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In December 1935, living in Mussolini’s Rome on the eve of World War II, Viacheslav I. Ivanov
offered advice to Aleksei Godiaev, a fellow émigré who was struggling through a crisis of faith:

You lament the “destruction of Russian culture,” yet it is not destroyed, but summoned
to new accomplishments, to a new spiritual consciousness. Moreover, just as there is one
Truth and one Beauty, so culture itself, in the essential and ultimate sense of the word—
culture as the spiritual self-definition and self-revelation of man—is an expression of
universal unity and a matter of universal union. Thus, Russian culture itself is only one
type and one facet of a single culture. What is immortal in creative work is immortal for
everyone; and indeed, the greatest works of thought and art are conceived with the goal
of affirming a certain common truth, of incarnating a certain common idea,—and only
then does it turn out that the thinker or artist, expressing this commonality, has expressed
in essence the distinctiveness of his national soul. (pp. 562–63)

This letter synthesizes Ivanov’s “personal credo,” his dedication to seeking and widening a “com-
mon idea” that could bind together cultures, languages, and fields (p. 562). That quest is the heartline
of Michael Wachtel’s radiant new biography, Viacheslav Ivanov: A Symbolist Life. Wachtel makes
the case for Ivanov as a major European writer whose essays and poetry pull together numerous
streams of twentieth-century art and thought: classical philology, archaeology, Symbolism, versifica-
tion, mysticism, theater, aesthetics, religious philosophy, and more. As such, the publication of this
book is a signal event in the study of Russian modernism. At the same time, Wachtel shares the ambi-
tion of other classics in the genre—Joseph Frank’s Dostoevsky (1972–2002), Brian Boyd’s Vladimir
Nabokov (1990–1993)—to unfold a “panorama” of pivotal historical moments through the lens of a
single writer’s story (p. xi). Ivanov’s audience will probably never be as broad as his works deserve,
but Wachtel’s study addresses both the knowledgeable and the curious. True to his subtitle, he con-
jures Ivanov’s life from the texts that encode it—an intimate narrative encounter that lingers long after
reading.

Viacheslav Ivanov joins a wave of publications that have reconfigured English-language schol-
arship on the Silver Age, shifting from philosophical and aesthetic to historical, institutional, and
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sociocultural approaches.1 As Wachtel follows Ivanov from student apartments in Berlin, Paris, and
Rome to the St. Petersburg “Tower,” a wartime Moscow sanatorium, a repurposed professors’ smoking
lounge in Baku, and the ornate Catholic Collegio Borromeo in Pavia, he shares this detailed histori-
cal attention to movements and institutions. Nevertheless, in an interdisciplinary scholarly landscape,
Wachtel’s near-monastic dedication to his subject stands out. He strictly maintains his chosen method:
“I have assembled the extraordinary story of [Ivanov’s] life insofar as documents allow it” (p. vii). The
bibliography is dominated by primary sources, such as memoirs and published letters and interviews;
in addition, Wachtel brings forty years’ archival research to bear on his reconstruction of Ivanov’s life
and times. While he cites a prodigious range of Russian, German, and Italian scholarship, interpretive
accounts of Russian Symbolism are almost wholly absent.

This silence includes Robert Bird’s landmark study The Russian Prospero: The Creative Universe of
Viacheslav Ivanov (2006). Wachtel’s book, “the first scholarly biography of Ivanov in any language,”
is unparalleled and likely to remain so, but the comparison of his approach with Bird’s is instructive (p.
vii).2 Where Bird offers a periodization and synthesis of Ivanov’s art and thought—an evolution from
catharsis to mathesis to praxis, with each stage more grounded in historical and political reality—
Wachtel narrates chronologically. The book’s twenty chapters are divided by the years they cover, and
although Wachtel provides a descriptive title for each (“The Tower,” “The ‘Mystical Period,’” and
so forth), readers seeking a defined itinerary will be disappointed. Wachtel covers Ivanov’s career at
ground level and in scrupulously documented detail, seldom more than a couple of steps ahead of his
subject.

Here, for example, is the turning-point of Ivanov’s biography: the entrance of Lidia, his second wife
and lifelong muse:

In July 1894 Ivanov and his family were avoiding the stifling heat of Rome by spend-
ing a few weeks in Anzio, then a sleepy seaside haven about thirty miles to the south.
[Historian Ivan] Grevs arrived in Rome for the express purpose of discussing his latest
work with Ivanov. Having learned that the Ivanovs were in Anzio, he took the two-hour
trip there, where he received a warm welcome and joined them for a dip in the Mediter-
ranean. He returned to Rome that evening, and Ivanov followed one day later. Both felt
they could accomplish more when they worked together. They would spend their days
doing research and their evenings in discussion. However, Grevs was obligated to take
some time away from his research to show Rome and its environs to Russian traveling
companions. Ivanov joined his friend in these activities. Among these Russians was Lidia
Dmitrievna Shvarsalon. A year younger than Ivanov, Lidia was the scion of a wealthy but
dysfunctional family. (p. 19)

The passage continues, but is not obvious from this opening that Lidia will matter more to Ivanov’s
story than Grevs. For a naive reader, her place at the crux of his creative biography—and her own

1 On this shift, see Irina Shevelenko, “Introduction,” in Reframing Russian Modernism, ed. Irina Shevelenko (Madison, 2018), 5–6. Shevelenko
notes studies including Olga Matich, Erotic Utopia: The Decadent Imagination in Russia’s Fin de Siècle (Madison, 2005) and Nina Gurianova,
The Aesthetic of Anarchy: Art and Ideology in the Early Russian Avant-Garde (Berkely, 2012). The list is growing: see, for example, Frederick
H. White, Degeneration, Decadence and Disease in the Russian fin de siècle: Neurasthenia in the Life and Work of Leonid Andreev (Manchester,
2014); Michael Kunichika, “Our Native Antiquity”: Archaeology and Aesthetics in the Culture of Russian Modernism (Boston, 2015); Martha
Kelly, Unorthodox Beauty: Russian Modernism and Its New Religious Aesthetic (Evanston, 2016); Jacob Emery, Alternative Kinships: Economy
and Family in Russian Modernism (DeKalb, 2017); Jonathan Stone, The Institutions of Russian Modernism: Conceptualizing, Publishing, and
Reading Symbolism (Evanston, 2017); Leonid Livak, In Search of Russian Modernism (Baltimore, 2018); Irina Shevelenko, Russian Archaism:
Nationalism and the Quest for a Modernist Aesthetic (Ithaca, 2024) (cf. Modernizm kak arkhaizm [Moscow, 2017]); Isobel Palmer, Revolutions
in Verse: The Medium of Russian Modernism (Evanston, 2024); Alisa Ballard Lin, Theatrical Consciousness: The Actor’s Mind in Russian
Modernism (Evanston, 2025); and Lindsay Ceballos, Reading Faithfully: Russian Modernist Criticism and the Making of Dostoevsky, 1881–1917
(Ithaca, 2025).
2 Bird covers Ivanov’s biography in a single opening chapter preceding his critical interpretations. Grigory Zobin’s Viacheslav Ivanov: Put' zhizni
(Moscow, 2012), part of the popular series Zhizn' zamechatel'nykh liudei, is written for a general audience and based on a much smaller range of
published sources.
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384 KITZINGER

transformation into a writer under the penname Lidia Zinov'eva-Annibal—would come as a surprise.
The chapter unspools the “Dionysian thunderstorm” of their mutual passion at a measured pace, inter-
spersed with the Ivanov and Shvarsalon families’ travels, Ivanov’s lapsed work on his dissertation and
reading of Goethe and Nietzsche, and in due course, the nuts and bolts of Russian divorce law. This
evenhanded narration is a stylistic choice, but it is also (it seems) a matter of principle. As Ivanov
chided his friend Evsei Shor in a 1933 letter, “to look at specific moments of a dynamic process as if
they were an integral whole is methodologically incorrect, and in my case, this is especially obvious”
(p. 538–39). Like Ivanov’s better-known contemporary Mikhail Bakhtin, Wachtel avoids the finalizing
view.

The book thus poses challenges, both practical and ethical. It is easy to lose the big picture to
the details, and when the documents lapse, so does the story. Judgment is then left to the reader.
This quandary is never clearer than Wachtel’s account of the “rebirth” of Ivanov’s love for Lidia in
his marriage with her daughter (his stepdaughter), Vera Shvarsalon. Wachtel reprints in full Vera’s
wrenching letter to Maria Mikhailovna Zamiatnina, who was a second mother to Ivanov and Lidia’s
children:

You guessed that Viacheslav has transferred to me on this earth the feeling of love that
he had for Mama. From the beginning I myself vaguely sensed this, but then he told me
directly. But here’s where the difficult tragedy begins for me. Candidly speaking, I’m
only afraid that you, who live—as you yourself say—through Viacheslav’s feelings, will
be even more biased than he, and that you will absolutely blame me… Since childhood
I always regarded Viacheslav with great love and adoration, but somehow not separating
him from Mama. To live like he lived with Mama seems to me an ideal life, but for me
impossible! I somehow felt this already on October 17, 1907, immediately after Mama’s
death, when he kissed me, sobbing, but kissed me in a way that I could not respond to,
so that to my own horror and amazement, it was easier for me to cry without him. With
horror, I noticed the same feeling in myself also later, when we were in Moscow… and
he kissed me in bed, but then I did not yet know why, and he at that time did not say
anything, and I did not suspect anything. Then, when he told me and asked me if I loved
him, I told him no, but that perhaps I could love him. Now, these three entire years have
been a terrible torment for me… I suffered horribly when I realized that I was not only
not helping him and making his life easier, but on the contrary, I was tormenting and
slowly killing him. (p. 232–33)

Vera’s insistent language of “horror" (uzhas) conveys her perspective on Ivanov’s weightiest act of
life-creation: three years of emotional and physical pressure to take on her mother’s role, beginning
immediately after Lidia’s death when Vera was eighteen years old. Wachtel’s decision to translate
and include the letter (previously published in Russian by A. Kobrinsky) makes his account far more
complete and balanced than those of Ivanov’s previous biographers.3 As he comments, “the picture
that emerges is disturbing,” and one could go further; what Vera describes is a nightmare out of the
Grimms’ fairy tale “All Kinds of Fur” or even (adjusting for age) Nabokov’s Lolita (p. 234). For
Ivanov, Vera was “a continuation of her mother, a gift that Lidia had sent to him” (p. 268). After her
pregnancy and marriage, the record suggests that she too adopted Ivanov’s version. As she wrote to her
brother Sergei, “Joy has reached its greatest light and transfigured my life now that my son has been
born” (p. 275). Seven years later, at the age of thirty, she died of tuberculosis in the privation and chaos
of 1920 Moscow. If there is more to say about Vera’s gradual consent to become “a continuation of
her mother,” the available documents do not encompass it—and Wachtel, as ever, avoids speculation.

The same combination of respect and reticence marks his accounting of all the women who shared
Ivanov’s wanderings: wives, daughters, friends, disciples, research assistants, amanuenses, fellow

3 A. Kobrinskii, Duel'nye istorii Serebrianogo veka: Poedinki poetov kak fakt literaturnoi zhizni (St. Petersburg, 2007), 339–40.
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artists or scholars, and more. Wachtel pays steady attention to these partnerships, most of which arose
because Ivanov was “fundamentally incapable of doing any domestic tasks” and equally impatient
with government and institutional bureaucracies (p. 407). The chain of helpmeets keeps pace with the
narrative, from Zamiatnina, who raised his children and copied out Ancient Greek quotations for him
without knowing the alphabet; to Ivanov’s devoted daughter Lidia, who kept house while becoming
an accomplished pianist and composer; to his unrequited admirer Alexandra Chebotarevskaia, who
rushed to the family’s aid in Baku when Lidia fell ill with typhus. It ends with Ivanov’s brilliant
collaborator Olga Shor, whom he christened “Flamingo”—a surrogate family member who presided
over his final decades in Italy and (together with his son Dmitry) coedited his posthumous collected
works. Less famous than the love triangles that roiled the Tower years, or the spiritualist transports of
Anna Rudolfovna Mintslova, these were the relationships that underwrote Ivanov’s poetry and schol-
arship. Wachtel foregrounds them, and this choice encapsulates his prosaic approach to reconstructing
Ivanov’s “Symbolist life.”

That life is rich with surprises, large and small. Pursuing Dostoevsky’s vision of the Russian “pan-
human" (vsechelovek), Ivanov took the thoroughly un-Dostoevskian step of converting to Roman
Catholicism. He was a loving and sympathetic father, but his bond with Lidia overtook his first two
families and later let him fashion Vera into his reincarnated wife. He mentored and taught a genera-
tion of poets including Nikolai Gumilev, Elizaveta Dmitrieva, and Osip Mandel'shtam, but told Marina
Tsvetaeva that “her poetry was like a squeezed-out lemon” (p. 312). He was a philologist at home in
six languages, who cherished hopes of speaking ancient Greek in the afterlife. But even the guiding
credo of his letter to Godiaev—human culture as “an expression of universal unity and a matter of
universal union”—was open to revision. In 1946, several years before his death, he flatly denied the
possibility of Goethe’s Weltliteratur: “In my opinion, there cannot exist a universal literature as art
(not reproduction), just as there does not exist a universal language that all people have in common”
(p. 611). For Ivanov, as for Wachtel, these positions are not mutually exclusive. Their shared humanist
standard is a gathering of individuals—documents, texts, languages, tastes, people, or facts—that must
be met on their own terms, even as each might build toward a visionary whole.

Wachtel himself coins the best formula for describing his book. As he does with Lidia’s ecstatic
letters to Mintslova, he has systematically “translated” Ivanov’s biography “from the mystical to the
quotidian” (p. 145). The result is a luminous portrait that decenters Ivanov’s published writings in favor
of day-by-day encounters, relationships, and dialogues—and so, paradoxically (as Mikhail Kuzmin
wrote of Ivanov and Gershenzon’s Correspondence from Two Corners), offers “a genuine gift. . . to
anyone capable of making sense of the world order beyond the thick layer of quotidian reality” (p.
384). The gift extends not just to scholars of Symbolism, but to anyone interested in the questions of
biography itself—of what it means to document and tell a life, stripped of its own steering mythologies,
but anchored to the traces of its time.

How to cite this article: Chloë Kitzinger. Modernism in Motion: Viacheslav Ivanov’s
“Symbolist Life”. The Russian Review. 85: 2026;382–385. https://doi.org/10.1111/russ.70165
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