-
club – the subject of one of Duke’s Los
Angeles poems.

Some of these poems offer nostalgic
meditations on different destinies in
different countries. Amusingly rhymed in
singsong metres and superbly translated
by Boris Dralyuk, they describe beaches
and the sun and the vacuousness behind
the thick black sunglasses worn by the
miserable rich of Beverly Hills. Duke self-
published his entire poetic output with a
Russian émigré press in Munich in the
1960s. Dralyuk picked his favourites and
showed them to Duke’s widow, the
soprano Kay McCracken, who had married
the composer when he was fifty-four and
she just twenty-three. Unable to read the

Russian originals, she readily approved
Dralyuk’s translations for inclusion in the
reissue of Passport to Paris. The poem
that Duke wrote for his wife is a heartfelt
pledge of two becoming one. The
washed-up playboy had at last found his
soulmate: 

Friend, you and I have two of everything.
Two homelands – your America, my Russia
(a Scottish heather and a Slavic birch).
A pair of dogs. And a duet for piano.
Two dollars. And two lives. Until the end.

Duke witnessed world-historical, world-
changing and world-making events, but
his memoir is startlingly nonchalant.
“During one bombing which occurred in
the middle of the day, I got acutely fed up
with the whole thing”, he writes of the
Russian Civil War of 1918. “I ran out of the
shelter and up five flights to our apart-
ment, where I stole to the piano.” There’s
less fear in Passport to Paris than frivolity;
everything reads like a vaudeville skit.
Duke enjoyed a louche lifestyle as an
émigré, and didn’t sweat the small stuff
such as sexually transmitted infections or
cash for rent. He adopted Oscar Wilde’s
“of course I plagiarize” attitude about the
sounds he nicked from other composers.

Ultimately, Duke wants his readers to
like him, and to that end he keeps things
moving breezily along, even when
describing cancelled contracts, rejected
marriage proposals, horrible reviews and
every one of his conversations with Igor
Stravinsky. He namedrops for the sake
of namedropping, omits important dates
(when exactly did he become an American
citizen?), and doesn’t much bother with
historical context. 

He kept things light because there was
darkness all around. His friend Sergei
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Prokofiev disappeared into the void after
Duke saw him in 1938 in New York – then
never again. Prokofiev boarded a ship that
took him back to Soviet Russia during the
worst of the Stalinist repressions. Arnold
Schoenberg fled Hitler’s Germany for
California, as did Paul Hindemith for
Connecticut. Duke followed their careers
and Dmitri Shostakovich’s as well, lament-
ing his Soviet contemporary having to sing
“in the proper Soviet Communist key”
for decent housing and a travel passport.
Duke’s tussles with producers were noth-
ing compared to ideological “imprison-
ment”. As he put it in one of his songs,
from a flop called Sweet Bye and Bye (1946),
“If the man tells you it’s good, it’s good”.

He took his time writing Passport to
Paris, making hundreds of small changes
and deleting slabs of prose before sub-
mitting it to his original publisher (Little,
Brown). Some people he writes about
reviewed the first edition, and all won-
dered why anyone would give a damn
about the parties he attended, the clothes
he wore and his worries about his weight.
But Duke wasn’t writing for his friends.
Rather, he was writing for us – those
who outlived not only him, but also the
entire modernist era in music. Thus, the
republication of his memoir comes at a
good moment, although it would have
benefitted from corrections to names
and dates, as well as some sense of what
he deleted and why. Drafts, including
excised materials, are housed with the
rest of Duke’s papers at the Library of
Congress and, unlike materials in Russia,
are readily accessible. 

His memoirs and poems speak to the
divide in his career and in modern music,
both of which are slowly revealed to be an
illusion. In music, as in Passport to Paris,
tacking between the highbrow and the
lowbrow to settle on an accessible
middle ultimately meant to appeal. That
happened in Gershwin’s time, and Cole
Porter’s, and Irving Berlin’s, and the
Hammersteins’. Duke’s, too. And when
that time was over, he wrote his memoir.

The final poem in this volume recalls
Duke’s one-time best friend, Boris Pop-
lavsky, whom he met in Constantinople
in 1920, when they were both seventeen.
Poplavsky was himself a poet and novelist,
who referred to music as a form of death,
a “magical signal to memories”. They
were inseparable for a year and a half, then
parted company. Duke took a boat to
New York, and Poplavsky went to Paris
and Berlin, destined to overdose on drugs
at the age of thirty-two. 

“We swore we’d stay eternal friends”,
Vernon Duke concludes his elegy, as if
wanting to go back in time – or perhaps into
the future, to join him in another world.
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