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The first five chapters analyze Russophone responses to Babyn Yar, the first of which gives
primary focus to the work of Ilya Ehrenburg, whose poem “Babi Yar” (1945) represents the
first major “literary monument” to Babyn Yar (21). As Pilnik demonstrates, Ehrenburg pro-
vided a model for a generation of Soviet writers who would carefully elide explicit references
to the Jewish victims of Babyn Yar. The wartime period set the stage for a lack of “ideologi-
cal clarity” around Babyn Yar in the Soviet cultural sphere that would persist over the next
several decades (26). Pilnik then turns to the poetry and prose of Victor Nekrasov, Yevgeny
Yevtushenko, Dmitri Shostakovich, and Anatoly Kuznetsov in chapters 2, 3, 4,
and 5. He borrows Dina Spechler’s term “permitted dissent” to describe the type of writing
that was published by Russian authors about Babyn Yar during the Thaw, arguing that these
writers were in many ways representative of an intelligentsia that never firmly rejected Soviet
policies or ideological doctrine, even as they broached topics in their writing that did not align
with state priorities.

The final four chapters focalize literary responses to Babyn Yar written in Yiddish and repre-
sent the most fascinating chapters of the study. Furthermore, these four chapters offer a method-
ological corrective to the first five, where citations of the literary texts themselves were fairly
infrequent. Pilnik works closely with the Yiddish texts to pull out layers of meaning embedded
in both their form and content. The author contextualizes these texts by drawing attention to the
difficult publishing environment that Yiddish writers faced due to antisemitic prejudices that
marked late-Stalinism and much of Khrushchev’s rule. The texts that Pilnik spends the most
time discussing, including Itsik Kipnis’s essay “Babi Yar,” and the poetry of Shike Driz, Motl
Talalayevsky, Dore Khaykine, and Shloyme Cherniavsky, were published in the Soviet Union
during the Brezhnev years and largely connect Babyn Yar to the Great Patriotic War and not the
Holocaust, referencing Jewish victimhood only obliquely. While it may appear on the surface
that these Yiddish writers were concerned primarily with accommodating the Soviet regime,
Pilnik’s impressive literary analyses pull concealed meanings from the texts to argue that these
writers used the limited representational tools they had to invoke the memory of Jewish victims
at Babyn Yar. In contrast to the Russian writers in this study, the affective and “spiritual act[s]
of defiance” of the Yiddish authors marked them as dissidents in their own right (175).

While Pilnik’s study is only concerned with texts published through 1976, I cannot help but
wonder if it would have been enriched by a final chapter dedicated to more contemporary
works. Babyn Yar has seen a recent surge in artistic interest. Sergei Loznitsa’s 2021 documen-
tary film Babyn Yar: Context, Marianna Kiyanovska’s poetry collection The Voices of Babyn Yar
(2022), and Ilya Khrzhanovsky’s plans for the Babyn Yar Memorial Complex represent a small
number of the recent projects that seek to document or reflect on Babyn Yar and might intersect
with the focus of Pilnik’s study in interesting and complex ways. Nevertheless, The Ravine of
Memory is an important work of scholarship and should be read by anyone interested in Babyn
Yar, Soviet and Jewish literature and cultural history, and the Holocaust.

Spencer Small, University of Pennsylvania

Michael Wachtel. Viacheslav Ivanov: A Symbolist Life. New York: Columbia University Press,
2025. xiv, 703 pp., $45 (cloth).

One of the many constants in Viacheslav Ivanov’s life and career was his abiding interest in the-
ater. From his scholarly engagement with the ancient world and studies with eminent German
classicists to his expert translations of Greek drama to the plays developed and performed in his
Tower apartment to his seminal writings on Dionysian ritual, the theater was never far from
Ivanov’s consciousness. It is thus fitting that Michael Wachtel’s magisterial biography of Ivanov
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showecases the poet’s numerous roles in twentieth-century Russian culture and is densely popu-
lated with the many supporting characters who filled his long life. What results is the most in-
formative, comprehensive, and revealing biography of Ivanov in any language. Its scrupulous
attention to detail makes this an invaluable work for scholars of Russian modernist literature
and thought. And yet the range of topics encompassed by Ivanov’s erudition and the sheer scope
of people, places, and events woven together in Wachtel’s narrative will be compelling to any-
one with an interest in twentieth-century European culture.

Ivanov is not a peripheral figure in Russian modernist literature in need of rediscovery. His
centrality to symbolism was widely acknowledged early in his late-blooming literary career, as
is evidenced in the wealth of details Wachtel documents around Ivanov’s busy lecturing sched-
ule and the authoritative role he played in theorizing and promoting the movement at its zenith.
The general contours of Ivanov’s life are well known: an erudite European early life followed
by a stellar poetic and critical career in Russia, attempts to maintain a semblance of intellectual
vitality under the Bolsheviks, and a life ending in Rome amidst the aftermath of war and fas-
cism. In addition to fleshing out this story in an abundance of remarkable and fascinating detail,
Wachtel expertly blends Ivanov’s intellectual and personal lives and gives us a complete por-
trait of one of the most significant twentieth-century Russian figures. In so doing, he ultimately
generates an astounding picture of Russian intellectual life over a half century.

Wachtel affords a substantial amount of space to analyzing Ivanov’s published works. How-
ever, his primary focus is in extensively documenting Ivanov’s life: the many places he lived
and visited, the many people he interacted with, and the many passing ideas, opinions, and
responses recorded in the voluminous surviving materials. Wachtel weaves together an enor-
mous number of letters and diaries to create a coherent and wonderfully polished account of
Ivanov’s peripatetic and productive life since, “as [Ivanov] himself noted, it was far easier to
share his thoughts in private correspondence, than to work them out, systematically for a broad
audience” in print (76). Ivanov’s own voice and that of those close to him are such a presence
in this biography that Wachtel often fades into the background and we are treated to the energy
and excitement of Ivanov’s intellect in real time. We also witness some of Ivanov’s more cut-
ting comments, such as his response to drafts sent to him by Nikolai Gumilev in 1911: “I rec-
ommend that you publish them if you do not wish to limit yourself to poems that are flawless
and completely original” (256). The barbs, praise, and curiosity that we hear in his letters and
thoughts throughout this biography turn the imposing figure of Ivanov into a complex and
accessible human being.

A major virtue of Wachtel’s study is the degree to which Ivanov’s extensive interactions with
his peers is spotlighted in this “panorama of European intellectual life” (xi). The expected litany
of major twentieth-century poets, philosophers, and religious thinkers appears frequently and
gives us a strong understanding of Ivanov’s integral role as a writer, critic, and mentor in the
creation and publication of Symbolism, Acmeism, and Futurism. Wachtel is especially percep-
tive in conveying the nuanced and touching relationship between Ivanov and Vladimir Solov'ev.
Yet arguably the most valuable facet of this biography is the visibility it gives to the women who
facilitated and supported Ivanov. Ivanov’s personal life was notoriously messy and at times
luridly scandalous. Wachtel describes it in nonjudgmental and occasionally sympathetic terms
without downplaying or concealing the manipulative, cruel, and abusive aspects of Ivanov’s fa-
milial and close personal relationships. Wachtel demonstrates the importance of understanding
Ivanov’s abandonment of his first wife and child, mystical devotion to his second wife, and
quasi-incestuous third marriage to his step-daughter as part of the “devoted and self-sacrificing
female companions” (487) that were a constant presence in Ivanov’s life. Among the most
notable threads running throughout the biography are the many and key roles played by the
women Ivanov was drawn to, including such varied figures as the life-long helpmate Maria
Zamiatnina, the commanding mystic Anna Mintslova, and the spurned lover Margarita Sabash-
nikova. Equal to the significance of prominent men, these women were pivotal to Ivanov’s
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development as a person and thinker, and their voices are a valuable inclusion throughout Wach-
tel’s book.

A notable overall quality of this work is the effectiveness with which Wachtel weaves the
mundane with the intellectual, the material with the abstract. This exceptional balance can be
witnessed in the discussions of Ivanov’s famous St. Petersburg apartment, The Tower. Wachtel
goes into great depth to describe the activities which occurred there, the people who frequented
them, the ideas and works discussed there, the texts and articles engendered there, the layout of
rooms, the times gatherings began and ended, and the rotating cast of semi-permanent residents
of the apartment. The holistic picture of the Tower that emerges is representative of the care for
detail and attention paid to both practical facets of Ivanov’s life and rewarding analyses of his
works and ideas. The syncretic form of life creation in which the Symbolists engaged is played
out on the pages of Wachtel’s book and offers the reader a sustained and informative look at “A
Symbolist Life.”

Finally, this work is a monument to the vibrant era of research when the interaction between
American and Russian scholars achieved a closeness of collaboration that engendered a feeling
of unbounded potential. As a reflection on what could be achieved with open borders and insti-
tutional cooperation, Viacheslav Ivanov is a testament to the quarter century following the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union when academic pursuits and achievements could be enthusiastically
and productively shared by western and Russian scholars. It is a moment that now feels increas-
ingly distant and irretrievable, which makes scholarship like Wachtel’s an even more remark-
able achievement.

Jonathan Stone, Franklin & Marshall College

Steven Clancy, Veronika Egorova, Daniel Green, and Oksana Willis. Beepx! Building on Your
Foundations in Russian. Volume One. Routledge Taylor & Francis group, 2024. 572 pp.,
$100 (paper), $144 (cloth), $93.75 (e-book).

Beepx! Building on Your Foundations in Russian is a new intermediate-level Russian textbook
released in 2024, with its second volume anticipated in 2026. The initial impression is highly
favorable: unlike several of its popular counterparts, it is visually appealing— colorful without
being cluttered. It avoids the common pitfalls of Russian-published textbooks that waste space,
and US-based ones that overwhelm the page with dense information.

The textbook is supported by a rich online component, including a workbook, Quizlet sets,
additional readings, a visualizing tool that color-codes texts, and other helpful resources. These
additions enhance the learning experience and provide flexibility for instructors. However, one
immediately notices the textbook’s substantial size and weight, which may affect its usability in
everyday classroom settings.

Volume One comprises nine chapters covering typical second-year topics: school life, leisure,
hospitality, appearance, work, food, housing, travel, and holidays. Each unit blends everyday
conversational themes with cultural notes on Russian traditions. Despite this, the settings lack
geographic, ethnic, and cultural diversity. The book opens with scenes from Moscow and Saint
Petersburg, echoing a familiar pattern in existing textbooks. A broader representation of the
Russian-speaking world beyond the two capitals would better reflect its cultural and regional
richness. Volume Two, meanwhile, will introduce more advanced topics, such as international
relations, government, and technology —subjects typically reserved for the third-year (sixth
semester) of instruction.

One of the textbook’s most notable innovations is its color-coded vocabulary system,
designed to help learners in their second or third year of Russian. Words are categorized by fre-





