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	In terms of the Russian reception of antiquity, Viacheslav Ivanov (1866-1949) was arguably the single most significant figure of his age. Ivanov contributed to Russia’s turn to the ancient world in numerous distinct yet complementary ways: as a poet and playwright immersed in the world of ancient myth, as a translator of Aeschylus and Greek lyric poets, as a scholar who authored a Latin dissertation on Roman tax farming and a lengthy monograph on Dionysus, as a university lecturer on Greek and Latin literature, as a philosopher who admired yet contested Nietzsche’s view of the ancient world and as a theoretician of art whose conception of modern literature (Symbolism) repeatedly drew on antiquity for inspiration. Even in the unlikely landscape of post-revolutionary Moscow, Ivanov continued to champion the ancient world. In his capacity as a leading figure in the theatrical division of the People’s Commissariat for Enlightenment, he urged the new Soviet state to look back to antiquity for models, insisting that the Revolution had created cultural conditions comparable to those that had existed in the ancient world.
	Ivanov’s authority in questions of antiquity came from long years spent at leading academic institutions. He was surely the only person ever to study with a triumvirate of luminaries whose work forever changed our understanding of the ancient world. After two years learning from Russia’s most erudite historians at university in Moscow, he enrolled at the Friedrich-Wilhelm University of Berlin where he took seminars with Theodor Mommsen, who would later receive the Nobel Prize in recognition of his contributions to Roman history. (Ivanov was his last dissertation student.) At the German Archaeological Institute in Athens in 1901-1902 he attended the lectures of Wilhelm Dörpfeld, whose stratigraphic excavations of Troy and then of Greek theaters revolutionized the entire field of archaeology. And in 1902-1903 he was among the handful of students at the University of Geneva who learned Sanskrit under the tutelage of Ferdinand de Saussure, then an obscure figure but now considered the most influential linguist of the twentieth century. Ivanov also spent the years 1892-1895 at the German Archaeological Institute in Rome, taking advantage of the distinguished senior faculty there.


HISTORICAL CONTEXT

	When it came to “cultural capital” in late-nineteenth century Europe, nothing could rival the knowledge of the classical world. All other humanistic (and probably even scientific) disciplines were secondary. Every country staked its claim to “civilization” on its ability to assimilate the legacy of the ancients. It is indicative that, when Ivanov matriculated to study ancient history in Berlin, the classics department dwarfed the German department in terms of size and prestige. German, after all, was a local phenomenon; classics was “universal.” (For Europeans, it should be noted, the “universe” was Eurocentric; Asia and Africa existed insofar as they at times interacted with Europe. Other continents barely registered.) Latin was still the lingua franca of the scholarly world, and students of classics not only wrote their dissertations in Latin, but even took “practical” courses where they conversed in that language.
	Rome was of course the center for studies of the ancient world, and numerous nations vied to claim its legacy. The German Archaeological Institute, with which Ivanov was able to affiliate himself in Rome (and later in Athens), had existed for decades as the pet project of Friedrich Wilhelm IV of Prussia before it became an official German state institution in 1874, at which point the Athens branch was established. Germany was by no means the only country to establish a scholarly foothold in Rome. There was a French school, an Austrian school, a British Academy, and  — somewhat later — even the barbaric Americans set up an Academy. It says something about Russia’s cultural position that it had no corresponding institution, a situation Ivanov tried to rectify in the early 1920s.
	One might wonder what happened to all the classicists that German universities were producing. The answer is that most of them ended up as Gymnasium instructors, teaching new generations classical languages and cultures. Entries to the multi-volume Pauly-Wissowa encyclopedia of antiquity — to this day considered the most authoritative work of its kind — were authored by leading professors, but also by many of these well-trained but obscure high-school teachers. 
	Russia, by contrast, lacked cadres of experts in the ancient world. As in so many areas, Russian culture suffered from “backwardness” and was desperately trying to catch up with the rest of Europe. Despite its historically profound religious (and even linguistic) ties to Byzantium, Russia did not cultivate a particularly close relationship to Greek culture, and this was reflected in the country’s educational policies. Educated Russians were generally taught Latin, but not Greek. Pushkin, for example, a member of the first class of the famed Lyceum, learned a smattering of Latin (memorably recalled in Eugene Onegin 1:VI), but no Greek whatsoever. Zhukovsky, the author of the classic translation of the Odyssey into Russian, did not know ancient Greek. Instead, he relied on a trot carefully prepared by — who else? — a German gymnasium director. (Zhukovsky was living in Germany at the time and could discuss linguistic subtleties with this highly-educated informant.)
In 1873, in an attempt to redress his country’s cultural backwardness and join the civilized nations of Western Europe, Alexander II established a program to train experts in classics. The idea was to send 30 promising Russian students annually to the Philological Institute at the University of Leipzig, where they could take advantage of a rigorous curriculum already in place. The costs for these students were completely covered by the Russian state, but upon completion, they were obliged to return and teach in Russian institutions of higher learning (either gymnasia or universities), pledging to work two years for each one year of their scholarship. Ivanov’s elder contemporary, later a friend and colleague, the eminent scholar Faddei Zelinsky was the program’s outstanding student. He became Russia’s (and, after the Revolution, Poland’s) leading classicist, producing not only scholarly works of distinction, but also popularizing ancient culture through lectures and translations. Ivanov himself was offered the opportunity to participate in the Leipzig program. Not wishing to bind himself to the Russian state, he opted to strike out on his own; his decision to continue his studies in Berlin was financed independently by his wife and her family.


POETRY

Ivanov was first and foremost a poet. It is revealing that among his very first published works are poems directly related to antiquity. “The Funeral Feast of Dionysos,” one of two poems published in 1898, already points to the Dionsysian theme that would be central to his poetry, philosophy, and scholarship throughout his life. In 1899 Ivanov published his first translation — of Pindar’s first pythian ode, with a lengthy introduction in which he justified his decision to render the poem equimetrically.
Ivanov is generally considered as the leading theoretician of Russian Symbolism and one of its most important poets. In his conception, Symbolism was not a school, but a method. He saw Symbolism as a joyful inheritance of past achievement and thus had no difficulty in reconciling it with Dante, Goethe and Greek myth.
When Ivanov published his first collection of poetry in 1903 (according to the colophon, though it actually appeared at the very end of 1902), he appended eight pages of commentary at the end. This section was intended to explain mythological references and literary allusions that would presumably be unfamiliar to readers. However, these notes were the tip of the proverbial iceberg. Even Briusov, a highly educated poet, soon to become Ivanov’s Symbolist comrade-in-arms, wrote a review in which he suggested expanding the commentary. Ivanov’s notes reflect a poet steeped in world culture, especially the classics. So, for example, in the 16-line poem “Sappho” (written in Sapphic stanzas, something that had been noted with surprise and approval by Vladimir Solov’ev), there is a reference to “starry Aphrodite.” Ivanov supplies a brief note to this line: “On Aphrodite ’Αστερία see Welcker, griech. Götterlehre, I, 673.” It is unlikely that many of Ivanov’s readers would have had access to Welcker’s multi-volume study (published about fifty years earlier and hardly a staple of private libraries), but even if they did, they would have needed to be able to read German and Greek to understand Ivanov’s reference and, it would seem, Ivanov’s poem. In a word, while Ivanov sought to express the most pressing spiritual needs of his time, this was poetry “für wenige” (to use Zhukovsky’s phrase), not the sort of anodyne Romanticism that Russians of the late nineteenth-century were accustomed to. Reviewers less tolerant than Briusov would castigate Ivanov for pretentiousness, and accusations of obscurity would dog him throughout his career, coming not only from philistine reviewers, but even from people like Annensky, himself a classical scholar as well as an innovative modernist poet. 
Still, Ivanov was not citing scholarship to impress (or intimidate) his readers. Rather, he was citing his sources as he tried to expand the possibilities of Russian poetic language, using all means at his disposal: syntax, lexicon, meter, and of course his sphere of references. From the very beginning, scholarship and poetry went hand in hand for Ivanov. A clear example of this interplay comes from 1900. While composing his own tragedy “Niobe” (never finished) in the British countryside, he sent a letter to a friend in Petersburg, requesting her to go to the main library to consult the most thorough lexicon of antiquity (Roscher, the predecessor to Pauly) and copy out all passages — in the original languages — pertaining to Niobe and Dionysos. In a subsequent letter, he explained why this research was so essential: “Let me explain that it concerned a large artistic work that I have already begun. But it was impossible to move it forward, and (still more important) to work out the plan and even to decide if the basic idea was possible and true without having the existing philological material at hand <…> now I know that I sketched out the plan correctly and began it correctly, that my poetic and philological intuition [takt] is justified, that I can continue to work on it and, on top of everything else, I have enriched myself with outstanding material that I will use every step of the way.”


DRAMA

	In addition to the fragmentary “Niobe,” Ivanov completed two plays, both on subjects from Greek mythology: “Tantalus” and “Prometheus.” Though neither was ever performed, Ivanov had an enormous influence on the development of contemporary Russian theater. While studying in Athens, Ivanov had heard Dörpfeld give numerous lectures about the ancient Greek theater. Among the things he learned was that the oldest Greek theaters (as against the ones reconstructed based on later Roman models) had no physical demarcation separating the audience from the participants. This was, after all, a religious ritual, so the fundamental idea was that everyone present would be a participant. Modern theater, of course, had developed the elevated stage, clearly separating the performers from the audience. In the early years of the twentieth century, Ivanov published a number of highly influential theoretical essays bemoaning this development. It was not so much that Ivanov wanted to change the physical structure of contemporary theater as that he wanted to change the entire conception of modern drama in order to involve the audience. Among the readers of these essays was the young Vsevelod Meyerhold, soon to become one of the most radical innovators in twentieth-century European theater. As an actor and director with insatiable intellectual curiosity, Meyerhold was attracted by Ivanov’s utopian belief in theater as a means of removing social boundaries and creating a unity of actors and audience. Though he never staged Ivanov’s plays, he did organize rehearsals of some of the choruses (in ancient meters) from “Tantalus.” But more significantly: he found a practical application for many of Ivanov’s theories. He also joined forces with Ivanov (and the Symbolist Georgii Chulkov) to create a new theater organization called “The Torches.” While this did not ultimately lead to tangible results beyond a few essay collections, Ivanov’s association with Meyerhold would remain intact even into the Soviet period, when he wrote an essay on Aristophanes and Gogol (with its characteristic combination of antiquity and modernity) for a journal edited by Meyerhold in anticipation of Meyerhold’s new — and now legendary — staging of Gogol’s “Inspector General.” 
	In 1919, concluding a brief autobiography, Ivanov wrote: “It seems to me that in my poetry and articles about art, in particular about the meaning of ancient tragedy for our time I have done more to arouse interest in classical antiquity than in the few articles I have published up until now and in the many lectures that I have given on the subject of ancient Greek religion and literature.”


TEACHING

	Ivanov had left the University of Berlin without a degree (although his dissertation on Roman tax law had been not only accepted, but even praised, by Mommsen), because he had decided to become a full-time poet rather than an academic. Nonetheless he was drawn back into the academic orbit numerous times in his life. As a rule, he taught, as Herbert von Karajan reputedly said of Carlos Kleiber’s decision to conduct, “when the refrigerator was empty.” Ivanov’s finances were often precarious, and teaching offered a steady income. By most accounts, he was a gifted, though intimidating pedagogue. With the assistance of Zelinsky, he received a position to teach ancient Greek and Roman literature in the Raeff “Advanced Courses for Women” (a type of private university for women, created because Russia’s state universities only accepted male students). This particular position suddenly opened up when Annensky died of a heart attack in November 1909. Since few of the students had serious training in ancient languages, Ivanov was forced to teach the works in translation. His dissatisfaction with the existing translations (or with the absence of any translations whatsoever) inspired him to create his own. This was a pedagogical necessity, but also a creative task; Ivanov relished the opportunity to find Russian equivalents for the ancient texts. 
	When, escaping civil war and starvation, Ivanov found his way to Soviet Baku in 1920, he was immediately appointed head of the classics program at the newly founded university. Because he lacked the necessary doctoral degree, the University suggested granting him an honorary degree, but instead he decided to submit his study of Dionysus, which he had been working on in fits and starts for about twenty years. In 1921 that study was accepted as a dissertation, and Ivanov could now officially boast a doctoral degree as well as professorial status. (Both of these credentials later proved essential in emigration.) That dissertation, published in 1923 as “Dionysos and Pre-Dionysianism,” was a stunning display of erudition, reflecting the author’s immersion in history, art, philology, archaeology, religious studies, and philosophy. Ivanov himself characterized it as an attempt to “overcome Nietzsche.” Nietzsche, as a trained classicist who left the academy to devote himself to philosophy and art, was in some ways a parallel figure to Ivanov, and he had always exerted an enormous influence. But Ivanov took religion seriously. He not only disagreed with Nietzsche’s antagonistic views of Christianity, but also with Nietzsche’s tendency to view Dionysianism as an essentially aesthetic phenomenon. The “Greek religion of the suffering god” (as Ivanov referred to Dionysianism in a series of highly influential essays that appeared in 1904 and 1905, themselves based on lectures delivered in Paris a few years earlier) was a sort of pagan New Testament that prepared the ground for Christianity. (Contrary to common claims, Ivanov never identified Dionysus with Jesus, though he did connect them in certain poems.)
	In addition to his formal teaching at universities, Ivanov was a legendary teacher of poetic craft. He gave lectures to young poets on poetics and literary history and encouraged his listeners to try their hand at a variety of genres and “fixed forms.” He engaged in this activity without remuneration for many years, initially in St. Petersburg for an intimate group of friends (including Voloshin) and then upon the request of Gumilev for an enthusiastic group of young — and later famous — poets. This activity continued in Baku after the Bolshevik coup. Among the forms that he cultivated — initially in his own poetic practice and then in the work of the younger generation — were the meters of antiquity. The elegiac distich, for example, had been used by numerous nineteenth-century poets (including Pushkin) as a means of classical stylization, but Ivanov employed it far more extensively and in poems of serious philosophical import. He also introduced his students to more recondite forms, such as sapphic stanzas, galliambic verse, and ancient iambic trimeter, most of which find their way into the poetic experimentation of other poets of the period (e.g. the galliambic poetry of Voloshin, the sapphic stanzas of Sofia Parnok).
	In his final two and a half decades in Italy, teaching became Ivanov’s principal means of survival. He was employed for almost a decade in Pavia as an instructor of modern languages and then by the Vatican as a teacher of Church Slavonic. However, his own “cultural capital” was in many ways linked to his status as a classicist, not least as a “student of Mommsen.” It was in this capacity that he was so admired by, among others, Ernst Robert Curtius and Maurice Bowra. After the great classicist Ulrich von Wilamowitz died, Karl Muth, editor of the influential Catholic journal Hochland, turned to Ivanov for an evaluation of his legacy. Ivanov responded with a lengthy essay, which — among other things — defended Nietzsche against the invective that Wilamowitz had directed against “The Birth of Tragedy.” In his essay, Ivanov approvingly cited Goethe’s dictum: “In searching for something exemplary we must always return to the ancient Greeks.”


TRANSLATION

	In Russia of the nineteenth century and also in the Soviet period, translation was highly valued and well compensated. This helps to explain why so many significant Russian poets were also translators. Ivanov always considered poetic translation an artistic enterprise. We have already noted that one of his very first publications was a translation of Pindar. Scholars have long recognized his translations (from languages he knew such as English, French, German, Italian, Latin, and Greek — and even from languages he did not know, e.g. Armenian and Lithuanian) as an integral part of his work. 
	Ivanov was a believer in equimetrical translation, convinced that the form of a poem was essential to its essence. Such an approach was not common in the nineteenth century (Zhukovsky routinely changed the meters of the poems he translated, often with far-reaching consequences), but it was far more common beginning with the Symbolists. In his own generation, then, Ivanov was hardly unique in this regard. However, what distinguishes him was his thoroughgoing application of this principle to ancient poetry. 
Ivanov’s major accomplishments as a translator of ancient poetry take the form of two books: Alceus and Sappho (published in his lifetime and sufficiently successful to warrant republication; it has been shown that Ivanov’s translations had a profound influence on Mandel’shtam’s conception of antiquity) and the complete plays of Aeschylus (unpublished in his lifetime). The Aeschylus translations were intended to form a trilogy of the Greek tragedians, complementing translations of Sophocles by Zelinsky and of Euripides by Annensky. But even without such an agreement, Aeschylus was particularly congenial to Ivanov. The famously difficult syntax and the archaic nature of his vocabulary had parallels in Ivanov’s own poetic practice. Both the Aeschylus and the Alceus and Sappho projects were commissioned by the Sabashnikov publishing house. It is worth noting that in the contract for the Aeschylus volume, Ivanov insisted on including a clause that permitted him to republish the translations in a complete edition of his own works. (Such an edition never materialized, but Ivanov’s concern in the matter is nonetheless revealing.) 


BOLSHEVIK RUSSIA AND THE CLASSICAL WORLD

	Like many Russian intellectuals, Ivanov greeted the February revolution ecstatically, as a rejuvenation of the country and a religious renewal. However, he was profoundly disappointed by the October Revolution, which he viewed as a lawless coup d’état. For the first few months of Bolshevik rule, Ivanov was in outspoken opposition to its policies. However, as the Bolsheviks consolidated power, it became clear that direct opposition could only lead to arrest or starvation. By autumn of 1918, Ivanov and the adult members of his family had accepted positions in the cultural bureaucracy of the new regime. This was not exactly capitulation. At this time, there was a wide range of views as to what the new Soviet culture should aim to accomplish, and Ivanov — who was still regarded in many quarters as an authority — hoped to influence policy as a force for cultural continuity.
	In heading up the theatrical section of the People’s Commissariat for Enlightenment, Ivanov was answering first and foremost to Anatoly Lunacharsky, a confirmed Marxist who nonetheless had genuine appreciation for Russian culture generally and for Ivanov specifically. For the years 1918 to 1920, Lunacharsky held considerable sway over cultural matters, and Ivanov was given many opportunities to voice his (non-Marxist) views. As part of his duties, he lectured on the Greek tragedians and their continued relevance. He also took the opportunity to dust off his views from the early years of the century and present them more or less unchanged. An anonymous review of the time (in one of the party journals) suggests that these ideas found a receptive audience:

“Comrade Ivanov developed the ideas of “an act of sobornost’” — of collective creativity in theater, which was the essence of ancient theater. The unity of thought and spirit characteristic of ancient theater was lost in bourgeois theater, where the spirit of separation reigned. Comrade Ivanov expressed a profound belief in the theater of the future. It will be created by the masses who are rejuvenated for creativity and will fulfill the cherished dreams of Skriabin, who longed for sobornost’ in his musical works. Comrade Meyerhold saluted comrade Ivanov, confirmed his theses through examples and called for real work in the clubs and theaters, affirming that only this work, and not disputes and discussions, will create the new forms, the new proletarian theater, which does not exist yet, but will and must exist.”

The potential of these “rejuvenated masses” was applied in the famous mass spectacles of the period (e.g. the recreation of the storming of the winter palace done by a cast of thousands). As in the most ancient tragedies, there were no observers, only participants.
At times, hewing more closely to Soviet parlance, Ivanov substituted the “the collective” for the mystical and religiously-tinged concept of “sobornost’”, but his point remained the same. 
By 1920, the Bolshevik stranglehold on culture was sufficient that Ivanov no longer had much room to maneuver. His attempts to leave the country failed, and he ended up in Baku, a city so provincial that the university was given considerable autonomy. As a classics professor, Ivanov continued to teach what he believed in. He took his duties seriously, giving his students a serious grounding in antiquity. One student recalled: 

“Probably the most interesting of his seminars was on Aeschylus. With the exception of a few passages, we read the entire tragedy “The Eumenides.” His approach was as follows: first came a literal translation and grammatical analysis, then a polished literary translation and finally a commentary on the realia. If the text contained errors, Viacheslav Ivanovich introduced us to methods for correcting it, to variants etc. He acquainted us with the entire apparatus of philological criticism. For me the most interesting part was the commentary, which consisted largely of historical and religious interpretations of the text.” 

It is safe to say that few students in Russia at this time were receiving instruction of this sort.
	In 1924 Ivanov renewed his efforts to leave the country. Since he still had a sympathetic listener in Lunacharsky, he hatched a plan to create a Russian Academy in Rome, to complement the institutions that other countries had established. As he argued: “The absence of Russia in the arena where cultured nations are jointly and competitively pursuing scholarly work and cooperating in advanced scholarly colloquy is a kind of voluntary exclusion from contemporary civilization and an indirect affirmation of false rumors about the decline of our culture.” Lunacharsky was genuinely enthusiastic about such a project and in 1924 signed off on a plan for Ivanov to leave for Rome to assess the situation and create the groundwork for this institution. Ivanov and his family left the country with Soviet passports and a small if temporary salary. Subsequent letters to Lunacharsky attest that Ivanov genuinely tried to set this plan in motion, but this type of international cooperation was doomed to failure by the increasingly xenophobic Soviet government. Eventually, Ivanov found other employment in Italy, yet there is no question that the creation of a Soviet Academy in Rome would have been dear to his heart.


GREEK VS. LATIN

Ivanov was probably more conversant in Latin than in Greek. He had taken conversational Latin courses in Berlin and participated in Latin dissertation defenses at the Vatican. He had written a dissertation as well as letters to learned friends in Latin. He had written Latin poetry. (Admittedly, he had also written several poems in ancient Greek.)
However, there can be no doubt that Ivanov considered himself closer to Greek culture than to Latin. When he turned to Roman Catholicism in 1926 (“conversion” was a word he avoided, since in his view acceptance of the pope’s authority did not entail a rejection of his native Orthodoxy), he joined the Greek Catholic Church, one of twenty-three Eastern self-governing churches within Catholicism. These Churches maintain their own distinctive traditions, rituals, and canon laws.
The link between Greece and Russia, fundamental to Ivanov’s world-view, was linguistically predetermined. As he explained in 1893 to the scholar Karl Krumbacher, the founder of the discipline of Byzantine studies in Germany, “I have not studied byzantine literary history, but one cannot be Russian without feeling oneself to a certain extent practically acquainted with certain of its genres <…> For this we are of course indebted most of all to our religious practice and to our church more generally, since some stylistic or phraseological distinctiveness of late Greek literary words is more or less familiar to us. After all, the idiom itself that our church uses, this same idiom that has so profoundly and nobly influenced our literary language, is a true image of the Greek, not a mechanically created image <…> It is an image that so exactly reflects the formal features of the original that, for example, the Greek word order is retained and the lack of the article is replaced by special adjectival endings that hint at the Greek articles. Hence some parts of Byzantine literature seem to us as if they belong to our old artistic literature, particularly since this literature moved exclusively within byzantine boundaries.”
In 1932 Ivanov wrote to Ernst Robert Curtius, explaining his antipathy to the concept of Eurasianism. In Ivanov’s view, Russia was in no way a part of Asia; but it was not simply a part of Christian Europe either. Rather, it was part of Byzantine Greece: “Russia is Byzantium right into the deepest layers of language and forms of thought.”
In the final year of his life, during a visit from the Estonian poet Aleksis Rannit, the elderly poet confided that he would be profoundly unhappy in the next world if he did not have the opportunity to read, write, and speak <ancient> Greek. 
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