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DMITRII VIACHESLAVOVICH IVANOV
(JEAN NEUVECELLE)
(1912—2003)

In Memoriam

Dmitrii Viacheslavovich Ivanov (Jean Neuvecelle) born 17 July 1912 in Neuvecelle, France;
died 4 June 2003 in Rome.
Born at the very heart of Europe, on the French shores of Lake Geneva, the infant Dmitrii
was ushered into life to the cosmic strains of his father’s Russian poetry.
Tpsian ok, uzgaseue,
Hapnua xenanuit! Ceiitas KuIMIA, TBOH KPOB

PazyGpan ko BcTpeue;
I'psapu! . .. U3maneue — 4y, IOCTyNb JIeT4aiiNX 1Iaros. . .
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Wnet, n neneet

B noxpose HezpuMoM, Kak B 3bi0ke HeOeCHOH, NTS;
U 6msko scHeeT,

B o0uuby poauMoM, BOCKPeCHOH yABIOKOH CBETSI*.

The Tender Mystery of birth and resurrection was compounded, for this child, by the fact that
his mother’s mother had been his father’s beloved wife and that the father saw, in his union
with Vera, daughter of her first marriage, and in their engendering of a son, not only a new
human being but the symbol of a very personal resurrection. Such expectations could only
mar an ordinary man — or make an extraordinary one. Dmitrii Viacheslavovich, for all his
willowy fragility, gentle wit and readiness to amuse and to be amused, was an extraordinary
person — and strong as steel.

He overcame two severe physical handicaps: the amputation of four fingers at the age of ten
after his right hand was crushed between an old ferry boat and a stone jetty in Baku, and a
galloping consumption which struck him down at the age of fifteen, just as he was beginning
to do well and had won a prize, a laurel wreath and a beautiful book, at the French-speaking
Lycée Chiteaubriand in Rome, where he had spent two years catching up, jumping from class
to class as he absorbed a new language and a new curriculum. Illness necessitated a lengthy
hospitalization, during which, with considerable independence of spirit and quiet deter-
mination, Dmitrii Viacheslavovich became not an Eastern Rite Catholic, as his father had
become in 1926, but a Roman Catholic. After a spell at a sanatorium in Davos, he spent a
further four years as an extern in a Benedictine College in Engelsberg, where he completed his
European secondary education in German at the age of twenty-one. Having come of age,
Ivanov elected not to repudiate the French nationality that was his birthright and to continue
his studies at the University of Aix-en-Provence, where he entered the Faculté de lettres
and began studying classics and law but switched, for his thesis, to the more congenial field
of Comparative Literature. He was a great lover of Rilke’s poetry, and was linguistically
extraordinarily well-qualified. The Ivanov family spoke Russian and in the holidays Dmitrii
communicated freely with Italian friends. He did not lose his French with the German-
speaking Benedictines — he wrote poetry in French in Switzerland — and somewhere along
the line he acquired perfect English: facilities which did not desert him even when, during the
last months of his life, his short-term memory became unreliable.

Ivanov-Neuvecelle emerged whole and eminently sane from a fragmented and traumatic
childhood. His father married his beautiful but frail young mother in the Greek Orthodox
Church in Livorno in 1913 and the family returned to live in Moscow. Here, wreathed in
Olympian clouds of smoke, Viacheslav Ivanov, ‘Tsar Baran’ as the child happily called him,
communed with the finest minds of the time — Berdiaev, Lev Shestov, Mikhail Gershenson,
Faddei Zelinskii — and wrote learned treatises and difficult poetry. Dmitrii’s half-sister Lidiia
studied music and composition and her half-sister, his mother, the classics. The boy was
looked after by Maria Zamiatnina, a friend of his grandmother’s who brought up all Ivanov’s
children and stepchildren. This cultivated idyll was soon interrupted: war, shortages,

* Come then from afar | Queen of dreams! Holy tenant, your shelter/Is prepared for the meeting; |
Comel! . .. from afar — hark, the approach of lightest steps. | | She comes, and nurses | In an invisible veil,
as in rippling skies, a child; | And close and more clearly, | She appears in kindred form, with a luminous
smile of resurrection.
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revolution, street-fighting, pushing through rough crowds hand in hand with his delicate
mother, cold, hunger, changes of flats, hostile neighbours — and death. First Zamiatnina;
then Vera herself, who with Dmitrii had been evacuated from Moscow to an up-river sanato-
rium on the island of Serebriany Bor. The child was passed to a children’s care centre when
Vera was taken into hospital, where she died of tuberculosis. Viacheslav Ivanov’s Winter
Sonnets commemorate his Christmas visit to them — on a horse~drawn sleigh. He himself, at
one time evacuated to Sergiev Posad, exchanged letters with Gershenson about the collapse of
their civilization, which were to became his most internationally famous work under the
title A Correspondence from Two Corners. Unable to face another winter in Moscow, Ivanov
obtained permission to leave with his two children to recuperate in a sanatorium in
Kislovodsk. The train was beset by enemies, ‘greens’ and ‘whites’ (their train, Dmitrii remem-
bered, was ‘red’), and much given to long unexplained stops far from any station. Once he
and Lidiia set off towards a village on the horizon in the hopes of buying provisions and were
left behind. Fortunately, the train was held up again at the next station, where they rejoined
it, having followed the railway line. No sooner were they installed in the sanatorium
at Kislovodsk than the inhabitants were evacuated — willy-nilly — before the advancing
Whites. North or South? Viacheslav Ivanov chose Baku, where he was given a post as Profes-
sor of Classical Philology and, together with his son and daughter, allowed to occupy the staff
smoking room at the centre of a bustling, student-filled corridor, a long walk from running
water and other essential facilities; there were, however, a partition, a desk, a piano, and an
atmosphere of creative concentration to which the boy Dmitrii would return gratefully from
exciting excursions into the colourful, sun-drenched street life of the great oil-port. The local
school was a bore.

The secret of Dmitrii Viacheslavovich’s resilience — apart from native strength of character
and blossoming, receptive intelligence — was Lidiia. Viacheslav Ivanov, who invariably
treated his children with respect, had informed her of his relationship with Vera and the
imminent arrival of a child, and given her the choice of remaining ‘with them’ or setting up
on her own or with Zamiatnina — she was rising sixteen. Totally taken aback, she had hesi-
tated; then her heart ‘filled with love’ and she chose to stay. ‘I will never forget this moment’,
her father solemnly assured her. So, Lidiia, composer and musician, patrician, not serene but,
in her own way, devout, witty, and sparklingly inventive, had become a constant of Dmitrii’s
childhood from the night of his birth when she hared off into the mountain darkness on
her bike to fetch the doctor and returned with him in time to share the champagne with
mother, baby, midwife, and a somewhat shaken but, as always, urbane and hospitable
Viacheslav. To pass the time on their dreadful train journeys, Lidiia told her little brother (and
her appreciative father!) a never-ending and very funny serial story and, in Baku, found time
to produce a comic ‘newspaper’ featuring their learned and distinguished friends. She had
a gift for endowing inanimate objects with a life of their own, for communing with animals,
and for bestowing nicknames. She was ‘Koshka’, her father in Italy became Chief Cat
or ‘Capo Gatto’; and it was she who christened Ol’ga Shor ‘Flamingo’: but Dmitrii, though
admitted as a member of the Cat family, was usually just ‘Dima’ — ‘Moif HeHarIsIIHBII
Hnma’, as once escaped his usually undemonstrative parent when writing to a friend about his
son’s life-threatening illness.

The Baku period, 1920—24, ended when Viacheslav Ivanov summoned his children to
join him in Moscow to prepare for their departure to Italy. ‘Ave, Roma!’ The Roman Sonneis
marked a homecoming for them all. Although often separated by circumstance — Ivanov’s
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teaching post in the monastic atmosphere of the Collegio Borromeo in Pavia in 192634,
Dmitrii’s long cure in Switzerland and subsequent move to France until 1943 — the centre of
the Ivanovs’ life, from beginning to end, was Rome. Dmitrii, however, had to earn his living
coaching less successful scholars, sometimes ‘living in’ as a tutor, which ate into university
vacations. One of his more memorable posts was in the household of the novelist Georges
Bernanos, who had just left Franco’s Spain for Toulon and was having difficulty with his
thoroughly disaffected Phalangist eldest son, who, when drunk, (to Dmitrii’s fascinated
amazement) spouted ‘pure Bernanos’. The association ended when the family moved on to
South America, but left a deep impression in their tutor’s mind. Another source of occasional
income at University was journalism. Dmitrii Viacheslavovich helped found a successful
in-house newspaper Midi le Juste and this led to occasional commissions for the local rag Petit
Marseillais. One interesting assignment for a cub reporter was the trial of the Ustasa who
assassinated Alexander I, King of Yugoslavial A successful scholarship took the still-delicate
young man from the sunshine of Aix to the fogs of Strasbourg, where he studied for two years
before he obtained his agrégation in Paris and, as the recipient of a state grant, was obliged to
take up a post for five years in a state school. His choice of the Lycée Marceau at Chartres
was motivated by admiration for Huysmans’ ‘La Cathédrale’. Here he continued to develop as
a writer, publishing some poetry and writing in French for La Dépéche d’Eure-et-Lois and in
German for a conservative Roman Catholic periodical Vaterland published in Lucerne, where
he was panned by indignant readers for what was described as a philo-semite report on the
International Jewish Congress of 1930. Encouraged by the distinguished specialist in com-
parative literature Paul Hazard, he embarked on a doctoral thesis on Winckelmann, a theme
combining Germany, Italy, and the Classics — but not, perhaps, particularly inspiring in itself.
Much material was assembled but the thesis was never completed. Hazard died — and war
intervened.

Turned down for the front because of his crippled hand, Dmitrii Ivanov continued teach-
ing in Chartres. As the German armies drew near, he joined the milling crowds of refugees
and, armed with a single suitcase, took a train at random for the South (as it happened, to
Toulouse). In Petain’s France, children of foreign parents were debarred from state service, so
he returned to Chartres, where he was known, and continued to teach, cut off from direct
communication with his family, until the fall of Mussolini sent him hotfoot — and quite
illegally — back to Rome to learn what had become of them.

There they were — Viacheslav Ivanov, Lidiia Viacheslavovna, and Ol’ga Aleksandrovna
Shor-Deschartes, who since her arrival in Rome in 1926 had become ‘a most beloved
family member’ — emaciated but alive and comparatively well in their old apartment on the
Aventine with the view across Rome to the Dome of St Peter’s. Dmitrii Viacheslavovich,
however, had arrived in free Rome just in time for the German occupation. As shells burst
around the Ostia station and the Pyramid at the foot of the Aventine hill, Dmitrii and Lidiia
set oft on a downward scramble ‘to rob a train’ abandoned full of provisions by the city’s
routed Italian defenders — provisions which, as good Romans, they rightly thought should
not be left to fall into enemy hands. The raid was successful but Dmitrii Viacheslavovich,
as a French citizen not registered in Rome, was — now that the new occupying power was
installed and hellbent on rounding up the enemy within — in imminent peril. He arranged
accreditation as a journalist to the Vatican, at the time a Noah’s Ark for Allied embassies,
bursting at the seams, surrounded by deeply suspicious, fully-armed Germans, and the
best-informed island of peace in a warring world. Here, writing as Jean Neuvecelle, Dmitrii
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Viacheslavovich founded the francophone weekly Présence. He was on excellent terms with
Monsignor Fontenelle, who liaised with the Gaullist resistance; briefly, Présence was, in all but
name, their literary organ.

When the allies at last drove the Germans from Rome, ‘Jean Neuvecelle’ was offered the
editorship of a supplement to La Patrie and became a full-time journalist, which transformed
the family’s material position. Being a war correspondent gave him status, a flat, a chauffeur-
driven car, and the right to dine at an officers’ mess. Lidiia, whom he employed for a time as
a translator of telegrams from the front from English into French and then, more suitably, as
a music critic, also received dining rights (though at first with the rank of private attached to
a Moroccan division!). So brother and sister could spend their salaries on the free market to
sustain Ivanov, busy on the sublimely laconic verses of his Roman Diary (PuMckuit J{HeBHIK
1944 TOga ), and Ol'ga Shor. Lidiia Viacheslavovna recalls that her brother was enthused
by his new job: ‘All his interests were swallowed up by the newspaper’. Subsequently, Jean
Neuvecelle was to work as a reporter for Combat, for Pierre Lazareff’s France-Soir and for
Lausanne radio. His feelings for this genuinely all-consuming new profession were in fact
mixed. On the one hand, there was the challenge and excitement of new places and the
stimulus of working with words, of ‘opening one’s eyes and looking” and conveying things
seen selectively in well-chosen, lucid, pacy prose as he had been taught to do in the Lycée
Chateaubriand. (Neuvecelle is said by his Swiss colleagues Raphael Ober and Urs Gfeller in
their excellent D’Ivanov a Neuvecelle: Entretiens avec Jean Neuvecelle (Montricher, Switzerland,
1996) to have maintained, with his usual rather feline purr-and-scratch humour, that it was
just as well for his relationship with his father that he had not grown up a Russian poet, as he
would most probably have been an Acmeist). On the other hand, career journalism left him
with the regret not to have had time to concentrate sufficiently ‘pour me libérer un peu du
rythme saccadé de I'actualité’ (to shake off for a while the staccato rhythm of current affairs).
Just as he became absorbed in a problem, a person, or a work of art, the telephone would ring:
‘Partez! Et vous partez. C’est peut-étre trés bon pour les moines toujours préts d regevoir des
ordres de leur supérieur. Ce c6té monastique, je I'ai bel et bien vécu’ (Go! And off you go.
That may be all very well for monks, always ready to take orders from their Father Superior.
And I certainly experienced that monastic side of life). One of his most fateful assignments
was when France-Soir dispatched him for six months in 1955 to Russia, where he ‘covered’
Khrushchev’s secret speech, Pasternak’s Dr. Zhivago and the Virgin Lands campaign, living
rough in the steppes.

However, Neuvecelle-Ivanov always returned to Rome and the Vatican. It would be quite
wrong to suppose that the latter was a mere convenience, a safe haven, or a stepping-stone
to a distinguished career in international journalism. Rather, it was the earthly centre of his
faith and of his rich and complex cultural tradition. He soon became the doyen of journalists
accredited to the Holy See. Jean Neuvecelle will be remembered as the author of many books,
among them Eglise, capitale Vatican (Paris, Gallimard, 1954); Histoire de Rome et des Romans
(Paris, Editions du Pont-Royal, 1960); Vatican (Lausanne, Editions Rencontre, 1965); and
Jean XXIII: une vie (Paris, Editions Bernard Grosset, 1968). The last of these is of especial value
as an attempt to record personal impressions and assemble living witnesses from amongst
people who had known Angelo Guiseppe Roncalli at different stages of his life. The book is
dedicated to the memory of the author’s father.

Between the liberation of the Italian capital and Viacheslav Ivanov’s death in 1949, the
influx of nations along the roads leading to Rome brought many people to the quiet flat
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where the aged poet worked quietly at his epic Svetomir and an introduction and commentary
to the Psalms, commissioned by the Vatican. Sometimes, as with Jacques Maritain, his
Russian wife Raisa and her sister Vera, it was Dmitrii Viacheslavovich who showed them the
way. Other visitors, such as Maurice Bowra and Isaiah Berlin, preceded by a letter from
Professor S. A. Konovalov with a proposal to publish a book of Ivanov’s poetry, found their
own way and took away with them the carefully prepared manuscript of Ivanov’s last collec-
tion. As the poet had foreseen, half in jest when fending off a Soviet offer which he feared
would distort the meaning of his essentially religious verse, this first collection since the pre-
revolutionary Hexxnaa Taiina (Tender Mystery) was published posthumously under a title of
his own choosing Csem Beuepnuii (Vespertine Light) (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1962). Other
visitors were Thornton Wilder, Gabriel Marcel, and Boris Zaitsev. Viacheslav Ivanov, always
an appreciative listener to the ‘children” who brought him news of the wider world, was
no longer there to hear about the debate on whether to admit Claudel’s troupe of actors to
perform L’annonce faite a Marie before the Pope, nor to savour his son’s description of the
Pontiff’s shoe beating time to the French poet’s majestic staves on Peter the Fisherman at
the concert performance eventually considered more suitable, nor to applaud Dmitrii Viache-
slavovich’s initiative in introducing Cocteau into the sanctuary of Orpheus under the aegis of
Ol’ga Shor. One wonders how the old philosopher—poet would have reacted to the solemn
moment when Dmitrii and Lidiia together presented his Collected Works (the first three
volumes of the Brussels edition and a Soviet edition of Collected Verse) to John Paul I who, at
areception for the delegates to the Ivanov colloquium in Rome in 1983, quoted back to them
Viacheslav’s own words on the need to reunite Western and Eastern Christendom so that
Europe might once again ‘breathe with both lungs’.

The reestablishment of Viacheslav Ivanov as a poet and thinker of international importance
and as a half-forgotten but pivotal figure in the history of Russian Symbolism was Dmictrii
Viacheslavovich’s great voluntary task, a labour of love in the implementation of which
he was ably assisted by Ol’ga Aleksandrovna Shor-Deschartes (d. 1978) and Lidiia Viache-
slavovna (d. 1985), whose obituaries appear in the third and fourth volumes of the Collected
Works. It was a sorrow to him — and, one fears, a matter of unmerited self~reproach — that
only four volumes of the projected six have been published in Brussels to date and that a
projected Russo-American Complete Works has so far remained a project ‘writ on water’. ‘Je
pense 2 la mort trés fréquemment’, he told his colleagues almost ten years ago, ‘trés souvent.
Je ne sais pas si c’est de facon toujours sereine. Ce qui, de toute maniére, trouble parfois ma
sérénité, c’est que je pense a la distance trés raccourcie entre le moment actuel et le moment
tinal, et je constate qu’il y a un certain nombre de choses que j’aimerais pouvoir faire ou, du
moins, entamer’ (I think of death very frequently, very often. I'm not sure whether these
thoughts are always serene. In any case, what does sometimes disturb my serenity is thinking
of how short the distance has become between the present moment and the final moment. It
makes me aware that there are various things I would like to have done, or at least begun.)
(301).

In fact, the lucidity and grace of Dmitrii Ivanov’s contributions is important to the Works,
to the Archivio italo-Russo publications, and to the many volumes of proceedings of
colloquiums organized by the Ivanov Convivium at Yale, Geneva, Rome, Moscow, Pavia,
Heidelberg, and Vienna. It is his presence at these conferences (the last, of which the proceed-
ings have yet to be published, again took place in Rome), as an unfailingly courteous host,
which will be acutely missed by scholars from all nations. A tall, increasingly frail figure,
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moving easily from guest to guest and from language to language, partaking in extra-curricular
activities, singling out those he particularly wished to talk to but reacting with ungrudging
attention to those who wished to talk to him, he would sit through the longest (and dullest)
papers with apparently unflagging attention and reply to questions or expand on a point
with an unforced, deferential gaiety which nevertheless left no doubt as to the acuity of his
exceptionally well-stocked mind. He was admired for his old-world courtliness, elegant
style, and physical self-discipline — and loved for his gentle humour and total absence of
self~importance.

To look after their father’s archive Dmitrii and Lidiia Ivanov virtually adopted into their
informal and welcoming family a young Russian, Andrei Shishkin, recommended to them
by Professor Manuilov of Leningrad State University who had been a pupil of Viacheslav
Ivanov’s in Baku. Shishkin has done excellent work on the archive, known rather suitably by
the acronym RAI, and based until now in the flat in the Via Ercule Rosa to which Lidiia and
Dmitrii moved after Viacheslav Ivanov’s death. Here, however ill, tired or in pain, Dmitrii
Viacheslavovich, who continued to live there, would welcome and assist scholars from all
over the world, virtually until his dying day.

With Jean Neuvecelle we have lost a fine journalist who said of himself: ‘Je n’ai jamais,
je crois, oublié le drame réel qui se cachait sous le fait divers que 'on “couvrait”™” (I believe I
have never forgotten the real drama lying behind the various news items that [ ‘covered’);
with Dmitrii Ivanov, we have lost the last representative of the Silver Age and, it is to be
feared, one of the last representatives of the high culture of Christian Europe.

University of Durham Avwril Pyman






