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VIACHESLAV IVANOV'S IDEAL OF THE ARTIST AS PROPHET:
FROM THEORY TO PRACTICE
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The representation of the writer as a prophet is a long-standing and
well-established tradition in Russian literature. It first became prominent at the time of Romanticism, when it was taken up by the Decembrist poets in a specific historical context and extended into a broader, more generai image by Pushkin, Lermontov and Tiutchev. The
earliest systematic attempt to develop its ideologica) significance
within a messianic context was made by Gogol', whose claims were
subsequently fleshed out and elaborated much more fully by Dostoevskii in his famous Pushkin speech of 1880. Vladimir Solov'ev
built on the legacy of Dostoevskii, incorporating the ideai of the artist
as prophet into a fully fledged philosophy of history and aesthetics.
The religious branch of the Symbolist movement in a sense represen-

I This article forms part of a wider project on the development of the image of the
writer as prophet in the Russian literary tradition. I am extremely grateful to the
British Academy for the award of a two-year Research Readership in 1997-99 and to
the Arts and Humanities Research Board for a grant for rescarch leave in 2000-2001
that cnabled me to investigate this topic. A conference grant from the School of
Slavonic and East European Studies, University College London allo made it possible
for me to deliver a preliminary version of this paper at the International Symposium
on Viacheslav Ivanov held in Rome in November 2001 and to collect further unpublished materials for this essay in Viacheslav Ivanov's Rome archive.
2 The closing lines of "Prooemion," the second poem of Nezhnaia taina (1912) 111, 11.
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ted the culmination of this trend; its poets were disciples of Solov'ev,
who took up his doctrine of theurgic art, translated it into the language of contemporary aesthetics and attempted to implement it in
their own creative lives and art. Their experiment was designed to reveal whether prophets could also be poets; as Blok put it, 6buIH "ripopoKamm", noxzena.rm cram "n03Tamu". 3
In this context Viacheslav Ivanov played a crucial and pivotal
role: he was not only the acknowledged leader and theoretician of the
religious Symbolists, but also exerted an important formative influence on the writers of the next generation. In his creative work he
confronted the issue of whether art could take on the function of
prophecy. Through his response to this question, the Iegacy of the
nineteenth-century image of the writer as prophet passed on into the
twentieth century.
This essay examines Ivanov's contribution to this tradition by focusing on three key issues. The first section considera the early sources and formation of Ivanov's theoretical ideal of the artist as prophet
and its reflection in poems from his first collection, Korinchie zvezdy.
How did Ivanov reconcile his chief source — the biblical model of
prophecy — with the classical mode of expression that he frequently
chose for it? Which artists from the past did he advance as prototypes
of his prophetic ideal?
The second section investigates the practical application of the
ideal of the artist as prophet to Ivanov's own time. To what extent did
Ivanov envisage that his ideal could be realised in contemporary art?
How did he build up this ideal in his essays on aesthetics? Did his
views on the subject change or develop over the years? Did he put
forward any contemporary artists as models of his prophetic ideal?
The third and final section probes into the most sensitive and personal aspect of this topic. How did Ivanov see his own role in relation to the ideai of the artist as prophet that he promulgated for his
age? Was he seen in this light by his contemporaries? To what extent
did he regard or present himself as a poet endowed with prophetic
insight? How was his self-image affected by the experiences of war,
revolution and emigration?

3 Aleksandr Blok, "O sovremennom sostoianii simvolizma," in Aleksandr Blok,

Sohranie sochinenii, ed. V. N. Orlov, A. A. Surkov and K. I. Chukovskii, Moscow and
Leningrad, 1960-1963, t. 5, s. 433.
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Ivanov's Ideai of the Artist as Prophet
In constructing the image of the writer as prophet, Russian writers,
like their European counterparts, drew on two principal early sources.
The Judaeo-Christian biblical tradition provided a broad context for
the notion of the writer as a prophetic figure, inspired by God with a
spoken and written word of divine origin and empowered to articulate
and shape the nation's messianic destiny. Alongside strong models of
prophetic leadership such as Moses or Isaiah, biblical tradition also
offered the archetypal model of the poet-prophet in the person of
King David, the psalmist.
The Graeco-Roman classical tradition also served as a rich source
of myths and images associated with prophecy and well assimilated
into literature. Although it did not offer such a clearly focused national dimension as the biblical tradition, it established a close link
between the gifts of prophecy and poetry through the myths of Apollo
and Orpheus as well as in the oracular pronouncements of the Pythia,
the priestess of Apollo at Delphi, and of the Sibyls. In ancient Greece
Homer, the blind seer, provided an early prototype of the prophetic
writer; in ancient Rome the "vates" was a common figure, whose integration into the Christian prophetic tradition was facilitated by Virgil,
the author of the messianic Fourth Eclogue.
Both traditions are invoked early on in Russian literature in relation to the ideai of the poet as prophet. The word "prorok", for example, is used in both contexts. Pushkin's celebrated poem "Prorok"
(1826) clearly refers to the figure of the biblical prophet; indeed, one
of its earliest readers and first publisher, Mikhail Pogodin, referred to
it quite simply as "Pushkin's verses from Isaiah". 4 By contrast, in his
earlier address to his friend and fellow poet Nikolai lazykov ("K
lazykovu", 1824), Pushkin's characterisation of Anton Del'vig as
"muz vozvyshennykh prorok" takes up the same term in its classical
sense. In a later poem addressed to Nikolai Gnedich, "S Gomerom
dolgo ty besedoval odin..." (1832), Pushkin explores the differences

4 In November 1827 M. P. Pogodin noted in his diary: "voskhishchlalsial
stikhami Pushkina iz Isaii". See M. A. Tsiavlovskii, "Pushkin po dokumentam
Pogodinskogo arkhiva", in Pushkin i ego sovremenniki: Materialy i issledovaniia,
19-20, Petrograd 1914, s. 87-88. "Prorok" was first published in Pogodin's journal
"Moskovskii Vestnik" 1828, 3, s. 269-70.
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between poetry and prophecy by contrasting the figures of Homer
and Moses.
It is the biblical source, however, rather than the classica/ one,
which has consistently acted as the main driving force behind the development of the Russian tradition of viewing the writer as prophet;
evidently this is because it provided the mode/ for the overarching
messianic view of the nation's destiny, taken over by the Russians
from the Jews. This assimilation of the prophetic tradition of Hebrew
scriptures into Russian literature can be traced right back to some of
the earliest formulations of the Russian national idea and mission; for
example, the magnificent sermon "Slovo o zakone i blagodati" (ca.
1047-50), composed by Metropolitan Ilarion of Kiev, constantly
seeks to demonstrate that the mission of the newly Christianized Rus'
is a direct extension and fulfilment of the Hebrew prophecies. 5 The
same underlying approach resurfaces in literary form in the work of
much later writers. In his Vybrannye mesta iz perepiski s druz'iami
(1847) Gogol' directly compares Russian poets to the Hebrew prophets, arguing that they are uniquely inspired by a biblical, prophetic
spirit, which is not shared by the poets of England, France or Germany. As "proof' of this claim, he invokes the example of Pushkin's
poem "Prorok". 6 Dostoevskii followed this lead when he chose to
give severa/ readings of this particular poem after his famous speech
of 1880, in which he argued that Pushkin's significance for Russia
was essentially prophetic. Solov'ev in turn based his view of Dostoevskii as a prophetic figure on these materials and added an entirely
new, much broader dimension to the Russian assimilation of the ideai
of biblical prophecy through his extensive work on the Hebrew
prophets . 7
Ivanov found himself on the receiving end of both traditions. His
approach to the biblical tradition of prophecy was to a large extent
determined by his reading of Solov'ev's works. The 'intellectual diary
5 See Ilarion's sermon "On Law and Grace", in Sermons and Rhetoric of Kievan
Rus', trans. and with an introduction by S. Franklin, Harvard Library of Early Ukrainian Literature, v. 5, Ukrainian Research Institute of Harvard Univ. 1991, pp. 3-29.
6 "0 Iirizme nashikh poetov" (1846), in N. V. Gogol', Polnoe sobranie
sochinenii, Moscow and Leningrad 1937-1952, t. 8, s. 249, 251.
7 On Solov'ev's contribution to the tradition of art as prophecy see P. Davidson,
Vladitnir Solov'ev and the Idea! of Prophecy, "Slavonic and East European Review"
78, no.4, October 2000, pp. 643-70.
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that he kept in Berlin during the late 1880s includes a fascinating
fragment entitled "Evrei i russkie" (1888-1889); it is clear from this
source that he took up Solov'ev's idea of Russia's messianic mission,
modelled on that of the Jews, at a very early stage of his religious and
philosophical development. 8 Later, in his most extensive elaboration
of the Russian national mission, "O russkoi idee" (1909, revised for
publication in German translation in 1930), he invoked the prophet
Isaiah's vision of the universal messianic mission of the Jewish nation as a model for the Russian national idea (III: 325).
Throughout his life Ivanov considered himself a faithful disciple
of Solov'ev in his approach to the Jewish people and Hebrew
prophecy. 9 His mentor's teachings provided him with the immediate
framework for his cultivation of the image of the artist as prophet.
Solov'ev had reformulated for his generation in the language of philosophy the well-established view of the Russian national idea as an
extension and fulfilment of the mission of the Jews. If the Hebrew
prophets had served to define the mission of the Jews, it stood to reason that those writers who took it upon themselves to define the mission of the Russians for the modern age (e. g. Gogol', Dostoevskii,
Solov'ev, Ivanov) were aligning themselves with the same tradition
and fulfilling a similar prophetic function. This view was reinforced
by Solov'ev's writings on aesthetics, in which he argued that the task
of the artist in the modern age was a theurgic one, destined to bring
about the fulfilment of the messianic, prophetic ideai through art. In
Solov'ev's view Russian artists were uniquely equipped to take part
in the revival of the ideai synthesis of art and mysticism, defined by
him as a "free theurgy" (svobodnaia teurgiia) or "integrai creativity"
(tsel'noe tvorchestvo). 1 "

8 Ivanov prefaces his reflections on the similarities between the Jews and the Rus-

sians by acknowledging his debt to Vladimir Solov'ev's seminai work I•toriia i badoshchnost' teokratii (1887). See the section entitled "Evrei i russkie" from "l Intellektual'nyi dnevnik. 1888-1889 gg•I," ed. N. V. Kotrelev and I. N. Fridman, in Viacheslav Ivanov. Arkhivnye inaterialy i issledovaniia, ed. L. A. Gogotishvili and A. T.
Kazarian, Moscow 1999, s. 30-32.
9 See, for example, Ivanov's statement in a letter to E. D. Shor of 9 July 1934: "to,

chto ia pisal odnazhdy o evreistve, mog by povtorit' i segodnia; eto moe neizmennoe
ubezhdenie. Nedarom zhe ia idu ot Solov'eva". Cited in Dimitrii Segai,

Viacheslav

Ivanov i setn'ia Shor, "Cahiers du Monde russe" 35 (1-2), janvier-juin 1994, p. 351.
10 See P. Davidson, Vladimir Solov'ev and the Idea( of Prophecy, cit., pp. 647-50.
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To Solov'ev's presentation of the biblical prophetic idea!, Ivanov
added a second strand. Not surprisingly, given his own background
as a scholar of Greek and Roman antiquity, he played a particular role
in developing elements from the classical tradition of prophecy as a
means of articulating aspirations that were essentially biblical in origin. His earliest published translation (1899), for example, was Pindar's first Pythian ode, full of prophetic motifs, into which he consciously introduced elements from Russian religious and popular
tradition. 11 His approach to the classical tradition was strongly coloured by his discovery of the writings of Nietzsche in the early 1890s.
Like Ivanov, Nietzsche was also a classica! scholar, but unlike Ivanov, he had set himself up in opposition to religious tradition as an
anti-Christian prophet for the modern age. His influence provided
Ivanov with a powerful "negative" springboard. Throughout the
1890s and 1900s Ivanov worked on the reconciliation of these two
conflicting strands: the biblical tradition of prophecy, filtered through
Solov'ev, and the classica] tradition of prophecy, filtered through
Nietzsche.' 2
Poetry was the principal sphere in which this process of syncretic
reconciliation was initially carried out. It served as an ideai medium
for this task, as it enabled Ivanov to blend disparate traditions within
a new, unified text of his own making, which possessed a higher degree of "authority" than prose. The intuitions encapsulated in verse
were then elaborated in a series of more theoretical essays, initiated in
the early 1900s, in which Ivanov would often quote his own verse as
"proof' of the composite ideai that he was advancing in prose.
This constant drive to reconcile the biblical and classica! traditions of prophecy informs many of the poems from Ivanov's first collection Kormchie Zvezdy (1903). In this respect Ivanov was a true
Renaissance man; indeed, many of his earliest references to art as
prophecy are related to the work of one of the most celebrated artists
II See Ivanov's introductory comments to his translation; Pervaia pifiiskaia oda
"Zhurnal ministerstva narodnogo prosveshcheniia" 1899 (July), s. 49.
12 On Ivanov's discovery of Nietzsche in the 1890s, see his "Avtobiograficheskoe
pis'mo" (Il, 19). For Ivanov's interesting comment on Solov'ev's enormous
influence on him, despite the fact that his personal contact with the philosopher
coincided with the time of his life when he was a passionate follower of Nietzsche but
had not yet overcome him, see his letter of 22 September 1929 to E. D. Shor, cited in
D. Segai, Viacheslav Ivanov i senz'ia Shor, cit., s. 352.
Pindara,
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of the Renaissance, Michelangelo. In "Sikstinskaia Kapella", one of
the last poems from the cycle of Italian sonnets, Ivanov takes pains to
underline the link between biblical and classica/ prophecy in Michelangelo's art by devoting two consecutive lines to the biblical prophets and the Sibyls, represented in Michelangelo's frescoes as part
of a single, continuous line of succession, anticipating the coming of
Christ:
H H3 rpemagux ycT cervw cyne6 rnaron;
apHinTix ACB Ha FOROC, NX aoHymafi;
Rum, H CèMbN, B cKopai n<nyukeri,
FloTomica TailHoro HemcKynneHHIA cTHon... I3
OTKJBAK

14

Te.B, N B3ROXOB

In an earlier sonnet from the same cycle Ivanov chooses another
work by Michelangelo to serve as a striking image of the assimilation
of biblical prophecy into the creative sphere of art, allied with the
classica/ tradition. His description of Michelangelo's statue of David
in "Il Gigante" highlights the artist's response to the prophetic potential of his subject, destined to be realised in future generations:
Bce B HeM aanor: o rnaa memt, 'ITÒ megnm meTHT,
11 mynpocTb *nyinux ycT — OHN cy14g5am OTBeTAT! —
Bor — nyx Ha nbBa
O, Hepb npauw, Anon! (1,616)

An even more powerful image of the artist embracing the prophetic ideai was Michelangelo's statue of another biblical prophet, Moses, which stands today in Rome in the basilica of San Pietro in
Vincoli. We shall see below that Ivanov attached a particular significance to this statue since his early childhood, when he first saw it in
an album of reproductions. It comes as no surprise, therefore, to find
that his programmatic poem on art, "Tvorchestvo", carries as an epigraph the legendary words that Michelangelo addressed to his statue
of Moses when he found that it was too big to enter the basilica:
Ricordati che vivi, e cammina!
C-51mm Mhicesa,-Axpizeno K mpamopy "Monceii" (1, 536).

It would be difficult to find a more vivid example of the artist's ability
to harness the energy of the prophet. In a letter to Briusov Ivanov referred to this poem as the expression of his understanding of the "ac-

13 I, 622. In his note to the sonnet Ivanov emphasised the exact correspondence
between his poem and Michelangelo's frescoes; his Iist of the frescoes described in
his poem includes "Proroki" and "Sivilly" in fourth and fifth piace. I, 860.
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tive (theurgic) task of art". 14 However, although his poem emphasises
Michelangelo's connection with prophecy, it represents this artist
more as a Demiurge than as a prophet.'s
The first artist from the past clearly put forward by Ivanov as a
model of the ideai of the artist-prophet for the modern age was in fact
neither a painter, nor a sculptor, not even a poet or a writer, but a
composer: Beethoven. Significantly, his name is mentioned alongside
Michelangelo in "Tvorchestvo". Kormchie zvezdy contains numerous
references to him, of which the best known is the poem "Missa Solennis, Betkhovena", placed shortly before "Tvorchestvo" in the opening section of the collection.
B

Korga CBHTble TeHH

CKpbIJIHCb nane B ue6eca,

Fne Tbl BHAJ1, HaR3Be3)Bibill rental,
Plx xnanennii ronoca?
B ,itHH, KaK nepublx xop
Pa3nenetitiiii, irmemor,
I/1x MOJIHTB cornactibt nuKH
FRC noncnyman Tbl, npopoK?

Y nopm J1H Tbl 3a6BCHHOti,
Y rpilnymeii nu ticTopr
Fnac iianewitbi
Bepbl MOlgb, 11106BH RocTopr?
Ho H B OHbl neKii /lupa
FIcanmonenuasi tinsi
He ?mamma Armia Mitpa,
CTOJIb BCeBHATHO rouopii!

14 See V. I. Ivanov's letter to V.Ia. Briusov of 28/15 December 1903: "iskusstvo -

ne `ancilla' Poznaniia. Kak ia ponimaiu ego deistvennuiu (teurgicheskuiu) zadachu, ia
skazal v stikhotvorenii `Tvorchestvo' v `Kormchikh zvezdakh'." S. S. Grechishkin,
N. V. Kotrelev and A. V. Lavrov eds., "Perepiska s Viacheslavym Ivanovym," in Lite-

raturnae nasledstvo 85, Valerii Briusov, Moscow 1976, s. 442.
15 See the lines "Bud' novyi Demiurg! Kak Dant ili Omir, / Zazhgi nad solntsem

Empirei! / Priroda - znamen'e i ten' predvechnykh del: / Tvoi zamysel - ei simvol
ravnyi" (1, 537). In a similar vein, in "Il Gigante" Michelangelo is described as
"sverkhchelovechestva nemoi ierofant" (I, 616).
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conan (1, 534-35).

In the second stanza Ivanov addresses Beethoven directly as a
prophet, who was able to catch the sounds of the harmonious prayers
of the "great chorus of the faithful" at a time when it had fallen silent.
Beethoven is presented through the retrospective prism of Wagner
and Nietzsche as a figure who carried the legacy of biblical prophecy
over into the sphere of art. Significantly, the fourth stanza even implies that he was a more powerful prophet than David the psalmist,
whose praise (i.e. prophecy) of the Lamb of the World was not as
distinct as Beethoven's prophetic cali to humanity to unite.
The poem advances Beethoven as a model of the artist-prophet for
the modern age. It does not, however, specify exactly how this prophetic message might apply to the Russians. Interesting light is cast
on this question by a passage from Ivanov's intellectual diary of
1888, recording his response to hearing the slow movement of Beethoven's Sonata no.12:
MepHO N MegfleHHO

rimami Ha>tonle, no6ennbie N

BMCCTC nevanbHble

[Be'l'xoBeHcKoro [mapinan BerxoBeHa (op. 26), noinnie
Hanno( neptcomnix neceH. MHe gyminoch Haute no6enHoe
ora

cmttpunuch

BeCgeTHble

nparn, HaC ne

LIICCTBIIC B

[3aBeTHbul]

FIOHIIMaBIBI1C, II

Haponam

CTOSILW4M C Cepb03HIAM41 fillliaM11 N DOJIHI,IM

Kal(0Ú-TO

rropKecmeHtnn aaHe'r. 16

aKKOMbl

JICFKIIX OT3ByKOB

mi mem

nHyrpeHHero

It might seem surprising that Ivanov heard echoes of Russian
Orthodox liturgical chants in the "Maestoso andante" movement of
Beethoven's twelfth sonata (referred to by the composer as a funeral
march on the death of a hero). These "echoes", however, enabled him
to interpret Beethoven's march as the triumphant procession of the
Russian people, delivering a message of special import to the nations
of the world. Beethoven thus becomes the "prophet" of Russia's universal message to the world, anticipating the later teachings of Do-

16 See the extract dated 19 February 118881 and Kotrelev's accompanying notes in
"i Intellektual'nyi dnevnik. 1888-1889 gg.I", ed. N. V. Kotrelev and I. N. Fridman, in
Viacheslav Ivanov. Arkhivnye Inaterialy i issleclovaniia, ed. L. A. Gogotishvili and

A. T. Kazarian, Moscow 1999, s.13.
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stoevskii and Solov'ev. As Nikolai Kotrelev has pointed out, in the
light of this extract Ivanov's reference in his poem to Beethoven's
prophetic message of unity to humanity appears to carry a particular
meaning for the Russians: they are called upon to reunite the "great
chorus of the faithful", "divided" since the split between the Eastern
and Western branches of Christianity.' 7
The next section of this essay will investigate how Ivanov developed his understanding of the ways in which contemporary Russian
artists might respond to this prophetic cali.

The realisation of the Ideai of the Artist
as Prophet in contemporary Russian culture
Ivanov's first collection of verse Korrnchie zvezdy was a highly personal compilation, written over a number of years at a distance from
Russian literary circles and published before his return to Russia.
Although it already contained many of the elements of his prophetic
ideal, combining biblical and classical motifs filtered through the teachings of Solov'ev and Nietzsche, these were scattered throughout
the collection and did not amount to a unified statement directed at
any particular audience.
The task of translating the prophetic intuitions expressed in verse
into a coherent aesthetic programme for contemporary artists was
taken up by Ivanov after his return to Russia in 1904. Through a series of highly influential essays he sought to establish a platform
around which a circle of like-minded followers could unite; the essays
were written from the point of view of a new collective "we", which
extended the isolated lyrical "1" of the poetry into the public domain.
As we shall see, they articulated a graduai progression towards an increasingly strong affirmation of the prophetic powers of the contemporary Russian artist.
In the very first essay, "Poet i Chem — (1904), Ivanov raises the
question of the poet's prophetic role in the modern age. After citing

17 Ibidem, p. 46. Kotrelev supports his reading by pointing out that the immediately preceding extract in the diary (ibidem, p. 12), written on the same day, offers a rather negative comment on the papacy's striving to dominate the whole world.
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Pushkin's poem "Poet i tolpa" (1828) as evidence of the tragic split
between the poet and his audience, he asks a rhetorical question:
► JIH 1103T 3ReCb — "npopoK", ORHH H3 HCKOHH HapoRo6opcTnyiorgux HanaraTendi' nonsiomeimoti B HHX BOJIH Ha BORIA my*tie? HaripoTtin. LlepHb )K,ReT OT
FlogTa norienemd, H emy Hemero noHenerb eii, Kpome 6naroroBeimoro 6e3monnin ~reputi. "Favete linguis". 14Iniga7Ke npigmo: "YRantrrecb, Henocnsiw,eHubie" (anurpacip Ham6a). 18

Although Ivanov states that Pushkin's Poet is not and cannot be a
prophet, the very fact that he poses the question is highly significant.
It sets up an expectation that the poet, as envisaged by Pushkin,
should be a prophet, and is only prevented from this by the tragic
split between himself and the people. There is already a clear implication that the poet will be reinstated in his true role as a national
prophet once this rift is mended. This is certainly how Ivanov's contemporaries understood the message of his essay. Merezhkovskii,
writing for "Novyi pue" in September 1904, summed it up as follows:
"n031' HeicorRa 6bi.ri H CHOBa 6yACT ripopoKom".' 9
The initial negative framing of the prophetic ideai paves the way
for its positive development in the rest of the essay. Ivanov continues
to outline the path that contemporary poets should follow in order to
recover their lost prophetic status: they should develop their own,
inward-looking symbolic language, modelled on the utterances of the
prophesying Pythia:
BepHbi C130eil C1351TbIHC ocTantich gepaHymune THOpHTb cBoe OTpCILICHHOC CJI0B0.
)11,yx, norpy>KeHtmill B nogc.nyrunriaime H TpaHc TailHoro oTKponeHmi, He mor
coo6maThcsi c mnpom image, mem npopmlecTnylomam rhicktm. CII0B0 crrano
TonbKo yKaaaHilem, TOIlbK0 HaMCKOM, TOIlbK0 CHNIBOJI0M; H6o TOMKO 'I'aKoe
CII0B0 He 6b1no J1071(61O (1, 712).
True symbols are intimately bound up with the national soul and are
"metaphysically true" (I, 713); they possess the power to heal the rift
between the poet and the crowd. The poet who follows this advice
will be guided "along the path of the symbol to myth" (1,714). Like
Michelangelo in Ivanov's early poem "Tvorchestvo", he will become
a "new demiurge" (1,714), ruling the world through myth.

18 I, 709. The essay first appeared in "Vesy" 1904, 3 and was republished in Ivanov's influential collection of essays, Po zvezda'n: Stati i aforivny, SPb. 1909.
19 D. Mterezhkovskiil, Za ili protiv?, "Novyi put — 1904, 9 (September), s. 269.
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We may note that there are no explicit references in this initial essay to the biblical dimension of prophecy; Ivanov approaches his
theme through the prism of the classical tradition, as is clear from his
association of modern poets with the prophesying Pythia. His next
essay on the subject, "Nitsshe i Dionis" (1904), continues to develop
this classical approach to prophecy, focused on Nietzsche's understanding of the cult of Dionysus. Significantly, however, a link
with the biblical tradition of prophecy is now introduced. Ivanov
compares Nietzsche, defined as the "prophet and opponent of Dionysus"(I, 726), to the biblical patriarch and prophet Jacob, characterised as a theomachist:
14 — KaK HaKou 6oro6opett y.rlyntri 6.narocrioueltue — TaK Hutt= HpHHAIlcrrpauaneuaTneurie c'rpaRatomero bora, HM nponoBe;taHHoro H o'rputlyTOPO. flpOpOK H 11pOTHBHHK Amonica B CBONX 003r013CHNSIX H MyKax, cucia
umile H cuoell rH6e104, OH SIBmieT TparWICCKHe riernbi 60>KeCTBa (I, 726).
itanbitoe

This establishes a broad framework for the parallel between the
classical and biblical traditions of prophecy, which is carried over
into Russian literature through the association of Nietzsche's Dionysian "prophetic ears" with the hearing of the biblical Prophet described in Pushkin's poem:
Ero HCOOJIbliThe H3S1L0Hble

661'rt, Bentumn ywaMH,
K1,1HCK0F0 FlpopoKa,

yum — ripejtmeT ero 110eCna01151 — JA0B*Hbl 6b1J111
"nlymom H 30000M", KaK c.nyx flywK coKpotteutioil mytbiKe ~otto() Rytutt. 2°

HC110,11HCH0b1MH

The reference to hearing and music paves the way for the discussion
of Beethoven's prophetic significance that follows. Ivanov establishes a line of succession, originating in the music of Beethoven,
whose prophetic mantle was passed on to Nietzsche through Wagner
(I, 717). He hints at the continuation of this line of prophetic succession in Russian literature through his references to Pushkin's
"Prophet" and to Dostoevskii as the "great mystagogue of the future
Zarathustra" (I, 717).
In "Kop'e Afiny" (1904) Ivanov develops the idea that contemporary "art of the celi" (keleinoe iskusstvo) will necessarily lead to the

20 I, 717. The essay first appeared in "Vesy" 1904, 5 and was republished in l'o
zvezdum (1909). For a later example of lvanov's association of the hearing of Pushkin's Prophet with the music of Nietzsche's Dionysian teachings, see Viacheslav Ivanov, O 'Khimerakh' Andreia Belogo, "Vesy" 1905, 7, s. 52.
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rebirth of "universal art" (vsenarodnoe iskusstvo) in the future. In
support of this view he notes that severa/ key. models of the artistprophet from the past, including Dante and Beethoven, exhibited features of both types of art in their works. Although Ivanov had already
introduced this idea in "Poet i Chern — , he had at that stage raised the
possibility of a connection between the artist of the modern age and
the prophet only in order to deny the possibility of its realisation in
the present. In "Kop'e Afiny", written and published just a few
months later, he restates the issue in more positive terms and explicitly relates both types of art to two different levels of prophecy. The
modern artist, who follows Nietzsche's Zarathustra and "dares" to
prophesy, is now presented as innately prophetic and on the verge of
attaining a higher degree of prophecy.
In order to relate this idea to the Russian literary tradition, lvanov
cites the example of Lermontov; his "Prorok" of 1841 — a response to
Pushkin's eponymous poem — is caid to embody the characteristic
features of art of the celi:
Ero [Keneimoro ucKyceTua] ripeReramrenii, Ree, B 60111,111ell HJIH ~baldi CTC.nepmou'roucKoro HpopoKa. CHMBOTIOM ero MRCTWICCKOti
BCHH, ABASIFOT
;kyum MOF OLI Clly)KHTb TCKCT Rafra: "HCMHOF0e H3BHe nocnnuo 661.n0 B3opy;
HO mepei TO 3BC3p,b1 A Euuken H SICHLIMH, H Kpyruibimu ueo6bi , mo".21

It is significant that Ivanov follows the reference to Lermontov's
Prophet by quoting a translation of the very lines from Dante's
Purgatorio (XXVII, 88-90) that he had appended to his own collection Kornichie zvezdy as an epigraph. He clearly intended Dante's
lines to encapsulate the image of the poet on the verge of making the
projected transition from art of the celi to universal art. The implication seems to be that Ivanov, like Dante and Lermontov before him,
is already practising a partially, if not fully, prophetic form of art.
This idea, first introduced on the basir of the poetry of Dante and
Lermontov with a hint at its possible application to lvanov and his
contemporaries, is then translated into a more dogmatic maxim valid
for ali forms of art of the celi and universal art. Later in the essay
lvanov states that the "prophetic daring" of art of the celi will eventually be transformed into the "prophetic submission" of universal art:

21

1, 729. The essay first appeared in "Vesy" 1904, 0) and was republished in Po

zvezdam (1909).
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ncKyccTne KeneiThom "6e3B0J1bHbI6 41p0H3BOJI" FeH 1451 nepec'rynae'r npenenbi
3mrinpmmecK0ro gelp3HOBCHHM (no cywLecTny anamummecKoro) n nocutraeT
cno6onbi BHyTpeHHei, 1411H npoponecTnennoit. [....] 3Rech cno6ona nepexonwr B
lie06X011HMOCTb, nponanoti Renaercm 6e3B0.11bHb1M, npopogecTnennoe neinnonenme o6painaenn B nomini-lenite npopomecKoe (I, 731).
B

In many ways this view represents an attempt to bridge the gap
between the Nietzschean model of prophetic daring and the Solov'evian, biblical ideai of prophetic submission.
By the next year, in the essay "Iz oblasti sovremennykh nastroenii" (1905), we find a brief statement of the same ideas in the form of
a programmatic declaration of faith, challenging Merezhkovskii's
ideas on prophecy:
Mbl >Ke [....1 nepmm B 60>Kecr1'nennyto MOLL4b 14 nponwiennuanbnoe naanamenue
CB060RHOF0 TBOWIECTBa, Karopoe necchepbi npoponecTnennofi, cchepbi
06X0RNIMO CTaHOBVITCH TBOWICCTBOM TeyprtmecKtim, KaK OHO craner 14 TnopmeCTBOM ncenapojinbim B xoponbix o6umnax. 22

Ivanov writes as the self-appointed representative of a collective
body ("we"), evidently consisting of contemporary artists who subscribe to Solov'ev's teaching on prophetic energy as the sphere of
inspired creativity. These artists are said to piace their faith in the "divine might" and "providential mission" of the "prophetic sphere",
now equated with the sphere of "free art", which is already becoming
"theurgic" (note the present tense) and will inevitably become "universal" in the future.
In an essay written during the following year, "Predchuvstviia i
predvestiia" (1906), Ivanov develops the implication that the theurgic
artist can harness this divine power and providential mission. He
starts by asking whether contemporary symbolism belongs to the
sphere of romanticism or prophecy:
BHReTb nH B conpemennom cktmnonname nompaT K pomatrnmecKomy pacKony
me>Kny mewroil n >K113Hb1-0? 11 1114 CJIbILITha B nem npopomecKan neer', o H01306
*113HH, H me‘yra ero TOJIbK0 yripeniaeT ne6cTurrenbnocTb? 23

22
"Iz oblasti sovremennykh nastroenii: 1. Apokaliptiki i obshchestvennost'",
"Vesy" 1905, 6, s. 38.
23 "Predchuvstviia i predvestiia. Novaia organicheskaia epokha i teatr budushchego" - Il, 86. The essay first appeared in "Zolotoe runo" 1906, nos.4 and 6 and was
republished in Po zvezdam (1909).
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The question is an important one, for romanticism dreams nostalgically of a lost part, while prophecy looks to the future:
POMaHT113M — 'muti no HeC6bITO'IHOMy, npopogerrito — no Hec6bnituemycii. PoMaHTH3M — 3apAliegepting, npopoilecTuo — yrpetiltam. POMaHT413M — odium fati;
npopogerrno — "amor fati". POMaFITH3M B cnope, npopoilecTno B TparmilecKom
cotoae c ticTopnitecKoil 11C06X0RHMOCTbF0. "30JIOTOil BeK" B npotunom
(8oHttenuti1 rpeKon) — pomatunani; "aonoTon neK" B 6ygyllkeM (KoHttenutim
meccHatinama) — npopoIec'rBo (II, 87).

It follows from this that the prophetic artist does not just anticipate future events, but actively shapes reality through his art, described as a form of dynamic creative energy:
flog npopoilerruouatinem Mbl notnimaem He HCrIpCMCHHO ToilHoe npeitniineHlie
65/m/utero, Ho Hcerita HeKoTopyto TBOWICCKyK) atieprtito, ynpentaloutylo
aagnitatoutyto 6yRyutee, penoniounoimylo no cyutecTuy (II, 87).

This significant shift takes piace at the time of Ivanov's most intensive involvement with mystical anarchism and explicitly extends
the power of the artist into the domain of history and politics. Art is
therefore revolutionary in its essence, and true political freedom will
only come about when the art of the future (centred on the theatre)
will have shaped the people's will:
KOMCRIIII H MIACTepliil gOIDKHbl c'ra'rb onarann
Teanbi xopoubix
TriopilecKoro, unn npopogerrneHHoro, camoonpeaenemisi Hapoaa; [....] hÍ T011bK0 Tortta, ripH6autim, ocyuterruirrcH nencTurrenbHam LIOJINT11 , 1CCKaSI cno6otta,
Kortia xoponon ronoc Tamix o6utti 6yne• BOR1111F1HbIM pectiepelinymom nc'rHHHOft B0111,1 Hapoimon (II, 103).

The artist-prophet is now entering into a potentially dangerous
collusion with the forces of history. In the space of just a few years
Ivanov has clearly moved a long way from his initial statement in
1904 that the artist, represented by Pushkin's Poet, is not and cannot
be a prophet. By the time he came to write his essay "Zavety simvolizma" (1910),24 he had completed the process of assimilating Pushkin's Poet into his view of art as theurgic and prophetic; he now described him as a "builder" or "organiser" of life, who is not just an
interpreter but also an active "strengthener" of the divine basis of
reality:

24

The essay first appeared in "Apollon" 1910, 8 and was republished in Borozdy i

Mezhi (1916).
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Haat-lattei-lite — Obrrb per1trno3twim yc'rpotrrenem
ucTo.rixosaTerieto H yKpenn'reJleM 6o)KecTneuno11 C1351311 cyw,ero, Teyprom

11yWKHHCKHH1103'1' HOMH1IT CBOC
>KH3HH,

(11, 595).
We may note the interesting term "religious organiser of life".
One might well ask: in what sphere does the Poet "organise" life through his actions in life or through his art? This vital question is
not addressed directly in this essay and remains open to a considerable degree of ambiguity. Ivanov does, however, issue a warning
against the dangers of symbolist art which is not grounded in spiritual
experience; he introduces the concept of the "inner canon" as a correttive to this tendency, evident in some of the excesses of mystical
anarchism. This also enabled him to counter the attacks on the
relationship between symbolist art and reality, launched by the newly
emergent movements of Acmeism and Futurism.
This shift of emphasis from art to life as the primary field of spiritual endeavour (and therefore of prophecy) gathered strength over the
next few years and reached its fullest development in "O granitsakh
iskusstva", first given as a lecture in December 1913 after Ivanov's
return to Moscow and published in 1914. Here Ivanov develops the
idea of the "inner canon", introduced in "Zavety simvolizma", and
draws a crucial distinction between life — the sphere of spiritual ascent
(voskhozhdenie) - and art — the sphere of descent (niskhozhdenie).
Significantly, he chooses to illustrate his idea by quoting from Pushkin's "Prorok". The moment of prophetic insight described in this
poem is ascribed to the spiritual sphere; this can only be achieved in
life, not through art, which can only express spiritual insights previously attained in life:
Caso
MrHOBeHHC, Korga pa3Bep3aayrcst "BC11111C 3CH141161, KaK y mcnyraunoft
OTHOIlle1-1411-0 K KoTopomy
oprinubi", CC'1'b MOMeHT Bucami-loro nocriapenna,
HP1CTO xygo>i<ecusennam pa6oTa TuopuecKoro OCy111,CCT13.11CHHA H OBeL1,CCTB.TICH112
npetturannmerca onsrrb-TaKu — 1-111CX0)KHCHbCNI 25

Ivanov therefore declares that it is beyond his competente to evaluate the prophetic status of contemporary poets, as this judgement
relates to a different sphere from art: "Ha camom geme, lloarramm novicume
6bum

BCC 3T14

Rewre.rm; H3mep5m, ripoponecmoBaime
14 camofi TeMbI" (11, 637).

14X JIC)KI4T

ime npegemoB

minai KomneTemy4ll

25 11, 636. The essay first appeared in "Trudy i dni" 1914, no.7 and
in Borozdy i Mezhi (1916).
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We have moved from a peak of affirmation of the poet's ability to
affect life through his theurgic art to an apparent retreat from this
position - and yet this withdrawal (not a "denial" [otrechenie] but a
significant "limitation" [ogranichenie] of previous claims, as Ivanov
puts it) is followed almost immediately by a renewed affirmation of
the artist's prophetic powers. What is going on here? Does this represent a retreat from previous claims, or is it a case of "reculer pour
mieux sauter"?
The seeming paradox can be resolved as follows. By joining the
idea of the theurgic artist (represented by Pushkin's Poet) to the idea
of the spiritual seeker or prophet in real life (epitomised by Pushkin's
Prophet), Ivanov was in fact strengthening the image of the artist as
prophet and preparing the ground for the more substantial claims that
he went on to make for two particular Russian artists as models of this
ideai in both life and art. Up until this point he had invoked various
Western European figures as models of the artist-prophet (Dante,
Michelangelo, Beethoven, Nietzsche) and had begun to apply this
ideai to the Russian literary tradition by citing the lyrics of Pushkin,
Lermontov and Tiutchev. He had succeeded in establishing his ideai,
illustrated by examples from the past, but had not yet put forward any
examples of recent or contemporary Russian artists as models for the
present age.
After his return to Russia in 1913, Ivanov made two significant
moves in this direction. His first choice was Dostoevskii. In February
1914 he described Dostoevskii's work as a source of "true wisdom"
about the Russians and even about God and recommended it as a sacred text to be studied "like a Russian Bible":
linorRa, mne Ka>Kercn, Tro ROCTOCBCKIIH ocraunn nam KaKI4C-TO Regia H HTO 113
3THX BeR nanzriaercn Hawa nacTosunan myRpourb o nac camnx 14 O Fiore. Ecnn
RenbcladicKnii opaKyn ronopwr: "noanail camoro ce62", KaKan-To 'radHai
cnna ronopuT riam, no3nati ROCTOCBCKOFO, a nepea FICFO H camoro ce6m. ÌtyWKHH To>Ke gan nam nennuainunil aauerr, HO BCC >Ke, HTO flOORC>K11T, COOCTBCHHO,
LICTOOKOBaHHIO, 3TO HAICHHO, KOHCHHO, RocroeBcKnil, a FIC RyWKHH noTomy
Tro B IlyuJ KHHe BCC 3TO COHLLIKOM nmnimunponano, BCC TO, HTO OH 3Ha11 H npeRyragan O POCCHH, a 13 RocToeBcKom 3T0 y>Ke paTbSICHCHO, KaK O HeKOed
pyccKoil 6H6nnit, TaK wro nam OCTaCTCA ee TOI1bK0 111rar1'b n nonnmam. 26
,

26 I Vystuplcniia po dokladu S.N. Bulgakova v religiozno-filosofskorn obshchestve, 2 fevralia 1914 g.], in Viacheslav Ivanov. Arkhivtlye inaterialy i issledovaniia,
ed. L.A. Gogotishvili and A.T. Kazarian, Moscow 1999, s. 64. In a later essay on Do-
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lvanov makes the case for Dostoevskii's role as a prophetic artist
much more strongly than he had for Pushkin; nevertheless, although
Dostoevskii's message was stili highly relevant to the present, he remained a figure from the past, whose voice had been silent for some
thirty years. In "O granitsakh iskusstva" (1913) Ivanov referred to
Dostoevskii as a prophet in connection with his promise that beauty
(understood as the future Mystery of true theurgic art) would save the
world ("krasota spaset mir") (11:650). Was there no figure from the
present who could serve as a model, demonstrating that the theurgic
ideai of the artist-prophet could be realised in contemporary art?
Ivanov found such a figure in Aleksandr Skriabin. Soon after the
composer's sudden and unexpected death on 14 Aprii 1915, he wrote
two sonnets in his memory; in both poems he presented Skriabin's
death as the culminating act of his life, demonstrating his wilful embracing of Fate (Rok). In the second sonnet, recited on 14 May 1915
at a gathering in memory of the composer, he compares him to the
wise Hiram, the buiider of Solomon's tempie, described as an "architect of mysteries" (zodchii tain); he concludes by openly declaring
him a prophet, taking up the link between rok and prorok (much exploited in Russian verse since the time of the Decembrist poets):
"He meittivi!" — snan OH POK; H sony POK OTBeTHJI.
"SIBHCb!"— maritm Cecny, — H BOr, nptiuma CecTpa.
TaKHM cuitte'renbersom npopoxa ,111,yx orrmeTtul. 27

In his essay "Vzgliad Skriabina na iskusstvo", first delivered as a
talk in December 1915, Ivanov elaborated the comparison between
Skriabin and Hiram, noting that the biblica( artist, according to legend, had likewise died prematurely before completing his work. 28
stoevskii, "Lik i lichiny Rossii" (1917), Ivanov describes Brat'ia Karamazovy as a
novel which prophesies the spiritual future of Russia - IV, 480.
27 "On byl iz tekh pevtsov (takov zhe byl Novalis)..." — 111, 565. The sonnet was
first published under the title "Pamiati A.N. Skriabina" in October 1915 in the newspaper "Russkoe slovo' and the journal "Muzyka". Ivanov had already used the traditional association between prorok and Rok as a key rhyme in one of his earlier prophetic
poems, "Zhertva agnchaia," first published in "Zolotoe runo" 1907, 3, s. 36 and included in Cor Ardens (1911); see 11, 293.

V. lvanov, Skriabin, Moscow 1996, s. 23 (first pagination). Ivanov's essay is
cited from the booklet produced by the Skriabin Memorial Museum in Moscow, as it
reproduces the most authoritative version of the text from the proofs of Ivanov's
book on Skriabin due to be published by Alkonost (held in TsGALI), including
"
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He also related the mystic context of his approach to Skriabin as a
prophet to the image of the prophet in the Russian literary tradition,
developed by Pushkin and Dostoevskii. After defining Skriabin as an
artist who reached the third and highest stage of mystic initiation
(intuition) by dissolving his own identity in the transcendent worlds
with which he merged, he detailed each stage of this process at length
with reference to Pushkin's "Prorok":
Ha

TpC'Fberb 1104TH

Henocnraemo

Hb1M

urynetm nocBmatetnibin caM C.1111cnnamm mnpoB HHbIX, CTHHOBVITCA HX 3CM-

BbICOK041'

BaCTCA C >1(111361MM H 11dICTBCHHb1M14

opynnem.
14 OH mite rpygb pacceK menom,
H cepnne TpeneTHoe
14 yrnb, nunatonniii orHeM,
Bo rpynb omepcTylo BonutHyn...
KaK Tpyti, 13 FlyeTblHe A neaca.n...

After an extended discussion of the mystic significance of Skriabin's death in the light of Pushkin's phrase "kak trup", Ivanov concludes that Skriabin embraced death in order to achieve a higher level
of mystic insight in his life and art: "3Toro eTpaLunoro npiinauteitun
cHegaiouwil nenoBexa TaÍÌHe H asma CK p H6mI, ri6o, no cro 3ammcny, MUCTCplin IIC morna OCyllICCTBIITLCSI nuanc". 29 Skriabin is thus presented as a

contemporary artist-prophet, who realised the highest level of mystic,
prophetic initiation, described in Pushkin's poem. Death enabled him
to transcend the Nietzschean prototype of the superman and to achieve Dostoevskii's Russian ideai of the universal man of "sobernost'".
The ideai represented by Pushkin's Prophet, previously associated
with Nietzsche's prophetic hearing, has now merged with Dostoevskii's reading of Pushkin and attained its fullest realisation in
contemporary art:
TaK

npopoBecTBeHHbint BOJICHHCM 3TOT pyccuin Xy)I0>I<H11K-BCCoTnarnunil CHOC cHepxnenoBeBecTrio — co6opHocTn, 111131 CC631 >KC
MOI111133311111 CIIIIHOF0 Rapa — FIJIIIMCHHOF0 nabiKa HOB0i1 nflT1111CCSITHVILIbb KOTOpbui 6b1C>f<CF B HCM BeTxoro 4enoBeK. 3°
FOpCJ1 CBOHM

4CJIOBCK,

Ivanov's handwritten corrections and several important additional passages. An
incomplete version of the essay, based on a different, earlier set of proofs (dated
1916) held in Ivanov's Rome archive, is printed in 111, 172-189.
V. lvanov, Skriuhin, s. 30 (first pagination).
30 Ibidem, s. 36-37 (first pagination).
29
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For Ivanov, Skriabin's theurgic art represented the fullest realisation and validation of Dostoevskii's prophetic promise that beauty
would save the word.31 Five years later, in a speech delivered at the
Moscow Conservatory in Aprii 1920, he went even further, describing Skriabin as a prophet and "Messiah", "capable of saving the
world". 32
One might well wonder how Ivanov could have moved from the
more sober definition of prophecy as an ideai to be achieved in life
(in "O granitsakh iskusstva") to this full-blown promulgation of
Skriabin the artist as a prophet. Robert Bird has speculated about how
this apparent contradiction could have occurred. He suggests that
Ivanov's previous "limitations" applied only to symbolism, but were
no longer valid for Skriabin, who fell outside this category as a "true
post-symbolist, the messiah proclaimed by the Symbolist forerunners". 33 It seems unlikely, however, that Ivanov's claims for the primacy of life over art in the sphere of spiritual endeavour were limited
to the narrow context of the Symbolist movement.
Ivanov was in fact strengthening his previous position, rather
than contradicting it, by presenting Skriabin as an "artist-hero" (khudozhnik-geroi) or "hero of the spirit" (geroi dukha), 34 who achieved
a high level of mystic, prophetic insight in his life (as well as in his
art). The question that we should rather be asking is a different one:
what caused Ivanov to depart from his earlier declaration that he
could not judge the prophetic qualities of contemporary artists? What
gave him the confidence to make such an unambiguous pronouncement about Skriabin's prophetic status? To answer this, we need to
look at the third, most personal aspect of our topic: Ivanov's own
claims to the role of prophet.

31

Ibidem, s. 26 (first pagination).

32

"On vystupaet kak nekii Messila. On edinstvenno sposoben spasti mir."

Ibidem, 3 (second pagination). In the preface O. M. Tompakova identifies the
transcript of Ivanov's speech at an evening dedicated to the memory of A. N. Skriabin
held in the BoI'shoi zal of the Moscow Conservatory on 19 Aprii 1920. The
transcript is imperfect and. interrupted by numerous breaks.
33 Viacheslav Ivanov, Selected Essays, trans. and with notes by Robert Bird, ed.
and with an introduction by Michael Wachtel, Evanston, III., 2001, p. 313.
34 V. Ivanov, Skriabin, s. 29, 31 (first pagination).
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Ivanov's own Image as a Prophet
So far we have traced the way in which Ivanov constructed the ideal
of the artist as prophet for his age and applied it to past and contemporary art. We should now consider one fina) and crucial issue: to
what extent was Ivanov's presentation of this ideai shaped by a personal sense of his own prophetic role? For this, we have to go behind
the public platform and attempt to see what inner convictions informed it.
Needless to say, this is not a simple task, particularly as a prophet cannot openly testify to his calling. In religious tradition a prophet's status can only be validated by a number of external agencies:
by God (who summons him to his mission), by an existing prophet
(who confers recognition on his successor), by the people (who
receive and acknowledge the message of divine origin), or by history
(which retrospectively confirms the truth of the prophecy). Ivanov,
even if he did harbour a sense of his role as prophetic, could not
directly declare himself a prophet. He might prepare the ground for
such a view by putting forward the ideai of the artist as prophet or by
adopting a prophetic tone in his own writings, but ultimately the task
of pronouncing him a prophet would have to be left to his readers.
We shall therefore start by examining the views of Ivanov's contemporaries, as these undoubtedly influenced his perception of his
role. From early on during the period of his residence at the bashnia
in Petersburg, Ivanov was seen by both his admirers and his detractors in the light of the prophetic ideai that he promoted for contemporary art. The translator and critic Evgeniia Gertsyk introduced her review of his third collection of verse, Eros (1907), by underlining its
prophetic nature:
ara

NianeubKam

kultra — neakan. OHa — Konia6eab-cyRb6a uonlax

>K1131-11,1 II L10331114. Eto

FICILIGC>KFIOC TO, Iicmy Cy>KJICHO 6bITI,! 35

The philosopher Fedor Stepun concluded his review of Ivanov's first
volume of essays, Po zvezclain (1909), by stressing the prophetic
qualities of Ivanov's aesthetic theory of realist symbolism, compared
to a golden crown surrounding the "sun of a new life" about to

35

E. Gertsyk, Review of Viacheslav Ivanov, Eros, "Zolotoe runo" 1907, I, s. 90.
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dawn. 36 Several reviewers of Cor Ardens (1911-1912) — from the famous poet Mikhail Kuzmin to the relatively obscure critic Pavel
Medvedev — drew attention to its prophetic character."
These views of Ivanov's writings naturally led to the portrayal of
their author as a prophet in his own right. In the course of a survey
of recent Russian literature, Ivanov's former disciple and close friend
Sergei Gorodetskii openly declared the poet an unrecognized prophet:
O3HaMeHOBaHHH 60*CCTI3CHHOFO. ^ ... 1 HBaHOB FIONCT41Benimanoe 3pentne gasi naurux JtHeii. B 11yRee OH ObIJI 66i
ripopoKom, N 3arlapoBaHHaB Tonna xogvula 6b1 3a HHM. B POCCNN OH HCHOHHMaeMbIO rioaT HJIH my)tpenbirt nepcgmKaTop. 38
Bce

CTHXH HBaHOBa Cy'l'b

HO H3yMHTellbH0C H

In fact the opposite was closer to the truth: in Judaea Ivanov
would never have been considered a prophet; such an approach was
only conceivable in Russia. Kranikhfel'd, the barbed critic of "Sovremennyi mir", recognized this and wrote a series of essays, attacking
the Russian tradition of regarding literature as prophecy. He traced
this approach from Gogol' through Dostoevskii to Merezhkovskii and
various other contemporary writers. He took particular issue with the
"prophetic utterances" of Ivanov's essay "O russkoi idee" (1909),
dismissing these as the "high-faluting deliberations of a modernist
prophet" and ridiculing Gorodetskii's presentation of Ivanov as an
unrecognized prophet in Judaea. 39 He insistently demanded a different form of prophecy, based on action rather than empty words.
After the publication of the second volume of Cor Ardens in
1912, Ivanov left St Petersburg with Vera to spend the next year and
a half living outside Russia; the heyday of religious Symbolism
appeared to be over and its leader's reputation as a prophet began to
dwindle. Critics started to call into question the viability of the notion
of the poet-prophet. Boris Shletser, in a review of Ivanov's second

36 Fiedorl SItepuni, Review of Viacheslav Ivanov, Po zvezdam, in "Logos:
Mezhdunarodnyi ezhegodnik po filosofii kul'tury", 1, Moscow 1910, s. 282.
37 M. Kuzmin, 'Cor Ardens' Viacheslava Ivanova, "Trudy i dni" 1912, 1 (JanuaryFebruary), p. 49. Pavel Medvedev, Arabeski. II. Viach. Ivanov. Cor Ardens, ch.
"Novaia studiia" 1912, 13, 1 December, s. 5.
38 Sergei Gorodetskii, Blizhaishaia zadacha russkoi literatury, "Zolotoe runo"
1909, 4, s. 70.
39 VI. Kranikhfel'd, Literaturnye otkliki: Novye nasledniki 'Perepiski' Gogolia,
"Sovremennyi mir" 1909, 8 (August), s. 114-115 (second pagination).
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collection of essays, Borozdy i Mezhi (1916), pointed out that its
author, like Nietzsche before him, did not fit into any clear category:
to poets he seemed more like a prophet, to philosophers more like an
artist, while to orthodox believers he seemed like a priest without God
or a church. 4" The literary critic Ivanov-Razumnik in his popular history of Russian literature described Ivanov rather caustically as a
poet who tried in vain to be a prophet (unlike Blok who was cut out to
be a prophet but instead became a poet). 4 '
We can see, therefore, that Ivanov's contemporary readers did
much to bolster his image as a prophetic writer, whether by positive
reinforcement, criticai comment or ironic denigration. To what extent,
however, did Ivanov consciously or unconsciously cultivate this
view of himself? In a sense he invited identification with the figure of
the poet-prophet through his constant references to this image as the
ideai to which contemporary art should aspire. Furthermore, the
consistent focus of his work on transcendent truths implied and conveyed a prophetic stance. This could be sensed on two compiementary levels. His mystic verse often reflected an intimate, personal
vision, while his essays on universal art and the Russian national idea
articulated the same intuitions on a more public level for a larger
audience. As in the case of his mentor Vladimir Solov'ev, the two
levels complemented each other: the visions of the private mystic,
communicated in verse, served to authenticate the prophetic utterances of the more public persona. 42 Mindful of the higher leve! of prophetic "authority" possessed by verse, Ivanov often incorporated
quotations from his own poetry into his essays as "proofs", validating the ideas presented in prose.
As a result of this dual approach, Ivanov's private verse was frequently read as a public statement. This is clear from contemporary
responses to Eros; although this collection deals with intimate details
from his complicated personal life of 1906, it was understood by

4() B. Shletser, Review of Borozdy i Mezhi, "Birzhevye vedomosti" no.I579 I , 9
September 1916, s. 5; cited from the extract quoted in "Biulleteni literatury i zhizni"
1916, 5 (November), s. 71.
41 Ivanov-Razumnik, Russkaia literatura ot seinidesiatykh godov do nashikh dnei,
sixth edition, Berlin 1923, s. 376.
42

On Solov'ev's two-fold approach to prophecy, see P. Davidson, Vladitnir SoloProphecy, cit., pp. 647-48.
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many readers as a much broader statement of national significance.
One of the poems from the collection reflects the poet's adoption of a
prophetic self-image that functions on both personal and public levels. In "Poruka" the poet describes his attempts to bring into being
through his love the true divine "countenance" (lik) of the "unborn"
person to whom the poem is addressed (evidently Gorodetskii). In the
third stanza he compares himself, engaged in this endeavour, to the
prophet Moses, striking his staff against a rock in order to bring forth
water (Num.20: l I ):
Flp0p0K, B03)11BHF pyKoin Top>KecrrHemia

SI Ha cKany cKynyto,
TB011 gpeHHHti

He

>Ke3.11.
JIHIC 60>KeCTBCHHblil

H-Ilb pOHHII H3 MOLHHIAX

Lipecti?

(Il, 377).

We saw earlier how Ivanov developed the parallel between the
artist-demiurge and the biblical prophet through his reference to Michelangelo's statue of Moses in Korinchie zvezdy. The poem from
Eros adds a new dimension to this association, revealing that Ivanov
embraced the image of the prophet Moses on a personal level in his
own life as well as in his art.
The period from 1906 (when this poem was written) until 1910
marked a high point in Ivanov's cultivation of art as the primary
sphere of prophetic endeavour. This trend is reflected in many of the
poems written during these years and later collected in Cor Ardens. In
1907, for example, Ivanov published a group of three poems, all
dealing with the poet's relation to the prophetic ideal. The first two
works are highly personal. In "Vates" the poet presents himself as a
prophet in the classical tradition and dwells on the visionary character
of his sight and hearing; tater, when this poem was republished in
Cor Ardens, it carried a dedication to Anna Mintslova, one of the most
enigmatic "prophetic women" in Ivanov's life. In "Iz dalei dalekikh",
dedicated to Lidiia Berdiaeva, the poet describes his soul's attraction
to the "Sibylline charms" (sivillinskie chary) of the night. The third
poem, "Zhertva agnchaia", drops the tone of an intimate prophetic
confession voiced by the lyrical subject in favour of a more impersonal style. This sonnet addresses two figures, the priest and the prophet, and contrasts the active role of the "prorok" (rhymed with
"Rok") with the submissive role of the "pokornyi zhrets", who will be
called upon by the prophet to carry out his sacrifice when the time is
ripe. Ivanov is evidently reflecting on the relationship between the
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two role models of the Symbolist poet — the active, theurgic prophet
and the more passive, sacrificial priest. 43
The prophetic character of the poet is stated explicitly in "Apollini", the programmatic sonnet that Ivanov wrote in 1909 for the first
issue of Apollon and later republished as the closing poem of the cycle "Poetu" in Cor Ardens; the poet's hymns are compared to a wood
of laurels and associated with "prophetic Daphnes" (veshchikh Dafn),
captured and turned into laurei trees by Apollo, the god of prophecy
and leader of the Muses. In "Poet", a later sonnet from the second
part of Cor Ardens, the poet is awarded the "laurei, prophetic and
glorious" (lavr, prorocheskii i slavnyi) for setting hearts alight (like
Pushkin's Prophet) and providing the gods with a language (11:35859, 499).
It is interesting to note, however, that in 1910, at the same time as
Ivanov introduced the cautionary concept of the "inner canon" into
his discussion of the precepts of symbolism, he published a rather
personal poem, "Fata Morgana", later dedicated to Evgeniia Gertysk,
about the dangerous mirages which attract the poet who seeks to realise his prophetic intuitions in this world:
ripopogeckum MCROM
Meinan A :temuyto 11011b1H13,
LITo nepfojtepeubsim 11 'Amarsi

TaK )10111 .0 C

B

PRAFILIX FlyCM1Hb, —

ckaTamopraitam,
BCCM 6131.351M BOaRyLLIHM OTen,

BCCM aepKaJlbHbIM

3enum nymeooàubmt (Ama/4am
H npatiRe tie6ecubix nmen. 44

This concern over the possible delusions that could result from
the symbolist quest for transcendence in this world prompted Ivanov's subsequent move towards a clearer demarcation of the limi-

43 "Vates", "lz dalei dalekikh", and "Zhertva agnchaia" were first published in "Zolotoe runo" 1907, 3, pp. 35-36, and republished in the first part of Cor Ardens (1911);
see 11, 312-13, 306, 293.
44 II, 305. The poem was first published in the almaniteh "Na Rassvete", ed. A.F.
Mantel', Kazan' 1910 without the dedication to E. Gertysk, to whom the italicised
phrase "putevodnyin obinanani" belongs.
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tations of art and stronger insistence on the primacy of life over art in
matters of prophetic insight. As noted above, in "O granitsakh iskusstva" he recommended that artists who wished to subscribe to the "inner canon" should recognize these limitations and subject themselves
to the laws of "universal divinely infantile art" (vselenskogo, bozhestvenno-mladencheskogo iskusstva) (II, 638). The use of the word
"infantile" (mladencheskoe) in this context signals an important link
between this essay and Ivanov's long narrative poem, Mladenchestvo, almost entirely written in Rome in the spring of 1913 but only
completed and published in Moscow in 1918. 45 Art is "divinely infantile" when it is dose to its roots in the prophetic dimension of life.
This is demonstrated in the poem through the account that Ivanov
presents of the prophetic origins of his infancy and discovery of his
literary vocation. The poem, like the essay, draws a clear distinction
between life and art. It is introduced as a "poetic account of life"
(poeticheskoe zhizneopisanie) 46 and demonstrates through its very
structure that the prophetic experiences of childhood precede the
crystallization of the artistic impulse; the emergence from the "early
paradise" (rannii rai) of infancy into the full "force of the sun" (solnechnaia sita), which releases "the living source" (zhivoi rodnik)
does not occur until the concluding stanza of the poem, added in
1918. 47
We know from Ivanov's earlier essay "O dostoinstve zhenshchiny" (1908) that he saw women as the "first teachers of magie and
prophecy, of poetry and ecstasy" (III, 141). In his own writings he
invested the two key women in his life with prophetic powers. His
second wife, Lidiia Zinov'eva-Annibal, is frequently represented in
his verse as a prophesying Sibyl.4 In Mladenchestvo he portrays his
45 Ivanov states in his own note to the first edition of the poem that the introduction and stanzas I-XLV were written in Rome from IO Aprii to 23 May 1913; the Iast
three stanzas (XLVI-XLVIII) were composed in Moscow on 28/15 August 1918. See
Viacheslav Ivanov, Mladenchestvo, Petersburg 1918, s. 57.
46 "Vstuplenie v poeticheskoe zhizneopisanie" - 1, 230.
47

Stanza XLVII -1, 254.

See in particular the four poems which make up the "Sivilla" section of the first
book of Cor Ardens: "Na bashne," "Mednyi Vsadnik," "Iris in Iris", "Molchanie"
(Ibidem, 2: 259-62). After the death of Zinov'eva-Annibal, the role of female prophetic guide in Ivanov's life was taken up by A.R. Mintslova, to whom Ivanov dedicated his poem "Vates" (1907) when it was reprinted in Cor Ardens (1911).
48
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mother, prophesying the poetic destiny of her son even before his
birth. The poem opens with an account of her fervent recital of psalms
and prophetic communication with her as yet unborn son, whose cry
in the womb she hears; although she did not understand what "secret
gift" this sign "prophesied", the narrator knows that she blessed him
for a certain "sacred task":
MO>KeT

THopuy ncei
Bbl'I'b

B CIRC

mo>Kerr,

6brrb,

7CP13Hb10 FlOCJIy7K1f1b...
CJIaBIATb

HCBCROMbIX

Ma'I'b sicHomme.na

c.riaBy

BLIOTbMaX,

MHpcKoil He o6011bua11acb
Ho

B 3'l'OM

BO7Kb10

ncanmax...

110)Kb10;

MHpe 6bino

flowa 3BaHbe Hcex mmeil (I, 231-232).

The mother's visionary foresight thus serves to validate the future
poet's prophetic destiny, whether in life or in art, associated from the
outset with the psalms of David the prophet.
Mladenchestvo reveals that various other elements used by Ivanov in the construction of his public image of the artist as prophet
were in fact rooted in his own personal "prophetic" autobiography.
We have already seen how he presented Michelangelo's statue of
Moses as a powerful image of the artist embracing the prophetic ideai
in his early programmatic poem "Tvorchestvo" from Kormchie zvezdy. In his later autobiographical works he made a point of relating
the image of this statue to the genesis of his own poetic calling. In his
"Avtobiograficheskoe pis'mo" (January-February 1917) he describes
how he was shown a pitture of this statue in his childhood and was
so struck by the image that he had several visions related to it,
referred to by him as "hallucinations" (II, I 1). One of these "hallucinations" was incorporated by him finto Mladenchestvo. In stanza
XXXIII the narrator recalls how his childhood imagination transferred
the "horned countenance" (rogatyi lik) of Moses, described as a "sitting colossus" (koloss sidiashchii), to a museum in Moscow; the
image of Michelangelo's statue of Moses captivated and confused his
soul like a "two-faced idol" (dvoistvennyi kumir). 49 Just as Miche-

49 1, 247. In the manuscript version of this stanza, lines 5-8 differed: "Koloss si-

diashchii... V snakh Muzeia / Rogatyi idol Moiseia / Voobrazhenie khranit, / S nim
pamiat' plavkuiu rodnit...". RAI, Karton 5, Tetrad' no. 13, 14 II.
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langelo transposed the image of Moses into art, so Ivanov's creative
imagination transferred the image of the biblical prophet into a Russian cultural setting (the museum) and later into his own poetic world.
The artistic representation of the biblical prophet, first introduced in
Kormehie zvezdy, turns out to stem from the poet's own life.
In many ways, therefore, Mladenchestvo can be read as Ivanov's
most sustained attempt to create a coherent prophetic account of his
own life. This was how it was received by one of its first reviewers,
Valerii Briusov, who commented on its tendency to convert life into a
series of prophetic visions: "Bech BlIBIU111411 mut) Heaamemo o6paniteti
B psq BHJexnH , npopotieeTB H Bugia elloB". 5" Interesting archival evidence
suggests that Ivanov originally intended to write an even more ambitious, longer work, covering his entire fife to date, not just his infancy. 51 One might well wonder why he should have been so preoccupied with the construction of his prophetic autobiography at this
particular juncture of his life. Was the fact that he was living far away
from Russia a significant factor? Was the attempt to create a prophetic
image for himself prompted by the declive of symbolism and consequent loss of his personal following and prestige? Could it even in
part have been a reaction against the gossip and scandal surrounding
his relationship with his step-daughter, Vera Shvarsalon, and the
birth of their son in 1912? Many of Ivanov's followers lost their faith
in his prophetic role at this point. The future priest Aleksandr Erchaninov, for example, recorded in his diary in June 1913 52 that he stopped believing in Ivanov as a prophet or teacher after hearing Ern's
criticai account of Ivanov's marriage to Vera, culminating in his crushing verdict: "BniiecnaB — 1103T, a He npopoK, oli ymeeT C1T1111130BaTb,
CTpORTI, BO3J1 LLIBble 3aMKH,

cpambenctipmnpoBaTb

14

aaignmaTL npawky".

5() P-r IValerii BriusovI, Review of Mladenchestvo, "Khudozhestvennoe slovo:
Vremennik literaturnogo otdela NKP" 1920, no.1 , s. 57.

51 Ivanov's archive in Rome contains a manuscript exercise book with the text of
stanzas XXIV to XLV of Mladenchestvo, followed by the date 21/8 May 1913; the
first page of the exercise book is headed "Zhizn': giava I (prodolzhenie)," suggesting
that the text of Mladenchestvo in its fina) published form consists of the "first
chapter" (supplemented by three stanzas added in 1918) of a work originally
conceived as much longer. RAI, Karton 5, Tetrad' no.13, 14 II.
52 See the entry from El'chaninov's diary dated 4 or 5 June 1913, in K 50-lettiti
konchiny sviashchennika A. Erchaninova, ed. N. A. Struve, "Vestnik russkogo khristianskogo dvizheniia" 1984, no.I42, s. 64.
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Whatever the reasons for its genesis at this particular time,
Ivanov did not choose to make his poetic account of his prophetic
origins public until 1918. In the intervening period his growing sense
of his own prophetic identity was reinforced by two important
experiences, which followed shortly upon his return to Russia in the
autumn of 1913. The first was the deepening of his creative relationship with Skriabin; the second was the broader historical context of
the period, leading from war finto revolution. As we shall see, both
experiences were "read" by Ivanov as confirmations of his own prophetic intuitions.
We have already noted that Ivanov chose to advance Skriabin as
his principal model of the contemporary artist-prophet after the composer's death in Aprii 1915. Here I wish to suggest that this choice
may well have been prompted by a further personal motive, connected
with Ivanov's increasingly open cultivation of a prophetic image.
Elsewhere, in a study of the validation of the writer's prophetic status
in the Russian literary tradition, I have argued that writers seeking to
establish their own prophetic credentials have commonly adopted the
strategy of selecting a like-minded predecessor (usually after his
death) and elevating him to the rank of prophet. 53 This technique almost invariably results in the writer who makes this pronouncement
being hailed as the true interpreter of the deceased writer's legacy and
therefore as his legitimate prophetic successor. This mechanism can
be seen at work throughout the nineteenth century in Gogol's approach to lazykov and Pushkin, in Dostoevskii's subsequent presentation of Gogol and Pushkin, in Solov'ev's speeches on Dostoevskii
after his death, and — at the turn of the century — in the Symbolists'
reading of Solov'ev and Dostoevskii. All these retrospective nominations of literary predecessora as prophets served to build up a solid
chain of prophetic validation with its own self-perpetuating dynamics.
Ivanov's elevation of Skriabin to the rank of prophet forms part
and parcel of this same tradition. His yearning for the public recognition of his own prophetic intuitions was clearly an important motive,
whether conscious or unconscious, behind this step. After Skriabin's
death, he almost immediately proclaimed him a prophet, first in a

53 P. Davidson, The Validation of the Writer's Prophetic Status in the Russian Literary Tradition: From Pushkin and lazykov through Gogol' to Dostoevskii, "Russian

Review" 2003 (forthcoming).
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number of poems, widely read at public gatherings and usually published in the same year; these poems were then incorporated and elaborated in a series of more extended and explicit public lectures, delivered at various venues between 1915 and 1920 and mostly planned for
publication.
It is clear from all these sources that Ivanov's excitement over
Skriabin's prophetic ideas derived from their close relation to his own
theoretical ideals. In his first lecture on Skriabin he noted the similarity of their ideas (on the theurgic mission of art and its relation to the
ideai of sobornost') and commented that the only difference between
them was the fact that Skriabin treated these ideas as "immediate,
practical tasks" for realisation." As he put it in one of his sonnets in
memory of the composer:
TaK, ace

Mbl HOMHHJIH, HO OH CAHHbIrl — ReAl1! 55

It is hardly surprising that Ivanov's ideas were so widely reflected in Skriabin's works, as the composer had steeped himself in reading Ivanov's theoretical works and verse since the time of their first
meeting in January 1909. 56 Ivanov gave him an inscribed copy of his
collection of essays, Po zvezdam, which - as we have seen - contained all his most influential statements on the prophetic role of the artist. According to a German journalist who accompanied Skriabin on
his concert tour of the Volga in the spring of 1910, Skriabin regarded
this collection of essays as the most important influence on him,
alongside Nietzsche's work on Dionysus and the birth of tragedy. 57

Later,on1Api92IvresntdSkiabwhscred

54 "Vzgliad Skriabina na iskusstvo," in Ivanov,

Skriabin,

27 (first pagination).

These words were crossed out by Ivanov in the proofs and replaced by a reference to
the two artists finding a "common language".
55 "On byl iz tekh pevtsov (takov zhe byl Novalis)...", "Russkoe slovo", 14 Octo-

ber 1915, s. 5. In later versions Ivanov changed the end of this line to "no voli) on i
deial". See III, 565
56 The meeting took piace at an evening held in honour of the composer in the edi-

toria) offices of "Apollon". See lu. Engel',

A. N. Skriabin: Biograficheskii ocherk,

"Muzykal'nyi sovremennik" 1916 (December and January), p. 76; for the exact date of
the meeting (31 January 1909), see

Leiopis' zhizni i tvorchestva A.N. Skriabina,

ed.

M. P. Priashnikova and O. M. Tompakova, Moscow 1985, s. 166.
57 Ellen von Tidebdhl,

Meinories of Scriabin's Volga Tour (1910),

Musical Record" 1926, no. 6 (1 June), pp. 168-169.
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copy of Cor Ardens, expressing the hope that their acquaintance
would deepen."
The seeds planted in these early years carne to fruition after
Ivanov returned to Russia in the autumn of 1913 and set up home in
Moscow. This was the period of their closest friendship and most intensive creative collaboration. 59 At the time Skriabin was working on
his "Predvaritel'noe Deistvo", conceived as a preparatory introduction to his hugely ambitious theurgic project "Mysterium", designed
to mark the fulfilment of time and to bring about "the birth of new
man". 6" In the summer of 1914, while writing the poetic text of this
work, Skriabin constantly read and reread poems from Cor Ardens. 6 '
In November he invited Ivanov and Baltrushaitis to a reading of the
text and was relieved to hear their approvai; 62 reminiscences of Ivanov's verse and traces of his influence have been found in the
work. 63
Small wonder, therefore, that Ivanov was excited by Skriabin's
ideas: he found in them a mirror, confirming the validity of his own
most cherished prophetic intuitions. The remarkable elegy, full of
personal reminiscences, that he wrote soon after the composer's
death, makes this entirely clear; it states that Skriabin openly "prophesied" (veshchal) the mysteries that Ivanov had long since "foreseen"
(providel):
58 This copy is held in the library of the Skriabin Memoria! Museum in Moscow.
For the text of the inscription and a facsimile reproduction of it, see O. M. Tompakova, Skriahin i poety Serebrianogo veka: Viacheslav Ivanov, Moscow 1995, s. 6-7.
59 See "Vzgliad Skriabina na iskusstvo", in Skriahin, s. 26-27 (first pagination).
60 Ivanov gives this account of Skriabin's conception of his work in Skriabin, s.

I() (first pagination).
61 From the memoirs of B. F. Shletser, cited in Letopis' zhizni i tvorcheslva A. N.
Skriahina, cit., s. 231.
62 Engel', "A. N. Skriabin: Biograficheskii ocherk" , p. 92. For Ivanov's glowing
characterisation of the poetic text of "Predvaritel'noe Deistvo" (later crossed out in
the proofs and replaced by one word, "nezavershennyi"), see "Vzgliad Skriabina na
iskusstvo", in Skriahin, s. 9-10 (first pagination).
63 According to Tompakova, Skriabin worked together with Ivanov on the poetic
text. See Tompakova, Skriahin i poety Serebrianogo veka: Viacheslav Ivanov, s. 12.
For evidente of Ivanov's influence on the text, see I. A. MyI'nikova, "Stat'i Viach.
Ivanova o Skriabine", in Patniatniki kartary: Novye otkrytiia. Pis'inennost'. Iskusslvo. Arkheologiia. Ezhegodnik 1983, Leningrad 1985, s. 91.
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O Taimerriax Belar] OH e

Rep3HOBeHbeM,

ripoaligen
Tycx.rioe CTeKJ10.
qTÒ Mbl o6a fflige.nrt, Ka3aflocb
CBMgeTenbCTBOM )03014X yrBep>meFlo 64
KaK BMIBe 1314)Z51111,lig, '.ITÒ A
113)(aBHa, KaK CKBO3b

An earlier manuscript draft of this poem which survives in Ivanov's
Rome archive was even more explicit: the verb "prorochil" was first
used in piace of the later "veshchal". 65 If Skriabin's art marked a
"new [...] marriage of Poetry with Music" (novyi [...] brak Poezii s
Muzykoi), as stated in the elegy, then Ivanov clearly saw himself as
the prophet of poetry, who collaborated with Skriabin, the prophet of
music, to create a new form of theurgic art in response to Beethoven's
cali to humanity to unite.
In this way, through the mirror image or double of Skriabin,
lvanov was able to convey that which he could not have stated directly: his faith in the validity of his own prophetic intuitions, realised in
the composer's art. He was also able to deal with the all-important
question of how to distinguish a true prophet from a false one. In a
revealing passage from "Vzgliad Skriabina na iskusstvo" he discusses
Skriabin's awareness of his providential, prophetic mission and dismisses the idea that this could have been an invention on his part or
a deception:

64

Vospominunie o A. N. Skriahine, "Sovremennye zapiski" 1937, no. 63, s. 169.
The punctuation of the version published in Svet vechernii, Oxford 1962, s. 51-52,
reprinted in III, 532, differs from the originai publication of 1937 and appears to be
erroneous. The elegy is undated but was evidently written in 1915 (as stated in the
notes in Svei vechernii, 193), although not published unti! much later (unlike Ivanov's other poems on Skriabin, published at the time). The elegy was included by Ivanov in his essay, "Vzgliad Skriabina na iskusstvo," first read as a lecture in December
1915 and prepared for (unrealised) publications in 1916 and 1919. It is includecl in the
proofs of the essay held in Ivanov's Rome archive, stamped with the date of IO September 1916: "Vzgliad Skriabina na iskusstvo", proofs with author's corrections in
pencil and ink, RAI, karton 26, papka 1 (this is the copy of the essay printed in III,
172-89; see the note in III, 736). It also occurs in the later proofs of Ivanov's book
on Skriabin, due to be published by Alkonost; see Ivanov, Skriabin, s. 28-29 (first
pagination).
65 "Raskrylas' pozdno druzhby nashei zaviaz'...". Manuscript draft in pencil, RAI,
karton 1, papka I, 1.1. Ivanov evidently replaced "prorochil" with "veshchal" to allow for the inclusion of the pronoun "on".
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Ce6si camoro CKpm6HH tlpe()qpcnwoean [OCO6CHHO, Ilp0BA14CHAllal1bH0] OTNIC'IeHHb1M H KaK 6b1 [ayxonHo] nomanHHbim Ha BCJIIIKOC ncemHpHoe Reno. TaKoe
npeRmyHernme, — A 661 cKa3a.n: 'raKat MarFILITHOCM r.ny6HHHoil BORA, no Cy111,CCTBy He o6maHbusaer CHOCF0 HocH'reJlsl, XOTA linopmKnaerr 6onbineti qaCTbK) o6Mal-19141361C npeacTamemisi cpopm H nyreti o>KHaaemoro aellurnust. 3TOT
r0110C, 3TOT IThynCHH1111 onbIT HC 661JI KOWIHO, HA CaM0J110611BbINI B131MblCJIONI, HI1 — TCM MCHCC — ymbicsiom 66 .
,

There is a certain ring about these words, which suggests that
Ivanov also based his faith in his prophetic status on the testimony of
his own "secret voice" and "inner experience". Skriabin had confirmed to him the validity of this "inner experience" and had given his
"secret voice" a public form. This is made plain in the new concluding
section which Ivanov added to the end of his essay when he was correcting the proofs of his projected book on Skriabin. After reiterating
his view of Skriabin as "the last artist-genius of our days", who perceived the very essence of being (bytie) as a "tender mystery", he
quoted the last lines of his poem from Nezhnaia taina (1912), cited
above as an epigraph to this essay. In answer to the question he had
posed in his poem ("CAISITCSI JIL 3namenbsi no3Ty? 141Ill mameilbe no3T?")
he answered as follows:
—

FlomernHe, CKpz6HH cam 6b1Ji 'l'aKHM 3HaMCHHCM, rappy >KC ouramtri 3ane'r,
)wyroro HcKyccTna, Kpome newero. T. C. BOCCOCJIIIHAFOIII,CF0 Hac C caMHM
u nem, OTHbIFIC HC 6yRe'1'.

In other words, Skriabin, who inaugurated a new era in theurgic art,
is presented as an artist who had "answered" the question posed in
Ivanov's prescient verses and demonstrated the truth of his conviction that "110B011 cBeTy, Kpome Beakeil, FIUMI IICT". 67
The example of Skriabin gave Ivanov the confidence to articulate
his sense of his own prophetic destiny more openly. In his "Avtobiograficheskoe pis'mo" (January-February 1917), he returned to many
of the ideas presented in poetic form in Mladenchestvo and developed

66 V. Ivanov,

Skriabin, s. 7 (first pagination). The words in slittare brackets were
crossed out by Ivanov when he was correcting the proofs of his lecture for his book on
Skriabin, due to be published by Alkonost; by this stage Ivanov evidently wanted to
tone clown bis hyperbolic claims for Skriabin's prophetic status.
67 Ibidem, unpaginated manuscript pages between pages 36-37 (first pagination).
For the printecl text of these additional pages, see MyI'nikova, Stat'i Viach. Ivanova
o Skriahine, s. 113.
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them for a public audience. He makes the connection between the two
works plain by including in his letter several stanzas from the autobiographical poem (which was hot completed and published until
the next year), using his own "prophetic" verse to authenticate the
ideas that he presents more explicitly in prose. In the following passage, for example, he elaborates the earlier 1913 sections of Mladenchestvo that sought to validate his poetic vocation in terms of his
mother's prophetic visions of his destiny:
Ho a yHacnetiosan tlepTb1 RyweBBoro cluatia maTepti. OHa oKa3ana Ha MCHA
scegeno onpetienstontee immitme XoTe.nocb eN TatoKe, trro6blee 6y)tyuwl
CbIH 6b1.11 noaT. [...] 0Ha 6buta fillaMCHHO pentirtio3Ha; e)Ke;tHeBHo, B Teumme
BCCI1 ACH3HH, unTana FICaJlTblpb, 06JTHBaSICb c.rte3amit; stuibisa.ria B 3HameHaTenbHble 3110X11 sentite CHbI H tia)Ke Hasmy !Amena BKICHNSI; B *14:3Hb Br.TIARbIBaRaCb C
MUCTWIeCKHM ripOHNKHOBCHHCM

(11, 7-8).

Ivanov returns to this theme even more directly later in the letter:
Ma'rb socntrrbisana so mHe no3Ta, noKa3bisana nopTpeTbi flywKima, ratiana o6o
MHC no HcasTrbipio u TosiKosana MHC cnosa o Tom, trro ncanmonesen 6bin
FoHeilintim cpetivi Opames, H rITO pyKit ero HacTpownt FICailTblpb (11, 11).

He then reports that as an infant he would spend many hours deciphering a scrap of printed paper "accidentally" stuck to the wallpaper above his bed, bearing the text of Pushkin's "Poet" (1827). As
we shall see below, this direct link between Ivanov the future poet
and King David the psalmist and prophet subsequently received a
fuller poetic development in one of the stanzas that Ivanov added to
Mladenchestvo in August 1918.
In addition to the personal example of Skriabin, the unfolding of
historical events from the First World War through to the revolutions
of 1917 played a substantial role in bolstering Ivanov's sense of the
validity of his earlier prophetic intuitions and in deciding him to make
this awarenesss more public. When Nicholas II abdicated from the
throne in March 1917 and the Grand Duke Michael declined to succeed him, Ivanov rejoiced, seeing this as confirmation of his earlier
prophecies that art would "organize" the people and thereby enable
them to achieve self-determination. In a letter to his friend the philosopher Ern, posted from Sochi on 7 March 1917, he noted that the telegrams announcing the Grand Duke's renunciation of the throne had
been sent out on the day of his patron saint, 68 St Viacheslav (4

68

See Ivanov's poem "Molenie sv. Viacheslavu" (dated "Na 4 morta 1917"), in
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March); he then commented that the stronghold of autocracy which
the Decembrist uprising, followed by a whole century of bloodshed,
had been unable to overcome had suddenly, without bloodshed, miraculously melted away. At this point he quoted a few lines from his
poem, "Ubelennye nivy", written in November 1914 shortly after the
outbreak of war, and confessed:
HemenoeemecKiim nnyrom
Mnp nepenaxan ~me._
Bbipeano c FJ1b16010 rlepHOr1
KopeHbe 30.113acTapenblx...
C'rpawHo nepeActeam ncno.rmenne Toro, wro cam npeReimen it e mem yeepsin
Apyrnx, noTomy wro npegettnen realiora, e nontibim maTemaTtmecKtim 3HaHHCM,
1 1TO 01111 CHJ1bFlee, MCM realia; HO Korga OH11 BHC3a111-10 CTaHOBATCA Ha MCCTO
"peantr, Tbl He yRHBACH, KaK npyrne, HO nymnen 60m:ite npyrnx... 69

Both implicitly, by quoting from his poem, and explicitly, in the
gloss that follows, Ivanov is making it clear that current events represent the fulfilment of his earlier prophecies. A few months later, he
decided to air these feelings in a more public forum. When returning
the proofs of his autobiographical letter (dated January-February
1917) to Semen Vengerov, he included the text of a new postscript
(dated May 1917) and asked for it to be included as an appendix to
his open letter. Although in the event it remained unpublished, the
postscript provides interesting evidence of his readiness to don his
prophetic mantle in public; as Gennadii Obatnin points out, it is full of
the author's "sense of himself as a prophet, whose forecasts had been
fulfilled"2" Ivanov exclaims:
en*y HCF10.11HHBLLICK/CA, POCCHFO — CB060)1H011! He
masui C Flep1361X 1111C11 B01111b1, 1 1TO Otla - nopor HOB011 3110X ❑ H 1 1'10
xo're n 6bin yeepen, ,rro
uoj 3T1M npennorom moruna camojtep>Kaeng. He
FlegellOBC , ICCKHM rmyrom mnp nepenaxan o'rnbute". 71

Boero BCC6 CHOC I1 *11'3HH
31-1a.11, XOTA 11

which he addresses his patron saint, the Czech prince Viacheslav, with the prayer:
"Slavianskoi nyne bud' sobornosti zizhditel'!" — IV, 55.
69 V. I. Ivanov, Letter to V. F. Ern of 7 March 1917 (RGB), in Gennadii Obatnin,
Ivanov — mistik, Moscow 2000, p. 162. "Ubelennye nivy", dated 20 November 1914,
was first published in "Otechestvo" 1914, no.7 and reprinted in the anthology Voina
v russkoi poezii, Petrograd 1915; for the full text of the poem see IV, 26.
G. Obatnin, Ivanov —mistik, cit., s. 162.
71 "Pripiska k `Avtobiograficheskomu pis'mu' (May 1917)", in Ibidem, s. 162.
7()
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He then quotes the same lines from his poem of 1914, followed by an
excerpt from his essay of December 1914 on the war ("Vselenskoe
delo"), as evidence of the validity of his prophetic intuitions. He goes
on to explain that the purpose of the postscript is to add to his literary
autobiography "nepTonicy, Koe-TITO 06 -bAcHnionkyio B MOHX THopexvistx":
Bce, Frro rincasi fl,
HOCTH,

0

BbI3bIBBSI

Hacmeumi Tpenbix Ha6n1ogaTenen Retierurre.nb-

BceHapoFFHom HcKyccTiFe IF o CO6OpHOM mopmecTee, o Oymymem }q/1lb-

Typb1, no-HoBomy opraHimecKoà, o
CK01-0 FFyxa, Hmelou.mx pa3Bwrbcsi
onpegeneFm, —

HMCII0

61114)Kanwen

npeRnocbmon FFemaBcno
Temi THopmeerBa
npeRyromansisi
l=

pCJIHFHO3HO-CaM06bITHbIX amepnisix

B CF° OKOHrIaTellbHOM

BOJIH

OF0B0pCHHOIO 141111

B Byxe

npe/kpa3yMeBaeMolo

Hapo)woii. SI roBormn, ∎.ITO

KCJICiAHOFO, MbICJIHM H

pyc-

ncTopnmecKom camoMbI,

npeRcTaBH-

THopmm "npo 3anac" FF.nsi 639FyuFero,

Hapogy-npmfiem-,Hy ropmmy y6paHHyFo.

LIOCTOJIbKy Hy>KHOC AC.110, HOCKOJIbKy OHO

H '-ITO JICJI0

Ha-

opramuyer Hapojwyro jouly. 72

It is clear from this extract that Ivanov found in recent historical
events confirmation of his earlier view of art of the celi as a preparation for universal art, destined fo organise the nation's collective
spirit and to determine its historical path. Although he rounded off the
postscript by adding that history might well prove him wrong, he reiterated his staunch faith in art of the celi as the surest path to "true
universality" (istinnaia vsenarodnost').
Significantly, it was only after this point - after the combined impact of Skriabin's death and the course of historical events - that Ivanov added the most openly "prophetic" stanza to Mludenchestvo; on
15/28 August 1918, the Feast of the Assumption of the Virgin Mary,
he composed the first of the three additional stanzas (XLVI), describing his mother's prophecy over the psaltery on New Year's Eve that
her son would become a poet-prophet, like King David:
Kpermaz, necryH-Bari Kagaer
Mon menH: 3a
MaT1

MOJIOM

HOBORCTHC

nnew,er umpb...

BcTperiaer,—

1-aRae'r, pa3orHyB LIcanfimpb:

"B

CCMbC

urga

SI,

BbIll MCHblIIHM.

nacmipb

ComopHsm crrpyHHlidi

MOH

—

IICCCH

Beume

Te6e npopomar"... HepamyFieH

72 Ibidem, s. 162-163.
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nop c RywoR.) 11X 3aBeT:
6y;(ro noTaennbni CBCT,
B cxygenn nonoti, mie noprien, —
Rano co ponente HeCT11...
Flopa mriajieimecTua, npocrrn! 73
C TeX
KaK

These lines expand the passage from Ivanov's autobiographical
letter cited above and confer on it the additional authority of verse.
The whole of Ivanov's infancy is now framed between his mother's
two predictions: her first opening prophecy (over the psaltery) of his
poetic path (as the author of "stili unknown psaims") before he was
born, followed by her closing prophecy (once more over the psaltery), now likening him directly to the prophet and psalmist King
David, as he prepares to leave the shores of infancy for the wider waters of his poetic vocation.
This marks the high point of the gradually ascending line in
Ivanov's presentation of the artist as prophet that we have traced — a
line which moved from theory (prophecy as an ideai to be promoted
through art) to practice (prophecy as an ideal to be embraced in life),
reaching a peak during the years 1914-1918 when Ivanov came closest to identifying his own role in history - alongside that of Skriabin
— with his ideal.
As Ivanov had feared, history did prove him wrong; his prophetic
intuitions were not borne out but swept away by the course of the revolution. In 1924 he left Russia and spent the rest of his life in Italy.
What became of his ideal of art as prophetic in emigration? Did he
continue to nurture his belief in his own prophetic role? The extent to
which the prophetic ideal of poetry could be sustained by a Russian
poet in emigration was a question that clearly preoccupied Ivanov. It
crops up soon after his move to Italy in his correspondence with a
fellow poet in exile, Vladislav Khodasevich.
Like Ivanov, Khodasevich had forsaken Russia for Europe; after
settling in Paris, he carne to Italy in 1924 to spend the winter with
Gor'kii in Sorrento. Around this time he wrote to Ivanov about the
difficulty of continuing to write poetry in emigration. Ivanov responded with a long letter, written on 29 December 1924 shortly before

73 I 253. In a note to this stanza Ivanov refers the render to its source, Psalm
151:1-2 (a later additional psalm, not in the origina! Hebrew text).
,
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the New Year; after invoking his traditional model of the poetprophet, the psalmist David, he complained that he was also finding it
difficult to play David's harp:
Ho Bac, [...] Bawelí xaHubl, [...] excenn
•ellbH0 60ATbCH

ne mory:

Korga B

no3Te

HHMeT B HCM CBOrl r0110C H RaBHR.
BaBWHCb

no

Bce

maure

LITO

•OJIbK0

3•rocKyeT

)(0

My3a c BaMn,

OKOHMa-

Caym 3aKonoMepHo

HOR-

MCHA, [...] CayJI BO MHC CTOCK0-

HaHonro nponaHatomem Anime, caM nbi-

H CJIHWKOM

Tae•CA nepe6npam nanbHamn c•rpytibi ero 3a6pomeHHA apcbbi, Ra ne nana>1(1113ae•CSI

nonwe0Hasi

HCCHA.

Staying in Russia would not have been any better, however. After
noting the pervasive sense of spiritual death that he had experienced
during his last summer in Moscow, lvanov added:
>1(2)(HO XOTCAOCb
>KH3HH

Ha

nepeMennTb uo3gyx

3anage A

OrraeTcH o6pa'I'n'I'b

H

or.nzgerbcm

TaK)Ke ne y3pen — H
rlyeTbIHEO B flyeTb1Hb,

BOT

B EBp011e H H3 EBp0H1,1; HO

13.nagych B nycmme mpaHnoft.

mero 661

AH

)1(enan. 74

lvanov clearly continued to define his creative life in emigration
in relation to the same models as before: King David and the biblical
prophet presented in Pushkin's poem. He no longer embraces Pushkin's Prophet as a model of the theurgic artist about to proclaim his
message to the world; he now compares himself to Pushkin's Prophet
at the stage before he receives the transforming blessing of divine
inspiration, when he is dragging himself along in a state of spiritual
thirst, attempting to transform his wilderness (pustynia) into a piace
of spiritual growth (pustyn'). His comment in the postscriptum to his
letter (151] ITHBLIK IlyCTIAIIII0>KIITelIbCTBOBaTb Ila 3anage g0/1114M14 TOJELaMil
psmama

JIeT, TOJIbK0

yxpennasich

B

caoem pyCCKOM camonyBcTsoaaHaa")

suggests that his sense of his prophetic calling as a Russian poet was
strengthened, rather than weakened by the experience of living
abroad.
We noted earlier that this had also been the case when I vanov
wrote the main part of his "prophetic" autobiography, Miadenchestvo, in Rome in 1913. His letter of 1924 signals a return to the more
sober emphasis on spiritual efforts in life, rather than in art, first
74

Chetyre pis'ma V. I. lvanova k V. F. Khodasevichu, ed. N. N. Berberova, "Novyi

zhurnal" 1960, no. 62, s. 285-286. For Khodasevich's later letter to lvanov of 21

perepiski
V. F. Khodasevicha (1925-1938), ed. John Malmstad, in "Minuvshee: Istoricheskii

January 1925 and for interesting comments on their correspondence, see Iz
al'manakh", vol. 3, Paris 1987, s. 262-268.

Viacheslav Ivanov's Ideai of the Artist as Prophet

195

introduced in this poem and in "O granitsakh iskusstva", but then
temporarily displaced under the heady influence of Skriabin and historical upheavals. In his memorable poem of recantation, "Palinodiia"
(14 January 1927), Ivanov turned once more to the language and
form of Pushkin's "Prorok" to indicate a move away from classical
culture and a retreat to more austere forms of spiritual life; after wondering whether he shattered the idol of Hellas "in prophetic terror" (v
veshchem uzhase), the poet describes his flight to the foothills of the
Thebaid, where he feeds on wild honey and locusts (the diet of the
prophet St John the Baptist). 75 The biblical tradition of prophecy
seems to have reasserted its dominance over the classica! model. Distance from Russia, disillusionment in the revolution, and conversion
to Catholicism — ali these evidently played a role in bringing about
this change of emphasis. The result, however, was not a renunciation
but a renewal of faith in the prophetic calling of poetry, now more
firmly anchored in biblical tradition and in the concept of the Word
made flesh. Shortly after completing his palinode, Ivanov wrote a remarkable sonnet, first entitled "Poeziia", then "Slovo — Plot — , and finally "Iazyk" (10 February 1927). Poetry is once more described as a
"prophetic hymn" (veshchii gimn), born of the marriage of spirit and
earth (linked to language); as the "precursor of spirit-bearing creation" (tvoren'ia dukhonosnogo predtecha), its function is clearly prophetic (III, 567, 846, note).
Ivanov continued to write a wide variety of works of a prophetic
character in emigration. The major work of his late years, "Povest' o
Svetomire tsareviche: Skazanie startsa-inoka" (1928-1949) represents
a grandiose attempt to recreate a prophetic and messianic chronicle in
the old Russian style, replete with prophecies and biblical quotations.
In addition to personal lyrics with a strong prophetic orientation, he
allo wrote several essays on a range of writers, paying particular attention to the treatment of prophetic motifs in their works. His essay
on Virgil's messianic view of history (1931) stresses the Roman
poet's unique role as the prophet of Christ to the pagans, reconciling

75 See P. Davidson, "Hellenism, Culture and Christianity: The Case of Vyacheslav

Ivanov and his 'Palinode' of 1927," in

Russian Literature and the Classics, ed. Peter I.

Barta, David H.J. Larmour and Paul Allen Miller, Amsterdam 1996, esp. pp. 98-99.
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the classical and biblical traditions of prophecy. 76 In his essay on the
laurei in the poetry of Petrarch (1932), he singles out Dante's use of
the image of the stars as an example of a truly "prophetic image", defined as the "almost impersonai and involuntary expression of an objective truth intuited through faith". 77
A similar preoccupation with the relationship between art and
prophecy informed Ivanov's late writings on Russian poets and poetry. In his essay on Pushkin, "Dva maiaka", first given as a lecture in
Italian in February 1937 and published in substantially different
Italian and Russian versions in the same year, he devotes much space
to this issue. He returns to the crucial distinction between art and life
that he drew in his lecture of 1913, "0 granitsakh iskusstva", and relates it once more to Pushkin's "Prorok", demonstrating with singular
passion that this is not a poem about the poet. He attacks the widespread confusion of Pushkin's Prophet with his ideai image of the
poet, attributing this to the Polish poet Mickiewiecz, who transferred
his own prophetic aspirations to Pushkin (a perceptive comment, not
without relevance to Ivanov's approach to Skriabin). He points out
that Pushkin's Prophet undergoes a complete transformation of his
individuai personality, tantamount to death and incompatible with artistic creation:
"FlpopoK" ecm o6pa3 genocmoro H OKOHgaTenhHOF0 riepepo>Kgennm J11~0CTH, KO'l'OpOe B HCKOTOpOM CMLICJIC paBHOCHIlbH0 cmepm. 1436patinK
cragonwrcsi 6e3J1114HbIM HOCHTCJICM BJ10*CHH011 B Her0 CRHHOil MLICIIH H BOJIH.
ECJIH 6 OH patirne 6blJl Xr(0)KHPIKOM, TO, KOHC'IHO, nepecTan 6b1 HM 661Tb. OH
He ncKan 6b1 y>Ke TBOWICCK0r0 yeRHHCHHA, [...] HO 06X0JIHJI Obl mopm H 3CMBH C
npononenbro, nnoripmpoRnoto ncKycerny.

After a detailed paraphrase of the final stages of the transformation
undergone by Pushkin's Prophet, designed to make plain his fundamental difference from the Poet, Ivanov concludes:
Me>Kny nocnnigennem ripopoKa n BbICWHM gyX0BHbIM np06y>Knetiment noa.ra,
o6u(ne; HO npeo6nagaer pa31111411e m:3),x pa3HbIX nyreg
H nnyx pa3HbIX BHROB 60)KeCTBeHHOF0 IlOCIIHHHWICCTBH (IV, 335).
HCCOMHCHHO, CCTL

76 Wjatscheslaw lwanow, Vergils Historiosophie, "Corona" 1931, Year I, no. 6
(May), pp. 761-774.
77 Venceslao lvanov, Il lauro nella poesia del Petrarca,Estratto dagli "Annali della
Cattedra Petrarchesca" 1932, vol. 4, p. 4.
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Pushkin's ability to make and maintain this distinction is the basis of
his special quality of "spiritual sobriety" (dukhovnoe trezvenie - IV,
342).
One gets the sense from this passage that Ivanov is trying very
hard to clarify a key issue which had caused him (and his generation)
considerable confusion. His construction of the image of the artist as
a theurgic activist, endowed with prophetic powers, had taken to a
new and potentially dangerous extreme a tendency which was already
well established in the Russian literary tradition. He now seems to be
intent on deconstructing this image by returning to its source in
Pushkin's "Prorok". Significantly, the Russian version of the essay
devotes far more space to denouncing the confusion of Pushkin's
Prophet with the Poet than the Italian originai." The brief passage devoted to this topic in the Italian essay was evidently expanded in the
Russian version to act as a necessary corrective, aimed at Russian
readers, brought up in a tradition which revered the poet as prophet
and sought to trace this view back to Pushkin as the father-figure of
Russian literature. In the originai typescript of the Russian version
(held in Ivanov's archive in Rome), this particular passage is also the
most heavily corrected section of the essay. The many changes and
additions made by Ivanov are ali aimed at reinforcing the difference
between the Prophet and the Poet, as if Ivanov was stili struggling
with himself to overcome a residuai tendency to merge the two vocations. For example, in the last extract cited above, Ivanov originally
used the word "posviashchenie" to refer to the calling of both the
Prophet and the Poet; to avoid any confusion between religious initiation and artistic inspiration, he later replaced "posviashchenie" with
"vysshee dukhovnoe probuzhdenie", when referring to the Poet."
In his late essay, "Mysli o poezii" (1938, published in 1962),
Ivanov made an extended and more theoretical attempt to clarify the
relationship between poetry and prophecy. He argues that poetry in
78 The relevant passage occurs in section 3 of the Italian essay, which turned into
sections 5 and 6 of the Russian version. See Venceslao Ivanov, "Gli aspetti del Bello
e del Bene nella poesia di Pugkin", in Alessandro Pidkin nel primo centenario della
morte, ed. Ettore Lo Gatto (Rome 1937), p. 32. The preface states that Ivanov's essay
was first given as a lecture at the Istituto per l'Europa Orientale on 9 February 1937.
The Russian version first appeared in "Sovremennye zapiski" 1937, no. 63.
79 "O Pushkine. Dva rnaiaka". Typescript with author's corrections in pencil. RAI,
karton 15, papka 4,1.9.
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the modern sense bears the same relation to the incantations and
prophecies of the ancient "veshchii pevets (vates)" as the Muses do to
Apollo, the god of prophecy. Although poetry therefore only represents a diluted form of its original prophetic source, it preserves the
memory of its "native legacy" (nasled'e rodovoe), which it constantly
strives to recover (III, 651-52). To illustrate this claim Ivanov returns
to some of his most cherished examples of prophetic art: Virgil's
messianic Eclogue, the works of Dante, the art of the Renaissance,
including Michelangelo and Raphael. As a powerful syncretic image,
designed to embody the reconciliation of Hellenic wisdom and divine
revelation, he makes special reference to Raphael's depiction of
Poetry, seated between two angels bearing tablets with the inscription
from Virgil "Numine affiatur" (lnspired by the god) (111:655-57).
It is clear from these examples and the generai argument of the essay that Ivanov continued up until the end of his life to embrace and
promote the ideai of theurgic, prophetic art that he first advanced in
his early verse and essays. The following passage from the essay of
1938 could in fact easily have been written in the 1900s:
11O3'161 cyrb *pell,b1-B03BeCTIATenli HenpejumgeHHoro BROXHOBCHNSI; 3epKana
FliraHTCKNX TeFla, Kuropbre 6yHynkyrocrb 6pocaer 13 HacTcHngee;

mHpy aaKoHoika'remi mupa.

[...]

[...]

Henenombie

1103311S1 po*q 6brrne B 661'1111,1, BT0p1/19H0

comaer 3HaKOMbII Harvr MHp, 061-10BASIeT KOCMOC

(III, 657).

Ivanov did not renounce or alter his faith in the ideal of prophetic
art; the only difference was that he no longer believed in its full realisation in contemporary art, as he had when prompted by the example
of Skriabin.
In August 1939 Ivanov wrote a letter to Karl Muth, responding to
a request for his views on the concept of Beauty advanced in a book
by the German philosopher of culture, Theodore Haecker. The extract
from this letter, eventually published in 1946 under the title "Ein
Echo", provides a valuable indication of the way in which Ivanov
continued to construct his prophetic ideai of art. The passage falls into three distinct sections. In the first, Ivanov recounts a personal
prophetic experience, communicated to him some thirty years earlier,
when he heard an "echo" or faint call from the depths of his being;
this took the form of a few Latin words on life as a constant process
of "becoming". In the second section, Ivanov explains how he transformed this treasured revelation into a Latin distich. In the third section, he relates the prophetic, forward-looking approach to life imparted to him in this way to Haecker's concept of three types of Beauty -
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Beauty of the first Being (Splendor), Beauty of becoming (Via), and
Beauty of the second Being (Gloria), noting that contemplation of the
last type of Beauty requires mystic or prophetic ascent. 8" It is clear
from the juxtaposition of these comments with the preceding account
of a personal prophetic experience that Ivanov linked his own brand
of prophetic art to the third type of Beauty (as can be seen from the
second poem of Korinchie zvezdy, "Krasota"). Thus we can see that
Ivanov, up until the end of his life, presented his ideai of prophetic
art in terms of three inseparable stages, mirrored in this tripartite extract: first, the personal visionary experience, then, its articulation in
poetry, and finally, its translation into a philosophy of aesthetics.
The link between personal visionary experience and prophetic
poetry was fundamental to Ivanov's theory and practice of the prophetic ideai in art. For this reason, he felt a particular affinity with
Lermontov. In one of his last essays, "Lermontov" (1947), he characterised the Romantic poet as a visionary prophet, who had failed to
appreciate the difference between the "vati primordiali" of the ancient
world and Pushkin's entirely different but equally sacred notion of
the poet. 8 i Part of Ivanov clearly wanted to follow Lermontov in his
maximalist approach to poetry as a surrogate form of prophecy, along
the lines developed by Solov'ev and his disciple Blok, while another
part of him was willing to settle for the greater "spiritual sobriety" associated with Pushkin's approach to poetry. One could even argue
that the periodic fluctuations in Ivanov's view of the relationship
between poetry and prophecy were defined by his relation to these
two competing Russian models of the Poet's relation to the Prophet.
Finally, we may note a significant fact: in the last years of his life,
from 1945 onwards, Ivanov wrote very little poetry; instead he devoted himself to editing and annotating various biblical texts. Of particular interest for our subject is the introduction to the edition of the
psalms that he prepared towards the end of his life for the Vatican. 82

m III, 647. Ein Echo was first published in "Mesa" 1946, autumn, no. 2, pp. 2122.
81 IV, 359-360. Ivanov's essay on Lermontov was commissioned by Ettore Lo
Gatto in 1947, written in Italian, and first published in 1958.
82 Ivanov wrote the introduction and edited the commentary for an edition of the
Church Slavonic and Russian texts of the psalms: Psaltir': Na slavianskom i russkom
iazykakh, Rome 1950.
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The writer who modelled his own artistic life and his ideai of the poet
as prophet on the psalmist David, the poet who composed his own
"psalms" (such as "Psalom Solnechnyi", 1906, or the later cycle of
sonnets "De Profundis Amavi", 1920), finally submerges his creative
voice and retires to the invisible role of commentator on sacred texts
(his name is nowhere mentioned in the edition).
!t is clear from the ground covered in this essay that the ideai of the
artist as a prophet remained centrai to Ivanov's work throughout his
life. It was rooted in his personal experience of life, understood as a
constant process of "becoming;" it informed his poetry, devoted to
the cult of Beauty in its relation to Being, leading to the transfiguration of matter; it also determined the direction of his writings on aesthetics and his approach to past and contemporary art, aimed at the
promotion of this ideal; finally, it defined his teleological view of history, seen as a graduai progression towards the realisation of this
ideai, and his understanding of the national mission of the Russians
in this context. His contribution to the Russian tradition of regarding
the writer as a prophet was undoubtedly a substantial one. But how
originai was it?
The actual content of Ivanov's message was not particularly original: it took up the well-established debate about the relation of Russia to Europe, initiated by Chaadaev and running through the Slavophiles to Solov'ev, and developed it in the direction of an overall ecumenical spiritual ideal, consistent with mainstream Christian messianic
tradition. Ivanov's insistence on the role to be played by art in the
realisation of this prophetic ideal was no doubt the most originai part
of his message, but this approach had already been broached before
him by Solov'ev.
The distinctive features that set Ivanov's contribution apart from
that of his predecessora and contemporaries can be found in the form
in which he presented his ideal, rather than in its content. First, there
was the sheer range of his sources and depth of his erudition. Although his knowledge of Hebrew biblical tradition did not match that
of Solov'ev, he was very well versed in Christian biblical and patristic texts, and his immersion in the classical tradition put him at a
special advantage when it carne to addressing the fundamental problem pertaining to the ideai of art as prophecy: the reconciliation of
the biblical and classical traditions of prophecy. He was also a poly-
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glot, conversant with the broad spectrum of European culture from
the Middle Ages through the Renaissance to modern times. His
familiarity with all the arts meant that his models of art as prophecy
were drawn from painting, sculpture and music, as well as from literature. He was therefore able to draw on an exceptionally wide range
of prophetic "predecessora" and to present Russian literature in its
European context as part of a broad continuum, reaching all the way
back to classica! antiquity. This range of reference was a powerful
tool, which conferred a special authority on his pronouncements and
enabled him to take up the role of "Uchitel'" among his contemporaries.
The second major area in which Ivanov's contribution was distinctive was his renewal of the core connection between poetry and
the Russian tradition of literature as prophecy, both in theory and in
practice. Although prophetic themes are present in the verse of earlier
poets, such as Pushkin, Iazykov, Lermontov and Tiutchev, they cannot be described as central to their work (with the possible exception
of Lermontov). In the case of Ivanov's immediate predecessor, Vladimir Solov'ev, prophetic concerns were at the heart of his poetry,
but his verse was not distinguisi,-d. Among the religious Symbolists,
Ivanov put prophetic intuitions at the very centre of his poetic endeavour. Through his "difficult" and demanding style of poetry, he made
mystery and prophetic initiation part of his readers' experience. The
same was true of his practice of the art of translation, both in his
choice of "prophetic" authors to translate (such as Dante, Novalis,
Mickiewicz) and in his manner of translation, often designed to emphasise or to introduce prophetic motifs into the originai.
The third innovative area was Ivanov's integration of the prophetic ideai into his system of aesthetics. His development of a new style
of "metaphysical" literary criticism took forward the process initiated
by Solov'ev's essays on theurgic art. Ivanov wrote for his contemporaries in the language of art, rather than of religion or philosophy,
and presented a highly focused programme for the development of the
prophetic idea! in contemporary art. He far exceeded Bely and Blok in
the number, range and inner consistency of the essays that he wrote
on this subject over some five decades.
Finally, mention should be made of one further important aspect
of Ivanov's contribution: his engagement with some of the key problematic issues raised by the ideai of art as prophecy. These included
the reconciliation of divine revelation with Hellenic wisdom and the
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relation of the prophetic ideal as experienced in life to its expression
in art. The fluctuations and changes of emphasis in Ivanov's presentation of the ideal of art as prophecy resulted from his confrontation
of these centrai issues.
In sum, therefore, among the many writers who have contributed
to the Russian tradition of literature as prophecy, Ivanov could justifiably be said to have achieved the fullest integration of the prophetic
ideal in his life, art and aesthetics. He not only drew on the broadest
range of sources and examples in his promotion of the ideal; he also
conveyed it through a remarkable variety of innovative forms.

