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Chapter One
Goats After Shakespeare: A Survey of Tragedy in Russia

Korpa >xe HaM roBopsT Tenepsb, UTO CIIEHa €CTh CBAILICHHOACHCTBUE, aKTep—Kpell, a
co3epIiaHue JApaMbl MPUOOIIAET HAC TAUHCTBY, TO CJIOBA “CBAIICHHOCHCTBUE”, “Kpent”,
“TaMHCTBO” MTOHKMAaEM Mbl B HEOIIPEIEICHHOM, MHOTOCMBICIIEHHOM, ITOYTH OECCMBICIIEHHOM
CMBICIIE ATUX cJI0B. UTO Takoe cBsiieHHOAeWCTBUE? ECTh JIM 3TO aKT peTuruo3Horo aeicTeus?
Ho xakoro? Ilepen kem 310 cBsieHHoAecTBrue? Y kakoMy 00Ty JTOIKHBI MBI MOJIUTHCS?
[Tpurnamarot 11 Hac BEPHYTHCS K TEM MPUMHUTHUBHBIM PETUTHO3HBIM (hopMaM, U3 KOTOPHIX

pa3Buiach pama, UJId HET, BCE 3TO OCTAETCS MOKPHITHIM MPAKOM HEU3BECTHOCTH.
Ecnu na, monasaiite Ham Ko3na juist 3akinanusi! Ho 9yto Ml Oyniem enath ¢ KO3JI0M TOoCIe
[lexcrinpa?

Amngnpeit bensrii, 1907
When we hear these days that theatre is ritual, the actor a priest and that by contemplating drama
we are participating in holy mystery, we understand the words “ritual,” priest,” “mystery” in a
vague, ambiguous, almost meaningless way. What is “ritual”? Is it some kind of religious act?
But of what kind? Before whom is this ritual to be enacted? And to what god are we supposed to
pray? Whether or not we are being invited to return to those forms of religion out of which the
drama developed remains veiled in mystery. If we are to do so, then give us a goat for

immolation! But what are we to do with a goat after Shakespeare?
Andrei Bely, 1907

Reconciliation is never the aim of tragedy, Vyacheslav Ivanov argued in 1912.' Tragic
dramas depict two equal forces which, finding themselves in irreconcilable conflict, move first
against each other and then, inevitably, toward death. Death is the end of the Bacchic ritual at the
root of tragedy, blood spilt from the slit neck of an ox or goat in honor of Dionysus, the many-
faced god of dubious origin; Dionysus, the animating force behind the resurrection of tragedy in
the minds of certain Russian poets of the fin-de-siecle. Dionysus is not alone on the tragic stage:
alongside his heated, rhythmic choruses is the dialogue, which, according to Friedrich Nietzsche’s
1872 study The Birth of Tragedy Out of the Spirit of Music, is governed by Apollo. Neatly
organized Apollonian stichomythia imposes structure, Ivanov wrote, on the genre, taming the

990

“ecstasy”> of the Dionysian chorus. While the conclusions of tragic dramas often leave their

" lvanov 2018, 198. All translations from Russian are my own unless otherwise noted.
2 vanov 2018, 200



protagonists in a state of abjection, the audience was not meant to join them in this feeling. Instead,
the despondent state of tragic characters was meant to inspire cultic communality among the
audience members, reminding them of the universality of their experiences on earth and the
consequences of bad behavior. Tragedy provided a forum for discussions of life and mortality that
was also wrapped up in religious ritual and worship of the liberating masked god Dionysus. It is
no wonder that writers and artists associated with Russian Symbolism turned to tragedy in the
violent, unstable, rapidly changing landscape of Russia, and for the purposes of this dissertation,
primarily Petersburg, at the turn of the century. The tragic drama is at once high art and folktale,
the work of divine geniuses and the bread of the people. It is tragic irony that the poets who
painstakingly translated tragic dramas and other literatures from Ancient Greek, and who wrote
extensive polemics on the future of theater in Russia and tragedy’s potential as a unifying force,
were members of a relatively small, esoteric, volatile movement, quite literally enclosed in a
“tower” debating minor differences of their aesthetic sensibilities while their country was
disintegrating and their countrymen were rallying for revolution. The work they produced,
however, was enormously influential for the next century of literary production. Vyacheslav
Ivanov’s legendary bashnya salons in his apartment on the Tavrichesky Sad began in 1905, the
same year and several kilometers away from Dvortsovaya Ploshad’, where members of the
Imperial Guard fired into a crowd of striking workers. Several hundred were killed on Krovavoye
voskresenye, sending Russian society into years of chaos that would culminate in the dissolution
of imperial reign followed by the Bolshevik Revolution. Symbolism and the movement that
emerged in opposition to its mystical anarchism, Acmeism, declined in popularity as nationalist
fervor gained traction after 1910, and were still not sufficiently aligned with growing revolutionary

unrest as 1917 approached. The luminaries of Symbolism and Acmeism were not able to shapeshift



their movements into something that could exist in early Bolshevik society, as movements such as
Futurism did. Individual artists and poets who had been associated with Symbolism or Acmeism
(or both) continued working in these evolving cultural spaces, doing what was necessary to
survive, whether that meant conceding to Soviet cultural aims, “writing into the desk” for decades
at a time, or immigrating to Paris, Berlin, or Rome with their memories of the Russia they left
behind and the Russia they had hoped to create.

The ancient origins of tragedy as a religious ritual that evolved into performance are
murky, but tragedy in the form we recognize today came into prominence in Athens in the fifth
century BCE, and as a genre it has continued to evolve and generate thought for millennia. This
dissertation will examine tragedy as it existed in late-nineteenth and early-twentieth-century
Russia, and as it was invoked by writers associated with or against (in the case of Acmeism)
Symbolism. Classical influence permeated countless areas of culture and artistic production during
this period, so the constraint of this dissertation will be working primarily with texts and theory
produced by writers who were trained in Ancient Greek and Latin to the extent that they were able
to competently and oftentimes wonderfully translate tragic works themselves into Russian:
Vyacheslav Ivanov, Dmitry Merezhkovsky, and Innokenty Annensky. These translation and
reception projects were scaffolded by sparkling theoretical writing on the future of Russian theater
and the use of tragedy in modernity by these three writers and many of their compatriots, including
Andrei Bely, Aleksandr Blok, Valery Bryusov, Nikolai Gumiliev, Osip Mandelstam, and
Vsevolod Meyerhold.

My three subjects were not the only translators to embark on the task of bringing Attic
tragedies into Russian. The Brockhaus-Efron Encyclopedia entries on Euripides, Sophocles, and

Aeschylus list a number of translators of each playwright undertaken in the nineteenth century,



primarily done by scholars translating for academic purposes. In this category are Aleksei
Merzlyakov (1778-1832) and Pyotr Dmitrievich Shestakov (1826—1889) who each translated
several works by Euripides, including the Hippolytus and Medea. Concurrently with the advent of
Russian Symbolism, the classical philologists N. Kotelov, V. I. Vodovozov, and V. Alekseyev
published translations of collections and sections from tragedy in the 1880s. Alekseyev’s
translations were in prose. Vladimir Zubkov, a classical philologist at Moscow University,
translated The Women of Trachis by Sophocles in 1880. The encyclopedia entries for Sophocles
and Euripides were written by Fyodor Gerasimovich Mishchenko (1848—-1906), a professor of
classics at Kazan University, who himself translated Sophocles’ Theban plays in 1872. The entry
on Aeschylus was written by Tadeusz Zielinski, the Polish-born classicist whose lectures calling
for a “Slavonic Renaissance” were popular in Petersburg in the fin-de-siecle, and who worked
extensively with Ivanov and Annensky. His work and influence will be discussed at length in
chapters two and three. Among the translators of Aeschylus, Zielinski mentions the poet Apollon
Maikov (1821-1897), the Polish classicist Ignatiy Kossovich (1808—1878 ), and the classical
philologist Vladimir Appel’rot (1865—-1897). These pedagogical translations are not the subject of
this dissertation: I am interested in tragedy as it intersects with modernist poetry and the aesthetic
manifestos of Ivanov, Merezhkovsky, and Annensky, who all endeavored to make tragedy part of
the Russian zeitgeist, envisioned for it a higher purpose, and strove to transport the ancient plays
as far outside the academy as they could manage (which, to be honest, was sometimes not very
far).

The theatrical world of Petersburg was alight with the work of visionary dramatists, and
Symbolists knew the stage would be a key site for the enactment of their incendiary aesthetic

philosophies, which were heavily drawn from the nineteenth-century studies on tragedy by Richard



Wagner and Friedrich Nietzsche. Wagner and Nietzsche wrote treatises on the resurrection of
tragedy for its aesthetic efficacy and for its capacity to foster communal, national feeling. Ivanov
reiterated these ideas in 1906.
Theaters of choral tragedies, comedies, and mysteria must become the hearths of the
nation’s creative or prophetic self-determination. The problem of fusing the actors and
spectators into a single orgiastic body will only be resolved when, with the vital and
creative mediation of the chorus, the drama becomes not a spectacle offered from outside,
but the inner work of the national community that has chosen this particular orchestra as
its focus.’
Alongside the influence of Wagner and Nietzsche, the other dominating framework shaping these
projects was a renewed interest among the intelligentsia in Russian Orthodoxy. The translation of
Greek tragedy and related reception projects often used literary and linguistic parallels with
Russian Orthodox Christianity to create a version of antiquity these writers (Ivanov and
Merezhkovsky in particular) believed to be suited for this period of modernity. This follows in a
tradition dating to the Roman Empire in which structures and plots from tragedy were mingled
with Christian myth by monks and theologians who were educated in Greek and saw how useful
the tragic genre could be to disseminate Christian ideas. In the case of the early Russian modernists,
these translation choices were made not anticipating the imminent Bolshevik Revolution and the
Soviet rejection of organized religion. As liturgical texts were erased from the Russian educational
system and religious worship went underground culturally, the mingling of Greek and Christian
language and myth wrought by Symbolist poets became increasingly archaic and alienating to its
readers in the Soviet Union. The result is that these translations, which were meant to reinvigorate
interest in tragedy and align with Russianness, are recognizable as products of the narrow period

of time before the revolution, its language hewn to the aesthetic notions of a practically

extinguished (and in the Soviet Union suppressed) literary movement. Despite this, these

3 Ivanov, 110



translations remain among the most widely read and well-regarded translations of tragedy
available for Russophone readers. The aim of this dissertation is to determine how the unique
cultural forces of this period shaped the separate but interweaving projects of Ivanov,
Merezhkovsky, and Annensky to reintroduce and transform Greek tragedy in the decades leading
up to the revolution. I argue that each translator, within the same three decades (1890—1920),
established a unique manifesto for tragic reception that responds to the same combination of
cultural forces. This introductory chapter will discuss the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century
receptions and translations of Greek tragedy in Russia that predated Symbolism, and introduce the
theoretical debates that competed to offer a modern interpretation of the ancient form. These
polemics centered around Nietzsche’s study on the Dionysian and Apollonian dichotomy in tragic
structure, which provided a rich framework through which Russian Symbolists developed and
expanded their own theories for the application of antiquity to the art and literature of modernity.

Tragedies in Athens were performed during a festival called the Dionysia, honoring the
eponymous god with three tetralogies of dramatic plays, scheduled alongside animal sacrifices and
religious rituals. The word “drama” is derived from the Greek verb dpdw, “to do,” and “drama”
means “deed” or “act.” The word for rite or ritual is dpaouevov (dromenon), derived from the same
verb, and translates literally to “the thing done” or “action.” Jane Ellen Harrison, an early-
twentieth-century classicist who, like Zielinski in Russia at practically the same time, was known
throughout England for her engaging, informative lectures on classical history and culture. She
published the seminal study Ancient Art and Ritual in 1914, in which she illuminates the linked
ancestry between art and religious ritual (a concept that scholars including Ivanov had been arguing
in Germany and Russia for decades). Harrison argues that “these two divergent developments have

a common root, and that neither can be understood without the other. [...] It is at the outset of and



the same impulse that sends a man to church and to the theatre.”* The church and the theater both
revolve around collectivity and shared experience, and a collective sharing emotional tension
transforms a “simple reaction into a rite.”> While the Dionysia preserved religious ritual and made
it a central moment of the festival, the creation of the drama can be seen as a reaction to the
decrease in a ritualistic approach to religion as people moved from tribal systems to cities like
Athens. The desire to replicate the sensation of ritual collectivity by recreating its material
circumstances, i.e. communal singing, dancing, and sacrifice, is where the mimesis (imitation)
comes in, which is what we now understand as art.

The ancient ritual that is believed to have evolved into tragic performance began with the
dithyramb, a hymn sung to honor Dionysus. No complete dithyrambs have survived into
modernity. The earliest mention of the dithyramb in poetry comes from the seventh-century BCE
iambic poet Archilochus of Paris, who wrote “I know how to lead the fair song of Lord Dionysus,
the dithyramb, when my wits are fused with wine.”® Two centuries later, in the fifth century BCE,
a fragment left by Aeschylus notes that “the dithyramb of mixed voice should accompany the
revels of Dionysus.”” Between these centuries, the use of dithyramb in religious worship spread
through regions such as Delphi, Naxos, and Thebes, and lengthened from several lines of poetry
to longer sets of verse led by a chorus. The “chorus dithyramb” finally reached “full literary
development in connection with the Dionysiac festivals at Athens,” according to Arthur Pickard-
Cambridge.® While other regions expanded upon dithyrambic ritual in unique ways, the tragedy,

sung and danced by actors wearing masks, was “exclusively Athenian.”® The stem of the term
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“tragedy,” tpaywdia, is tpdyoc, which means goat. What this implies is the subject of centuries of
scholarship and debate, which boil down to the following: that this may be a reference to the chorus
who were in the guise of goat-like satyrs, that these chorus members may have been wearing goat-
skins for ritual reasons, that the goat was a prize for the winning tragedian, or that the goat would
be sacrificed as part of the performance.!? This is the goat whose continued relevance Andrei Bely
questioned in the epigraph to this chapter. Early tragedy consisted only of choral verses; the actor
Thespis is credited for introducing the solo actor into the performance. This was expanded in the
work of Aeschylus.'!

Fragments of tragedies exist from a number of playwrights who were frequently victorious
in the Dionysia, but Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides are the only fifth-century tragedians with
dramas that have survived to the present day, (mostly) complete. The plays we have are
tantalizingly few compared with the prolific output of the ancient dramatists: Sophocles is said to
have written over one hundred plays, with only seven surviving, alongside seven of Aeschylus’
ninety dramas, and nineteen of Euripides’ ninety-two. Analysis of these surviving plays reveals
that they share complex thematic and metrical structures, demonstrating patterns that give modern
scholars relatively clear ideas about what tragedy was meant to relay to ancient audiences, and
how it functioned as part of Athenian society. All the extant tragedies were performed publicly
and depicted an event or series of events that could be understood and reckoned with by all
members of society, represented within the drama by the chorus members, who were meant to
stand in for “ordinary people,” using well-known semihistorical myth to provide characters and
setting. Tragedies depict the limits of human power, intersecting desires of men and forces more

powerful than men, all leading to an overwhelming question: what is the meaning of life? Why are

10 Pickard-Cambridge, 113
" Pickard-Cambridge, 121



we here, alive, somehow both mired in an inescapable moira (fate) and seemingly endowed with
the ability to make choices? Tragedy in the fifth century predates the lives and teachings of Plato
and Aristotle, but served a similar purpose as a mode of rhetorically working out crises of mortality
and the consequences of harm caused to others, against the greater cosmic context of religion, war,
and other powers beyond our control. The dominion of Socratic thought, which Nietzsche despised
for being overly rational, also created a gulf between these kinds of existential questions in art and
their representation in sacrificial ritual. The ritual is meant to satiate a more primitive desire to see
the dead resurrected, and the subsequent belief that the one resurrected is divine. This particular
type of ritual is found in Egyptian as well as Greek and later Christian religious rites. Harrison
writes, “In ritual, the thing desired, i.e. resurrection, is acted, in art it is represented.”!?

The neoclassical revival of tragedy in the eighteenth century, exemplified in the plays of
Jean Racine, did not have any interest in reviving the genre as a religious sacrificial rite, but viewed
tragedy in the style in which neoclassicists preferred to imagine the ancient world: cold, perfect
marble, with tragedies subjected to this framework of completeness and discipline. In Greek
Tragedy and the Modern World, Leo Aylen argues that tragedy cannot exist in the modern era as
it did in antiquity because of the difference in function: to entertain rather than to represent in a
religious context. Aylen writes, “The temptation to avoid unsettling the audience is too strong.”!?
Neoclassical tragedies were written with the intention of supporting political and social norms,
and the dominance of reason over passion, while the morals and conclusions of the tragedies of

Athens can be obscure and perplexing, meant to mirror the painful, morally complicated nature of

being alive and interacting with the world.
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The Russian Symbolists were a collective of poets in Russia around the turn of the
twentieth century among whom some, for a multiplicity of reasons, had a vested interest in reviving
tragedy as it existed during the Dionysia. This movement emerged in the 1890s and is often divided
into two stages which are associated with two groups of poets, although in reality there was
frequent overlap between the two groups, and the divide came down to a differing theoretical and
philosophical outlook that was developed by the “younger” group around the turn of the century,
under the stewardship of Vladimir Solovyov. The first, “older” wave of Symbolists, which counted
among them Valery Bryusov, Konstantin Balmont, Dmitri Merezhkovsky, Zinaida Gippius, and
Fyodor Sologub, were more directly inspired by French Symbolism, while the second wave, which
included Andrei Bely, Aleksandr Blok, and Vyacheslav Ivanov, had interests more closely related
to German Romanticism. For Symbolists, art was not only an end in itself but a spiritual, mystical
experience intertwined into their artistic production and quotidian life. Symbolist theory and
aesthetics were greatly inspired by the philosophical writings of Solovyov, who mingled
Hellenistic and early Christian tradition in his work, writing about the idea that man has the
potential to reach an ideal, divine state which he should always be striving to reach. Solovyov’s
writing was influential to key figures in the Symbolist movement, including Merezhkovsky, Blok,
and Bely, but none more so than Ivanov. Ivanov is central to discussions of Symbolist aesthetics
in general and especially those concerning elements of Hellenism because he wrote at length what
would become the theoretical framework for Russian Symbolism, and was a brilliantly erudite
scholar of classical languages and literature. His poetry is based in the Symbolist idea of higher
reality, not in the sense of metaphor, but in its possibilities for public function and prophecy.
Ivanov looked back at the poets of antiquity for examples of this kind of exalted poetry. His

devotion in classical antiquity goes much further: he often wrote poems in classical meters, with
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vocabulary and names from Greek, with allusions to Greek and Roman mythology, to say nothing
of his propensity to wear a toga and lead friends in ancient rituals, which sometimes involved light
bloodletting. Ivanov’s interest in reviving antiquity is rooted in his fascination with Dionysus,
spawning from his discovery of Nietzsche in the 1890s, and would write myriad poems as well as
multiple studies on the god and his mystic followers in antiquity, and would emulate Dionysus and
his followers in his own life, including in his relationship with his wife, whom he married in a
Dionysian ritual and called his “maenad” after the female followers of Dionysus in myth.
Community among the Symbolists and their friends blossomed at Ivanov’s Wednesday
night salons at the Tower, where he hosted many of the most brilliant writers and artists of the
moment, including Bryusov, Bely, and Blok, who were all part of a group they called the
Argonauts, in reference to Jason’s crew of hero-sailors in the Argonautika by Apollonius of
Rhodes. Interest in classical antiquity pervaded the works of nearly every Symbolist, and can be
seen in a vast array of poems, dramas, articles, novels, and translations. Osip Mandelstam
encountered Ivanov at the Tower, and impressed the elder poet with his knowledge of Ancient
Greek language and literature, although Mandelstam would not ally with Ivanov’s theories of
poetry and rather joined with the Acmeists poets who were drawn to the antique but rejected
Symbolist mysticism. Mandelstam and Nikolai Gumiliev built Acmeism around the ideas of
Innokenty Annensky, a poet and philologist whose work was appreciated exponentially more after
his untimely death at age fifty-four in 1909. This collective founded the journal Apollion in 1909,
making explicit their alliance with Apollo, god of poetic order and the word, against the Symbolist
fascination with chaotic Dionysus. The popularity of the aesthetics of the ancient world in the fin-
de-siecle went beyond Symbolism and Acmeism, entering mainstream popular culture in music:

the composer Sergei Taneyev wrote and staged an operatic adaptation of Aeschylus’s Oresteia in
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1895. The scale of this resurgence of interest in the antique allowed Tadeusz Zielinski, the brilliant
Polish-born classical philologist, who gave a series of popular lectures on philosophy and literature
of antiquity, to summon into this era of Russian culture a “Slavonic Renaissance,” a Russian
version of the European rediscovery of the ideas and art of the ancients four centuries prior. The
fact that this Slavonic Renaissance was occurring so many centuries after its predecessor meant
that the Russians were simultaneously receiving the art and literature of classical antiquity and the
Italian Renaissance, as well as the philosophical works of the Enlightenment, and finally, German
Romanticism, a movement that profoundly influenced Russian writers throughout the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries. The Symbolists can rarely be described accurately as a monolith, but one
characteristic widely shared was incredibly deep and varied erudition in literature, arts, religion,
and philosophy. They were acutely aware of the history of Russian literature and more specifically,
the evolving nature of classical reception in Russia, so prior to further discussion of tragedy in
Russian literature and subsequently in Symbolism, it is necessary to give an overview of the stages
of classical reception in Russia, and discuss how this process differed from the trajectories of

reception in the West.

A Survey of Classical Reception up to 1890

In this survey, I will be focusing on cultural mythologies around classical literature,
particularly the mythologies built around a connection between Ancient Greece and Russia, and
on experiments with translation and versification, as these concepts will recur and be central to my
discussions of Silver Age reception. The deepest roots of classical reception in Russia are in
medieval Christianity. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, theological academies taught

Greek and Old Church Slavonic to read the holy gospels. In 1632, Peter Mohyla, a Ukrainian priest
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who had received a Jesuit education in Poland, founded a school in Kyiv where for the first time
Latin was added to the curriculum alongside Greek and Slavonic for the first time.'* Another Jesuit
practice added to Orthodox education was the Latin school drama, a religious theater of morality
and mystery plays depicting biblical plots and the lives of saints, which students performed in
Latin.!"> Jesuit Latin dramas were also allowed to use stories from Greek and Roman mythology in
allegorical representations. Students at the Kievan Mohyla Academy were assigned Horace and
Aristotle, and read about the dramatic genres of tragedy and comedy in textbooks by the Jesuit
German classicist Jacob Spanmiiller, who went by the name Pontanus. The classical reception that
followed in the eighteenth century, heavily influenced by French neoclassicism, was in some ways
a rupture from this arcane, medieval, liturgical language study, but in other ways could not have
existed without it: the Russian neoclassicists were frequently educated in academies that followed
the curricula established by the schools under the Orthodox Church. Nonreligious literature and
arts were officially forbidden by the church, so it is unlikely that students in these academies would
have had contact with the tragedians or with Homer firsthand, but it would be in these cultural
realms that the legacy of this period would prevail into modernity. The languages, religious texts,
teachings, and visual aesthetics of the pre-Enlightenment era would be highly influential and
inspiration to artists of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and were extremely important to the
Symbolists in particular.

In Russia, as in many empires in various epochs, antiquity has been referenced at the
beginning of ambitious reigns or eras in order to project an authority and natural right to power.
Peter I drew inspiration from Rome and decorated his court with Roman iconography, and

Catherine II saw utility in representing Russia as the natural heir to the Byzantine Empire, in the
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name of expanding her own empire southward. Interpolation of classical antiquity into Russian
literary culture was one of the many tendrils of Westernization in Russia that originated in the
reign of Peter I, and only intensified under Catherine II. The literary legacy of the eighteenth
century can be described as it being a time of experimentation and expansion of reference and
influence. The first step for any germinating literary culture in the West (or near the West...) for
the past millennium has been to look back at Ancient Greek and Roman texts, genres, and forms
for inspiration and rooting in the greater historical tradition. The eighteenth century is often
unfairly remembered as a time when imitation and mimicry of European forms was the only
cultural product, but it was due to these sometimes halting steps forward that nineteenth-century
Romantic poets were able to accelerate into a gallop toward their own national literature.

When eighteenth-century Russian poets and scholars began to integrate reference to
antiquity into their work, their reception of classical heritage was primarily mediated through its
contact with European culture.'® Writers of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries engaged
with antiquity most often through the framework of neoclassicism, accessing Greek and Roman
literature through translations into French or German. Viktor Zhivov argues in Language and
Culture in Eighteenth Century Russia that the cultivation of classical aesthetics at this particular
moment in Russian history was not only in the interest of participating in great Western cultural
tradition, it was also a rejection of the Middle Ages.

In the framework of the contrast between the Classical Age and the barbarian Middle Ages
that formed in sixteenth and seventeenth-century cultural consciousness, the values of
Greece and Rome were endowed with all positive values, while the Middle Ages were
declared a time in which good taste was corrupted. [...] Rejecting the Middle Ages inferred
a focus on antiquity. In this way the interest in the classics was not an organic part of the
Classicist program but a consequence of the collateral battle that was being waged with
previous cultural epochs.!’

1% Torlone, 590
17 Zhivov, 250
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Zhivov does not attribute this urge to distance the present from the not-so-distant medieval past
solely to the Russians, mentioning a screed written by the French historian Charles Rollin in which
he laments the inability of French to express the subtleties of Latin and Greek, indicating a belief
in the natural superiority of these ancient languages in their ability to convey complex ideas, which
could not be matched by modern languages or by languages and literary artifacts of the medieval
period. The poet Vasily Trediakovsky spent thirty years translating Rollin’s nine-volume Histoire
Ancienne (Ancient History) and fifteen-volume Histoire Romaine (Roman History) from French
into Russian, which he published in full by 1766. These volumes, according to the Formalist
literary critic Lev Pumpyansky, quickly became “encyclopedias of knowledge for several
generations of Russian intelligentsia.”'® Pumpyansky adds that Rollin’s perspective on the
superiority of ancient culture “molded [Trediakovsky’s] literary views.”!” However, Trediakovsky
was interested in older forms of Slavonic language and excavated remaining literature for its
connections to Ancient Greek, writing in 1766, “Nature gave it all the abundance and sweetness
of the Hellenic tongue, and all the importance and gravity of Latin. Why should we voluntarily
subject ourselves to French poverty and narrowness when we have the myriad richness and breadth
of Slavenorossiiskii?”*?

Trediakovsky is incredibly important to Russian literature owing to the fact that in 1735 he
introduced the metrical foot, borrowed from Greek and Latin, into Russian poetry, which made
the regular alternation of stressed and unstressed syllables the main rhythmic principle of Russian
verse. This was the precursor of the syllabotonic verse that is still dominant in Russian poetry.

Prior to the eighteenth century, all medieval literature was in prose. Michael Wachtel, in The

'8 Pumpyansky, 215
19 Zhivov, 252
20 Zhivov, 254
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Development of Russian Verse: Meter and its Meanings, writes that the Russian language is
immediately stymied by the fact that Ancient Greek and Latin prosody rely on the length of vowels,
a concept nonexistent in Russian, and also did not use rhyme, a main tenet of poetry in modern
languages.?! Trediakovsky set a precedent of choosing to imitate the ancient meters regardless of
vowel quantity, altering ancient versification by using stressed and unstressed syllables instead of
the long and short vowels. Wachtel indicates that this may have been influenced by the tendency
of German poetics to follow this pattern as well.

In 1766, Trediakovsky published an epic poem called Telemakhida (Teremaxuoa), an
adaptation of Frangois Fénelon’s novel Les Aventures de Télémaque (The Adventures of
Telemachus). Trediakovsky ambitiously set his poem in dactylo-trochaic hexameter, a variation
of the dactylic hexameter in which the /liad, the Odyssey, and the Aeneid were composed, a meter
that had never been used in Russian verse. In his introduction to this poem, Trediakovsky notes
that French translations of epic poetry tend to use rhymed alexandrines (lines of verse made up of
six iambic feet) to convey the heroic sound of the dactylic hexameter in Latin and Ancient Greek,
and, further, that the French language is not capable of recreating the “metrical richness” of the

original language, whereas Russian is perfectly suited to do so. Trediakovsky writes,

UTo % 10 HaIIero sA3bIKa, TO OH CTOJBKO 3K 0J1arojIenmHO BOCKPUIIIETCS JAKTUIIEM, CKOJTBKO
U caM eJUTMHCKUI M PUMCKHIA; U TaK e MPEU3sHO YIOTpeOiseT IpeHeceHue pedeil ¢
MecCTa Ha Jpyroe, He IPUTrBOXKIAsCh K OAHOMY ONPEIEICHHOMY, KaK U OHbIN €JUIMHCKUH C
JATUHCKHUM: IPUPOJAa eMy JapoBalia Bce H300MIINe U CIaJ0CTh SI3bIKa TOIO €JUIMHCKOIO, a
BCIO BaKHOCTb M CAHOBHOCTB JIATHHCKOT0.2

As for our language, it is as decorously extolled by dactyl as the Hellenic and Roman
languages themselves; and it uses the same most elegant transference of speech from place
to another, not nailing it to one specific one, as the Hellenic language with Latin: nature

21 Wachtel, 172
22 Trediakovskii, 522
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has given it all the abundance and sweetness of that Hellenic language, and all the
importance and dignity of the Latin.

The Telemakhida was not received well by Trediakovsky’s contemporaries, and was even the
subject of mockery from none other than Catherine II herself, who recommended it as a cure for
insomnia.??> According to D. S. Mirsky, as soon as Trediakovsky’s Telemakhida appeared, it
“became a byword for all that is pedantic and ugly.”** The Telemakhida is the subject of an
extensive rehabilitation in Lev Pumpyansky’s posthumous History of Russian Literature
(Ucmopus pycckoii aumepamypwot, 1941), in which Pumpyansky argues that Trediakovsky
deserves credit not only for pioneering the use of dactylo-trochaic hexameter in Russian, the meter
that both Nikolai Gnedich would use in his translation of the /liad (1826) and Vasily Zhukovsky
would use for his Odyssey (1849), but also for decades of endeavoring to move Russian poetry
forward.

Similarly interested in ancient languages, history, and versification, Trediakovsky’s fellow
scholarly poet, and sometime rival, Mikhail Lomonosov, is remembered for introducing linguistic
reforms into Russian. Lomonosov took Trediakovsky’s text New and Brief Methods for
Composing Russian Verse (Hoebitl u kpamkuii cnocoo K ciodiceHuro poccutickux cmuxog) with him
to Germany, where he further studied syllabotonic poetry and after that wrote his own “Epistle on
the Rules of Russian Versification” (“ITucekMo o mpaBuiiax poCCHICKOTO cTUXOTBOpcTBa”). He
disagreed with Trediakovsky’s claim that the ideal length of a line of Russian poetry was eleven
or thirteen syllables, but proposed that lines of verse have both bisyllablic and trisyllabic meters
and mix verse feet within a line. Lomonosov also designated “high,” “middle,” and “low” styles

of diction, with tragedy, alongside the solemn ode and the epic, in the “high” category. High styles
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of diction were populated with more words and phrases from the ecclesiastical languages, Church
Slavonic and Latin, and low styles used common colloquial diction. Lomonosov concurs with
Trediakovsky that Greek had a transformative effect on the language of the medieval and pre-
medieval Slavic people, as he explains in his “Foreword on the Use of Church Books™:

In ancient times, when the Slavonic people did not know how to depict its thoughts in
writing, thoughts which were then very limited due to ignorance about many things and
actions that were known [only] to educated peoples, its language was also not abundant in
many phrases and expressions of the intellect, of the kind we read today. This richness was
acquired first and foremost together with the Greek Christian law, when church books were
translated into Slavonic for glorifying God. The outstanding beauty, abundance,
importance and power of the Hellenic word is very highly esteemed; lovers of the verbal
arts amply attest to this.?

By holding Old Church Slavonic right beside Ancient Greek, compressing centuries of linguistic
morphology in Greek between the classical language of Plato and the Byzantine Greek of the
“Apostles to the Slavs,” Kirill and Methodius, who translated the Gospels into Old Church
Slavonic in 863 AD, Lomonosov and Trediakovsky endow Russian with the credibility to be the
foundation of a great literary and linguistic tradition. Their interpolation of vocabulary from
Church Slavonic in “high” styles of literature was meant to evoke the etymological connection
with Greek, a way of denying that adoption of classical ideals in Russian literature was solely a
mimetic replication of French and German trends. This is precisely the mythmaking that will recur
consistently in the history of Russian classical reception: regardless of whether this linguistic
genealogy would stand up to analysis, the messaging is that rather than being behind France,
Germany, and England, and their several centuries’ head start in artistic advancement, Russian

literature is the inheritor of the ancient world.

25 Zhivov, 253
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Classical theater was introduced to Russian audiences by Alexander Sumarokov: his drama
Khorev (Xopes), performed for the first time in 1747, is considered the first tragedy in Russian
literature, centered around the eponymous East Slavic mythological hero. Mirsky writes:

It was no doubt that the good acting made the reputation of Sumarokov, as the literary
value of his plays is small. His tragedies are a stultification of the classical method; their
Alexandrine couplets are exceedingly harsh; their characters are marionettes. His comedies
are adaptations of French plays, with a feeble sprinkling of Russian traits. Their dialogue
is a stilted prose that had never been spoken by anyone and reeked of translation.?®

Sumarokov’s tragedies are emblematic of the type of neoclassical pastiches of French literature
from which later Russian classicists strove to distinguish themselves. These dramas will be
discussed in more depth later in this chapter. The period in which Trediakovsky, Lomonosov, and
Sumarokov were writing (1740—-1770) is important to this dissertation because of the key
developments in versification, experiments in genres such as the tragedy and the ode, and
translations from French and Latin that would be fruitfully developed by later Romantic poets. It
is notable that while, again, it was common for educated poets like those mentioned above to know
Latin well enough to translate and investigate its structures, an orientation toward Greek in
particular as a mode of reception and revival can be linked to Catherine II’s “Greek Plan” to forge
a direct line from the Russian Empire to antiquity.

The Greek Plan (I'pedeckuii nmpoekr) envisioned the partitioning of the Ottoman Empire
between Russia and the Hapsburgs Empire. The aim of this plan was for Russia to “liberate”
Constantinople by expelling the Turkish population and “reestablish” the Byzantine Empire, which
would be ruled by her intentionally named grandson Konstantin, who was born in the midst of

these plans in 1779. Grand Duke Konstantin Pavlovich’s destiny was so thoroughly planned out
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by his empress grandmother that she made sure he was cared for by a Greek nurse at birth.?” The
Greek Plan also entailed extensive renaming of cities in Novorossiya (modern day Ukraine) with
Greek-sounding names: for example, the port city Kherson (formerly Bilchowicze) was so named
in 1778 after the ancient Greek colony Cherson (Xepo®v), and Sebastopol (formerly Aqyar) after
the ancient port settlement Sebastopolis (Xefactovmoric). Catherine visited these cities on her
infamous journey along the Crimean peninsula in 1787, during which she was inspecting land
recently conquered in Russian wars against the Ottomans. This trip is the source of the expression
“Potemkin village,” as Catherine’s experience of the Black Sea territories was moderated by
Grigorii Potemkin and the facades of flourishing villages he constructed to falsely represent the
region. Needless to say, the reclaiming of Byzantium in any literal sense never came to pass, as
Catherine’s co-conspirators, the Habsburgs, were soon preoccupied with the French Revolution
and the following Napoleonic wars.

The lasting effects of this attempt to expand the Russian Empire can be found in the cultural
sphere. Catherine II’s interest in perpetuating the idea that Russia was related organically to
Ancient Greece through their Slavic ancestor and Byzantium led to the addition of Ancient Greek
and Latin to the education system by the end of the eighteenth century. Prior to this, classical
languages were primarily offered at specialized academies. For example, Lomonosov and
Trediakovsky had been educated at the Slavonic-Greek-Latin Academy in Moscow, and received
Kievan-style Latin classes from Ukrainian-born teachers.?® In 1818, Sergei Uvarov, an important
figure in the history of Russian Classics, sought to ensure that Greek and Latin were permanent
fixtures in Russian education. Uvarov began as a head of the Petersburg educational district, but

ascended to the role of Minister of Education in 1833 and held this role until 1849. He served as
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the president of the Academy of Sciences for thirty-seven years, from 1818 until his death.
According to Cynthia H. Whittaker, Uvarov’s biographer, Uvarov felt strongly that for Russia to
develop into the world empire he hoped it would become in the nineteenth century, there was a
fervent need for a classical education that was not simply an imitation of European precedent, but
a new, distinctly Russian classical education.?’ To keep with French neoclassicism, a movement
already regarded as out of vogue with burgeoning Russian Romantics, would be to continue
imitating a movement that was an imitation of Renaissance revivals of Latin forms, which to Greek
purists was even at this ancient point a pale imitation of the original Greek culture. For Russian
literature to be shaped by neoclassicism, Uvarov wrote, would “look like an infant carrying all
signs of senility or withered youth.”3? He describes this kind of education in a proposal for the
founding of an Academy Asiaque sent to Minister of Education Andrei Razumovsky in 1810.

Russia has a great advantage over the rest of Europe. It can take Greek literature as the
basis for its own national literature and in this way found an entirely new school. It need
not be guided by German letters or French esprit or our ponderous Latin scholarship. The
profound study of Greek and its literature will open up an inexhaustible source of new ideas
and fertile images. It will give shape to history, philosophy, and poetry in the purest forms,
forms which come closest to the true models. Precisely the Greek language, for that matter,
is in itself already closely tied to the religion of the Russians and to Slavonic language and
literature, which seems to have been modeled on Greek. Russia’s earliest writers
particularly studied the historians and the geographers of the ancient Greeks. No doubt
there are fine Greek manuscripts of Strabo for instance, to be found in Russia. And
Byzantine history is important for the Russians for more than one reason. But here they
need their own scholars, who bring a classical Greek literature to the study of the
Byzantines and are prepared to devote the best part of their lives to them.?!

Uvarov is referencing an idea also espoused by the German classical scholar Christian Gottlob

Heynes. Heynes made this comment in 1768, the same year Catherine II sponsored the Orlov
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Revolt as part of her Greek Plan, and he encapsulates the cultural and linguistic mythology
Catherine hoped would spread. Uvarov suffixes his proposal: “Unfortunately, the only thing still
lacking is that this plan still has to be carried out.”*? The following year, Uvarov introduced a
gymnasium plan that halved the number of hours of German and French language lessons, and
made Latin and Greek mandatory. Marinus A. Wes in Classics in Russia: 1700—1855 argues that
without Uvarov singlehandedly proposing and then pushing his plan through various bureaucratic
educational committees, revival of Greek and Latin would have stayed solely in the upper echelons
of the education system and rarefied literary circles, in the lycée attended by Pushkin rather than
the Moscow gymnasium attended sixty years later by Vyacheslav Ivanov, the son of a civil servant.
Wes calculates that by 1849, there were between five thousand and six thousand young students
who reached the highest levels of Greek classes and had language proficiency comparable to
students in the French and German universities in which prior generations of Russians had traveled
to study. It was this access to classical languages at school, as well as the preponderance of ancient
literature in translation that became accessible at the same time, that lay the groundwork for the
reception achievements of Silver Age writers this dissertation will discuss. Beyond his work in
education policy, Uvarov studied Greek for fifteen years with the classical scholar Friedrich Gréfe
as his tutor, and with the Romantic poet Igor Batyushkov he published a translation of a volume
of Greek epigrams in 1820. Batyushkov would glowingly praise Uvarov as seeming “Athens

born.”33

It was in fact Uvarov who persuaded Gnedich to retain the hexameters of Greek in his
translation of the //iad, discouraging him from using the “boring and dry” Alexandrines of French

translations.3* Gnedich’s translation of the Iliad, published in 1829, was received warmly by
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critics, and it is still the canonized version of the //iad most commonly read in Russian. In his
introduction to the text, Gnedich emphasized the lexical similarities between Russian and Greek
that allowed him to follow the text closely, citing a recent study by Constantine Oikonomos, a
Greek Orthodox priest who had fled Greece during the War of Independence and lived in Russia.
The study, titled “Study of the Similarities in the Slavonic Russian and Greek Languages,” (“O
OmKaiIeM CpoJICTBE CIABSIHO-POCCUICKOTO sI3bIKA C 3JUIMHCKUM ), was published in Greek and
in Russian translation by the Imperial Russian Academy in 1828. Gnedich writes,
The beauty of the original moulded into the translation by itself because the Slavonic
language, with its free word order, similar to that of Russian, easily follows the movement
of the phrases and the forms of Greek ideas. This was strengthened by the magical affinity
of these two languages which had been proved so well by Father Constantine Ekonomid in
his Study of the Similarities in the Slavonic Russian and Greek Languages, St. Petersburg,
1828. In my understanding of translation merit I adhered to Homer and, following the
intelligent saying that one has to translate customs similarly to language, I did not omit nor
did I change anything. Great writers have such forceful expressions that can convey, better
than a whole book, an understanding of a character who speaks to them or of a nation which
uses them. Changing these expressions into Russian, I tried not to make Homer’s thoughts
sound Russian, and what is even more important, not to embellish the original.?
The critic Vissarion Belinsky said Gnedich’s Iliad “preserved the aroma” of the original Greek.3°
Pushkin in 1832 dedicated a poem to Gnedich in which he compared Gnedich and his /liad to
Moses bringing his tablets from Mount Sinai: “C I'omepom monro el 6ecenoBan oauH, / Teds Mbl
JIONTO OXUaanu, / M cBeTen ThI COIIeN ¢ TAMHCTBEHHBIX BepivH / M BEIHEC HaM CBOW CKpYIKaIH.”
Allow me one more example of praise in poem form to celebrate Gnedich’s achievement, a six

line poem by Anton Delvig:

H.A. T'nennuy

My3a Buepa MHe, neBel, IPUHECIIA 3aKOIIUTHYI0 HOBOCTb:
B TemHbIl HenaBHO AlIeC TEHb CJIaBSIHUHA PUIILIA;
TaMm, okpyKeHHasi COHMOM TeHEH JIIOOOTBITHBIX, IPOIIeNa
(Cnyman u npeBuuit Omep) necup Unuanet TBOEH.

35 Baer, 65-66
36 Belinskii 1976, 453

23



Crapen Hall K epcsiM BOKAaTOTO-FOHOLIH CJIAJAKO IPUHUKHYB,
Bekpuknyn: « BoT ciiaBa Mosi, BOT 4€ro BEKH s xKaai!»

To N. 1. Gnedich

Singer! The muse just brought me some news from the realm of the shadows:
Down in Hades so dark, recently entered a Slav;

There in a circle of curious shadows this Slav then recited

Iliad’s Russianized song; Homer was listening too —

Nestling up to the newcomer’s bosom our old man, rejoicing, cried loudly:
“Waiting of epochs is past! This is true glory for me!”?’

Wachtel points out that the description of Homer waiting impatiently in the underworld for
millennia for a Russian translation of the /liad was meant to be affectionately hyperbolic, but it
still points to a general knowledge of the idea that Russia stands as an heir to Ancient Greece.3®
This is all to go back to the idea that while Sergei Uvarov, as a minister, friend, and mentor, does
not often receive laurels-in-verse like the poets he encouraged, much of nineteenth-century
Hellenism is the direct result of his efforts to revitalize classical study.

The Russian educational system of the nineteenth century was positively Byzantine in the
number of reforms and re-reforms that took place under the auspices of political and social change,
and the level of prominence in curricula held by Ancient Greek changed frequently, even with
advocates like Uvarov at the head of the education ministry, and must be covered with some
omissions for the purposes of this chapter. Another supporter of the inclusion of classical
languages in Russian schools was Dmitry Tolstoy, who led a series of reforms on the college
system in 1871. After these reforms, study of Ancient Greek and Latin became compulsory
subjects. While Latin had been required before, Greek had never been compulsory until this point.

Catriona Kelly writes,
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From 1871 until 1918, an unwilling population of Russian schoolchildren was forced

through an intensive course in the classics. The syllabus was frequently modified, but its

basic character did not change. There was a seven, later eight, year programme, and
classical languages occupied an enormous number of teaching hours: they were taught for
more than sixteen hours of a thirty hour teaching week. After 1871, various reforms

(particularly in 1890 and 1902) shortened the number of hours given to the classics; and in

1902 compulsory Greek was abolished, though it remained a requirement for university

matriculation.®
This is precisely the period during which the vast majority of future Russian modernists were being
educated: Annensky was born in 1855, Merezhkovsky in 1865, and Ivanov in 1866. Kelly
continues that it is reasonable to assume the majority of students educated in these decades were
exposed to Latin and likely Greek, but the depth and breadth of this education varied greatly. One
reason for this was a lack of teachers sufficiently trained in classical languages. The life of a
harried, isolated classics teacher was the premise for Chekhov’s short story “UenoBek B ¢pyTtisipe”
(“The Man in a Case”), published in 1898.

To return to the concept of a literary inheritance of the classics: the idea of a genealogical
connection between Hellas and the Russian Empire persisted in the literature of the nineteenth
century, although by the Russian Romantic period the influences and ideas around antiquity had
outgrown those of the eighteenth century. This is not to say Romantic poets rejected the prior
century’s achievements in the classics. Pushkin cited Lomonosov’s discovery of Greek heritage in
Russian linguistic structures, making Russian a language still in touch with its ancestor, as opposed
to the newer, synthetic Romance languages like French. By the nineteenth century, Hellenic
Romanticism arrived in Russia via several routes, including the popularity of the English Romantic
poets, chief among them Lord Byron and Percy Bysshe Shelley, both accomplished translators of

Ancient Greek and Latin. The reception of classical texts, art, and sculpture in the Romantic

framework was distinct from the neoclassicism of the prior century in part because by the early
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nineteenth century Greece was not the impossibly distant land it had been. Archeological missions
had revealed the contemporary state of many of the treasures of antiquity: they were in crumbling,
though often still glorious, ruins. Friedrich Schlegel defined Romantic literature in his Athenaeum
Fragments in terms of the self-mirroring and open-endedness he saw in ancient fragments.
According to French neoclassicism, antiquity had produced complete, perfect works to be
replicated by modern authors; meanwhile, the Romantics were drawn to the fragment, precisely
that which was imperfect and represented the mysterious past.

In her lecture “Cultural Memory and Survival,” Pamela Davidson discusses the distinct
way antiquity was woven into Russian culture and arts: whereas in western European literary
traditions, Christianity was built quite literally on top of already existing pagan artifacts, and
Christian mythologies were grafted onto familiar pagan legends and celebrations, in Russia it was
the opposite, and consequently Russia views antiquity through the prism of religion.*’ Russian
thinkers including Dostoevsky, Vladimir Solovyov, the Slavophile writers Ivan Kireevskii and
Alexei Khomiakov#', and, most centrally to this dissertation, Dmitri Merezhkovsky and
Vyacheslav Ivanov, wrote compelling arguments linking ancient ritual and literature with not
merely Christianity, but a distinctly Russian, medieval Christianity. The invented relationship
between Ancient Greece and Russia which is invoked to summon the image of a mystical
connection between the ancient empire and the modern empire is an example of a recurring
problem in the reception of the antique in Russia: it is perpetually contaminated by other

dominating frameworks which steer interpretation as well as translation. The exploration of these
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41 Khomiakov wrote extensively about his understanding of sobornost’, a concept that also drove Ivanov’s
work. | will expand on this term and Khomiakov’s writing about it in my second chapter.
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frameworks and how they apply specifically to Silver Age receptions of antiquity is a central task
of this dissertation.

Just as Russian Romanticism was a reaction against Enlightenment ideas of rationalism,
Symbolism arrived on the heels of realism in Russian literature. The exact dates of Symbolism as
a movement vary from scholar to scholar, but some date the beginning of Symbolism as 1881, the
year Fyodor Dostoevsky died. The novels of Dostoevsky, Ivan Turgenev, and Lev Tolstoy, the
titans of realism, depict social issues and various sides of political debates on topics including
education reform, agriculture, religion in modern life, and the rights of the peasantry. The Russian
Symbolists returned to the ideas of the Romantics, as James West puts it, in that “the whole world
is a constantly self-perfecting work of art, and human art is but a reflection of that process.”*? The
prominence of religious ideas in Tolstoy and Dostoevsky offered fertile ground for engagement
for readers of the type of religious philosophy that was brought into the zeitgeist by the works of
Nietzsche, which had made its way to Russia by the 1880s. Nietzsche's The Birth of Tragedy as a
text and the subsequent Symbolist responses by Ivanov, Merezhkovsky, Bely, among others, will

be discussed in the next chapter. I turn now to early receptions of tragedy in Russian literature.

Tragedy in Russian Drama and Poetics

Turning to the genre of tragedy and its history as a genre in Russian literature, discussion
will be limited to writers and plays that resurfaced in the writing of the early twentieth century, or
which were crucial to understanding the form. Tragedies were a very popular form among
eighteenth and nineteenth-century writers, and many of the great poets, including Derzhavin, wrote

tragedies that are nevertheless not relevant to the trajectory of tragedy as it led toward Symbolism.
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The brightest, most interesting moments are those in which Russian playwrights either successfully
pulled off a change to the stolid French formula or felt the desire to reach back themselves for an
authentic relationship to the forms as they were in antiquity. The history of Greek tragedy as it
intersects with Russian drama and literature is about as old as the latter categories all together.
Adaptations of French neoclassical tragedy were among the very first dramas to be performed on
Russian stages during the reign of Peter I, who saw the establishment of public theaters as an
element of Westernizing social culture. Russian playwrights of the eighteenth century wrote
tragedies and comedies that both resembled and differed from the European models to which they
had been exposed. Playwrights including Sumarokov began moving the boundaries that separated
the two types of drama, one noticeable adaptation to the genre being the adding of comic endings
to tragic dramas. Elise Wirtschafter in The Play of Ideas in Russian Enlightenment Theater
suggests that theaters may have chosen to elide tragic endings in favor of happier ones to avoid
endorsing a tragic, unethical, non-Enlightenment perspective on social and political events.
Wirtschafter writes, “Too much realism and too many hopeless outcomes would have demoralized
the audience and undermined the social utility of theater.”*® This is an interesting starting place for
tragedy in the context of this dissertation: the Symbolist revivals of tragedy were also invested in
the social utility in theater, but Symbolist writers would be horrified by the idea of lopping off or
altering the tragic ending, the key moment of the ancient Dionysian ritual. From a Symbolist
classical perspective, the entire function of the tragedy is to depict that crushing ending, leading to
an experience of ritualized grief and subsequent sacrifice. In fact, these tragedies were studied

extensively by Symbolist writers, which will be discussed momentarily.
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To return to the eighteenth century: Russian tragedies followed the neoclassical standard
of dramas centered around personages of note: royalty, courtiers, and characters from history or
mythology. Plays concerning everyday folk were categorized under dramas, ranked lower in
Lomonosov’s tiers. One of the first notable original Russian tragedies was Sumarokov’s Khorev,
briefly mentioned earlier, published in 1747 and performed in 1750. Khorev ends with the suicide
of the titular character from Slavic myth, keeping with genre conventions. Sumarokov inches away
from these conventions in his next tragedy, an adaptation and reworking of Shakespeare’s Hamlet,
which ends with the happy union of a nonsuicidal Ophelia and Hamlet. Trediakovsky wrote several
tragedies set in Ancient Greece, characteristically hewn to the classical model in form, but he, like
Sumarokov, blesses his central characters with union and personal happiness at the end of his
plays. Wirtschafter also connects these contrived endings with an Enlightenment-era social interest
in personal happiness and personal fulfillment, again, a concept diametrically opposed to
Symbolist hopes for theater to represent a universal oneness, a collectivity of desires. Most
tragedies of this period revived Slavic myth and figures from the histories of Rus’: one popular
example was Sumarokov’s Dmitry the Pretender (Jumumpuii Camoseoney), depicting the story of
the false Dmitry, the tyrant who rose to the throne through rebellion claiming he was the
assassinated son of Ivan the Terrible.

According to Simon Karlinsky in Russian Drama from its Beginnings to the Age of
Pushkin, the reason these tragedies fell out of vogue once their era had passed, and are rarely if
ever staged in the present, is that while Russian neoclassicists carefully replicated their French
models in form, that did not extend to beauty in composition. Karlinsky writes,

What is conspicuously missing is the poetry, the human depth, and the psychological
subtlety that Corneille and Racine brought to the structure that Sumarokov so adroitly
borrowed. Another sorely lacking dimension is the elegance and suppleness of the language
of the French originals, which Sumarokov [...] was simply not able to match. Although
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adequate for the 1750s, Sumarokov’s style was very soon overtaken by the rapid linguistic
evolution of his century and became antiquated within a few decades.**

That lacking dimension began to materialize in the first decades of the nineteenth century.
Neoclassical tragedy as a genre continued to be popular, and plays had evolved linguistically and
poetically, but had changed little in structure and form around the turn of the century. One novel
achievement was a reception of Greek tragedy written in 1800 by Vasily Narezhny titled 4 Night
of Blood, or the Final Fall of the House of Cadmus (Kpoeasas nouw, unu Koneunoe nadenue ooma
Kaomosa), in which Narezhny broke from the form perfected by the likes of Sumarokov and wrote
in unrthymed iambic pentameter and trimeter (instead of hexameter). Narezhny’s play combines
the plotlines of two ancient tragedies: Aeschylus’s Seven Against Thebes and Sophocles’s
Antigone, each of which are concerned with the aftermath of the fall of the house of Oedipus and
the deaths of his children. Narezhny, trained in classical languages, was interested in returning to
the origins of the genre that had been worked nearly to exhaustion by decades of neoclassical
playwrights. His tragedy is based on his study of the ancient plays in the original Greek, and
included the strophic choruses characteristic especially of Aeschylus. This was an interesting early
experiment both in the context of classical reception of tragedy and also in the career of Narezhny,
who is primarily remembered for his satirical Russian novels and for being an early voice in
realism.

Two more receptions of Greek tragedy followed Narezhny’s pattern. Expressing
familiarity with the original tragedies and an interest in reviving the more ancient form, these plays
are nonetheless largely original creations that use plots and themes from antiquity. The authors of

these tragedies, however, are early Romantics. The first, Pavel Katenin’s Andromache
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(Anopomaxa), which depicted Andromache, Hector’s widow, in the aftermath of his death at the
hands of Achilles, was called the “best Russian tragedy” by Pushkin.*’ Katenin also translated
extensively from Greek and Latin among other languages. The second, The Argives (Apeussane) by
Wilhelm Kiichelbecker, a Romantic poet and a Decemberist, was written between 1822 and 1825
and was composed in verses made up of unrhymed iambs.*® The Argives was published only in
excerpts, and was never staged. Formalist critic Yuri Tynyanov wrote about The Argives a century
later, describing it as the result of Kiichelbecker’s studies of antiquity (Tynyanov states that at the
time of writing, Kiichelbecker was reading Sophocles and Aeschylus in the original) and on the
mystery, moralite Christian play.*’” This confluence of inspiration will be revived in Symbolist
dramas. Tynyanov points out that Kiichelbecker’s use of ancient setting and plot was in the interest
also of generating a vehicle for writing about his political views, stating, “Antique material was a
conventional semantic coloring for political and artistic speech of that time.” (‘“AHTH4HBIHA
Marepuas ObUT  YCJIOBHOM CEMaHTHYECKOM OKpacKOW TOTJAIHEH TOJUTHUYECKOW U
xynoxectBeHHoH peun.”) Kiichelbecker completed The Argives in 1825, the same year he
participated in the Decemberist uprising in Petersburg. Tynyanov notes that there were two
editions of The Argives, with the first, complete version left in the possession of Zhukovsky, and
a second, censored version, which was the version published. Also in 1825, Kiichelbecker sent his
friend Vladimir Odoevsky, another Romantic writer, a letter including a translation of the prologue
to Aeschylus’s Agamemnon. This prologue, also called the Watchman’s Speech, is a remarkable

example of the Aeschylean choral ode, one of the most musical and metrically complex sections
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in the notoriously challenging play. Unfortunately, this translation has been lost. I will examine
Ivanov’s translation of the Watchman’s Speech in my third chapter.

Vladislav Ozerov effectively moved the genre of tragedy into the new century with his
1804 play Oedipus in Athens, which was exceedingly popular among audiences in Petersburg and
Moscow. The play was adapted not directly from Sophocles but from Oedipe a Colone, a 1785
opera by Italian composer Antonio Sacchini. Ozerov’s tragedy allowed more movement and
feeling than the stiff plays of the prior century. Karlinsky writes, “Ozerov offered a view of Greek
mythical characters with which audiences could become involved emotionally in an intimate way
not possible with the tragedies of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.”*® Ozerov visited
myths from antiquity again in 1809 with Polyxena (Ilonukcena), regarded as the best tragedy of
his career. Mirsky considered it “the best Russian tragedy on the French classical model” and
“genuinely evocative of the atmosphere of the I/iad.”* It is notable that while he was familiar with
French receptions, Ozerov chose to avoid looking at the original tragedies in which Polyxena, a
daughter of the Trojan king Priam and his wife, Hecuba, sister to Paris and Hector, is a primary
character, Hecuba and The Trojan Women by Euripides.>® Ozerov’s tragedies signaled new life in
the genre, and were influential to writers of the Silver Age in the next century, including Osip
Mandelstam, who concludes a 1914 poem with the lines “U ans menst sBnenre O3epoa /
[Mocneauwuii myu Tparnyeckoii 3apu.” (“And for me the appearance of Ozerov / Was the last ray of
the tragic dawn.”)

As Russian drama continued to advance and evolve from western European formulas and

toward a new, national drama, it drew away from the genre of tragedy. Pushkin wrote Boris
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Godunov in 1825, a Romantic tragedy composed in verse that shows influence from Shakespeare
in its structure and from the historian Nikolai Karamzin in its premise. Pushkin also wrote four
short Romantic dramas in 1830, which are commonly grouped together as the “Little Tragedies”
(“Manenskue Tpareaun’), and which are similar to the English monodrama. While tragedies for
the next several decades continued to be written and performed, the dominant genre was comedy,
in which Alexander Griboedov and Nikolai Gogol wrote their masterpieces. In 1840, Vissarion
Belinsky wrote that no Russian plays were worth preserving other than those of Griboedov,
Pushkin, and Gogol, and that all that came before should be gotten rid of, including all the
eighteenth-century plays, which he calls “pseudoclassical.” For the purposes of this project, it is
not necessary to cover the terrain of realism in Russian literature. It was, of course, like every other
period, rife with fascinating classical reception, particularly in regard to the classical epic: in 1841,
Belinsky called the novel “the epic of our time” (“Dmnones Hamero Bpemenu ectb pomar’).>! The
debt of Gogol to Homer is evident in Dead Souls, his “epic poem in verse,” and Tolstoy places
Homer next to the Gospels and other biblical literature as “the best, the highest art” in What Is
Art?>? This attraction to Homer and epic tradition is a natural progression for the literary culture,
which had fully discarded the French packaging of ancient literature, while Russia was creating its
own grand style of epic literature. In the theater, Alexander Ostrovsky became the leading
dramatist, and was highly popular for decades from the 1850s to the 1880s. Ostrovsky was
celebrated for his representation of realism on the stage, so let us resume around the year of his
death, 1886, when Symbolism began to challenge the dominance of realism in literary and artistic
culture. Symbolism and Naturalism were the predominant directions being taken in the theater at

the end of the nineteenth century. Naturalism in theater, the depiction of everyday speech and
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events, constructed to evoke conversations and relationships from life, was aesthetically and
theoretically opposed to the highly stylized and metrically structured tragedies of the Ancient
Greeks and Romans at the source of Symbolist inspiration. Symbolists took exception to the idea
that naturalistic theater, which artificially recreated social and private settings on stage and
mimicked colloquial dialogue patterns, was more evocative and true to life than the Symbolist
desire to depict poetic internality and spirituality.

Symbolist aesthetic divisions were complicated even from the beginning of their
assemblage, so Harold B. Segel, in his volume Twentieth Century Russian Drama.: From Gorky to
the Present, differentiates between factions of Symbolist theater as symbolism proper, neo-
romanticism, and theatricalism.>® These categories are flexible and allow for the constant overlap
of ideas and participants, but indicate the differences in motivation that allowed for the several
decades of polemical literature the Symbolists left behind. The first category are the Symbolists
most connected to French Symbolism, Wagner and his idea of the Gesamtkunstwerk (a total work
of art on the stage, encompassing music, poetry, set design), and Maeterlinck’s theories of the
drama. In fact, many of the plays under this category were translations or rough imitations of plays
by Maeterlinck. The second, the neo-romantics, were the dramatists most interested in a revival of
Greek tragedy in stagings true to how they imagined the ritual performances of fifth-century
Athens, and medieval folkloric settings, reminiscent of the Russian Romantic preoccupation with
E. T. A. Hoffmann. While the Maeterlinckian Symbolist dramas were mainly written in prose, the
neo-romantics wrote primarily in verse. The third group, which Segel calls “theatricalists,” for
their focus on directly rejecting realism and naturalism, revived the element of ancient theater that

to this day makes it the most alien and disconcerting to a modern audience: the mask. Segel writes,
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To those seeking to end the hegemony of the theater of external reality the first order of
business was to expose as fully as possible the illusionary nature of the theatrical art—to
show audiences that theater was art and hence illusion and then to persuade them that its
primary purpose in deed was not merely the object representation of a single reality of the
senses. This they did by reviving the mask and mime of ancient theater, by fusing within
the same theatrical work dramatic dialogue, song, and dance, by introducing again the
figures and improvisations of the Italian commedia dell’arte, by so stylizing gesture that
the actor became reduced to a marionettelike character, by involving the audience either
by the character as character, or by the actor as actor.>*

This vision in theater was not restricted to the Symbolist movement, and it had considerable impact
on other stars of the theater, such as the director and theater theorist Vsevolod Meyerhold, whose
acting technique biomechanics is also focused on highly trained gesture that is a constant reminder
of the presence of the stage and the audience. The plays that Symbolists began writing and staging
in the 1890s and into the 1900s fall into the categories of drama, tragedy, and mystery play.
Mystery plays, similar to the Latin school plays performed at Peter Mohyla Academy in the
seventeenth century, were originally portrayals of stories from the Bible that were, like the
tragedies at the Dionysia, performed in cycles over several days at festivals in medieval Europe.
The format and theming was adopted by Romantic writers such as Lord Byron, who wrote his
dramas Cain and Heaven and Earth with the subtitle 4 Mystery. In 1907, Symbolist theater director
and playwright Nikolai Evreinov founded the Ancient Theater (Ctapunnslii Teatp) in Petersburg,
with an ambitious plan to revive and showcase Ancient Greek and Roman tragedy, medieval
mystery plays, and Renaissance theater, staged to resemble their original historical stagings as
closely as possible. This theater closed after only two seasons, but during those seasons staged
medieval mystery and morality plays originating in Germany and France, and Spanish Renaissance

theater from Cervantes and Calderon. The planned third season was to focus on Italian folk theater.
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Anton Chekhov premiered his final play, 7he Cherry Orchard, at the Moscow Art Theater
in 1904. The Symbolist poet Andrei Bely wrote an essay in response to the production, published
the same year in the journal Vesy (Becwt). Bely examines the play as a representation of “realistic
symbolism”: which “conveys the beyond in terms of the reality that surrounds us.”>> Bely is
addressing the idea that Naturalism, the movement in theater articulated in 1880 by Emile Zola
and frequently used to describe the plays of Chekhov and the direction of Konstantin Stanislavsky,
is not necessarily diametrically opposed to Symbolism in theater, but represents the same
experiences sans the element of mysticism. What is Symbolism without mysticism? To Bely, it is
a way of expressing universality and negotiating with reality, but stripped of its religion. Bely
writes, “Chekhov, while remaining a realist, [in The Cherry Orchard] parts the folds of life and
what from a distance had seemed to be shadowy folds are revealed to be an outlet to eternity.” One
might say creating in art the “outlet to eternity” is precisely the task of Symbolist revival of
classical tragedy, but Bely was critical of his compatriots’ desire to resurrect the religious element
of theater, described in his 1908 essay “Against Reviving the Greek Theatre.” In Bely’s view, there
was a reason tragedy had moved away from religion as it advanced as an artistic genre, and
regardless of any pseudo-mythological connection to those ancients, the Symbolists were
inheritors of a type of drama that was “emancipated from religion.” Bely writes,

The European theatre developed and fixed the forms in which emancipation resulted. When
we hear these days that theatre is ritual, the actor a priest and that by contemplating drama
we are participating in holy mystery, we understand the words “ritual,” priest,” “mystery”
in a vague, ambiguous, almost meaningless way. What is “ritual”? Is it some kind of
religious act? But of what kind? Before whom is this ritual to be enacted? And to what god

are we supposed to pray?>°
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In this essay, Bely includes a footnote in which he insists he is excluding the philosophical writing
on tragedy of his friend Vyacheslav Ivanov in this polemic, and is rather criticizing acolytes of
Ivanov who do not write with the knowledge and nuance of Ivanov; however, it is difficult to read
this essay and not see it as impatient repudiation of the seeds of mystic cult [vanov was deliberately
sowing among the Petersburg intelligentsia in favor of what Bely describes as the “modest dignity”
of nineteenth-century traditional drama.

Bely was not the only poet put off by the decadence, vagueness, and smoky-roomed
mysticism of Symbolism. In 1912, Mikhail Kuzmin, a poet who had published in the Symbolist
journal Vesy, wrote an article called “On Beautiful Clarity” (“O npekpacHoii sicioctu”) for the
newly founded journal Apollon. In this article, he questions the “incomprehensible, dark cosmic
attire” (“HenOHATHBIN, TEMHBIH KocMudeckiii yoops”) of the writing of the Symbolists, and calls
for clarity: “I beg you, be logical—forgive me this cry of the heart!—logical in the concept, in the
construction of the work, in the syntax...” (“yMossto, OybTe JOTUUHBI — JIa MPOCTUTCSI MHbB ATOTH
KpUKB cepAual — JJoruuHbl Bb 3aMbicab, Bb noctpolikb nmpoussenenis, Bb cunTakcuck...”) This
would be the rallying point of the Acmeists. The name comes from the Greek akmé, which refers
to the “best age of man.” Sergei Gorodetsky, who beside Gumilev and Mandelstam was one of the
primary theoreticians of the Acmeists, gave the movement the alternate name “Adamism” because
he described it as an effort to define the world anew. Acmeists venerated “the word,” logos, as the
universal aesthetic medium, and published in Apollon, as mentioned at the beginning of this
chapter, in alignment with Apollo in the Nietzschean dichotomy. If Symbolism could be described
as neo-romantic, the Acmeists were neo-neoclassicist. Acmeism embraced the late Annensky’s
theoretical writing and his polemics with Ivanov, with whom Annensky often disagreed on the

nature and function of Greek tragedy.
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These discussions, declarations, and disagreements will be the subject of my second
chapter. As this dissertation endeavors to explore eclectic forces that appear in the reception of
classical tragedy at this period in history, this introductory chapter has attempted to demonstrate
the incredibly wide range of influences that steered classical reception from the very genesis of the
written Russian language, even before the development of its literary tradition, to the beginning of
the twentieth century. The following chapter will examine in closer detail the theoretical texts of
central importance to this generation of writers specifically in the realm of reception and
interpretation of ancient tragedy, beginning with Wagner, Nietzsche, and Maeterlinck.
Accompanying these theoretical frameworks will be discussion of polemics on Symbolism and
Symbolist theater by Merezhkovsky, Bryusov, Bely, and Ivanov, in conversation with the anti-
Symbolist theoretical writing of Annensky and Gumilev. A question I am interested in answering
revolves around what precisely tragedy represented to these writers: why revive an ancient form
that had been intentionally drained of its religious resonances and which had evolved into a secular
genre that was itself out of vogue? Nietzsche was widely read across Europe and Russia at this
time, but not every literary culture preoccupied with Nietzsche experienced a mystic, cultish effort
from a collective of the most brilliant members of intelligentsia to commune with Dionysus,
writing screeds on resurrecting the staging of ancient rituals that historically would have preceded
the slaughter of oxen and goats. Tragedy encompasses the personal and the public—crises facing
the city-state alongside chaos in the family, such as in Oedipus Rex, Antigone, Agamemnon, and
The Trojan Women. Many, though not all, tragedies feature divine interference from one or more
from the pantheon of Greek gods and goddesses, who seek to protect their favorites or punish the
hubristic among mortals. The place of human responsibility is thus more unsteady, and this is a

fertile area where frameworks from other modes of interpretation can be brought in. Tragedies
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depicted well-known mythic heroes from epic and lyrical poetry experiencing crises of personal
and social values that were meant to reflect contemporary reality through a prism of heightened
drama and myth. Especially for the modern viewer, tragedy asks a lot of its audience: to accept on
the stage, or on an imagined stage, a world which is, as Jacques Vernant puts it, “wide enough for
the oppositions between legal and political thought on the one and the mythical and heroic
traditions” and “narrow enough for the conflict in values still to be a painful one and for the clash

37 Insofar as these Russian writers were inspired by and responded to

to continue to take place.
Nietzsche, via their tragic affiliations (i.e. Ivanov and Aeschylus, Annensky and Euripides) they
enact his perspective that Aeschylean and Sophoclean tragedy is a largely distinct genre from the
works of Euripides. In their independent bodies of work, which interweave classical influences
with modern ideas through dramas, translations, novels, poems, and sundry articles,
Merezhkovsky, Ivanov, and Annensky each develop a distinct approach to their definition of
tragedy and their vision for what tragedy will represent on the prerevolutionary Russian stage.
My third chapter turns to the tragedies that were written and sometimes staged by Silver
Age poets, which include translations from Ancient Greek of all three of the ancient tragedians:
Ivanov felt a particular kinship to Aeschylus, and certainly resembled the ancient father of tragedy
in his arcane, cryptic, complexly wrought verse. Ivanov translated all of Aeschylus, beginning with
the three plays of the Oresteia, (the Agamemnon, The Libation Bearers, and The Eumenides),
which he had been contracted to finish and publish in 1911 by Mikhail Sabashnikov’s publishing
press. Annensky devoted years to the task of translating the entire extant corpus of Euripides.

Dmitri Merezhkovsky tried his hand at translating selected works from all three, and his

translations of Euripides’ Hippolytus and Sophocles’ Oedipus at Colonus and Antgone were staged
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at the Alexandrinsky Theater in Petersburg. I will examine these translations, along with
exploration of Symbolist and Acmeist translation methodology and each author’s personal
commentaries on these works. This chapter also discusses the formal aspects of tragedy as well as
the experiments and innovations in language and meter found in these translations.

Lastly, my fourth chapter will focus on dramatic receptions of tragedy in the works of
Annensky and Ivanov. Annensky and Ivanov took up the form to construct original plays set in
the ancient world, adhering to certain genre conventions but often leaving idiosyncratic stamps of
authorial stylization, while Merezhkovsky wrote receptions primarily in novel form. These include
Annensky’s plays Melanippe the Wise (1901), King Ixion (1902), and Laodamia (1906), which all
take as a starting point fragments from lost plays of Euripides, and Thamyris Kitharodos (1906),
which was inspired by Sophocles. The plot of Laodamia is drawn from a fragment of a Euripidean
tragedy called Protesilaus, which also inspired receptions from Fyodor Sologub (The Gift of the
Wise Bees, [ap myopwvix nuén) and Valery Bryusov (The Deceased Protesilaus, I[Ipomecunaii
ymepwuii). Ivanov wrote two tragedies of a planned trilogy (as all tragedies at the Dionysia were
in a cycle of three), titled Tantalus (1904) and Prometheus (1915). My conclusion will consider
the legacies of these translations and receptions in the corpus of twentieth-century Russian
literature. A vast array of works from antiquity were translated by Soviet translators, and these
translators, working in the 1940s up to the 1960s, note the peculiarity to their ears of, for example,
Ivanovian Church Slavonic interpolated into Greek tragedy. Other translations, such as
Merezhkovsky’s Antigone, are often still the most recommended versions by contemporary
Russian classicists. The “Slavonic Renaissance” announced by Zielinski and his circle was
alternately buoyed and daunted by the revolutionary activity of their time, and then found itself

representing precisely the Western, bourgeois culture that the Bolshevik cultural administrators
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were most wary of, lopping off the head of the movement, and Ivanov and Merezhkovsky, the
surviving tragedians, soon fled to Europe. Annensky, Ivanov, and Merezhkovsky were not only
translators, they were evangelists for tragedy, for the beauty of the ancient work and for the

enduring power of the form. This dissertation is inspired by their energy and erudition.
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Chapter Two
Religious, National, and Universal: Theories of Tragedy in Symbolism

“Yes, my friends, believe with me in the Dionysian life and in the rebirth of tragedy. The age of
the Socratic man is over: garland yourselves with ivy, take the thyrsus in your hands, and show
no surprise when the tiger and the panther lie down fawning at your feet. Only dare to be tragic

men: for you are to be redeemed. You are to lead the Dionysian procession from India to Greece!

Prepare yourselves for a hard struggle, but believe in the miracle of your god!”>#

Friedrich Nietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy Out of the Spirit of Music

Tragedy is distinct from all other genres of art by virtue of the dialogue it demands from
its audience. The audience sees itself onstage in the tragic chorus, and sees it mirroring their shock,
fear, apprehension, the reactions an average body of people would feel witnessing the unspooling
of the tragic hero’s life and the unraveling of his self-perception. The tragic drama has been revived
and reinvented across civilizations and empires as artists respond to the desire of their communities
to be taught how to contend with their fate and mortality. Modern audiences still express wonder
at the empathy these millennia-old tragedies evoke: the bravery of Antigone and her commitment
to what she knows to be right in the face of wartime cruelty, for example, feels fresh in the context
of any contemporary war zone and its victims. Antigone is firm in her conviction, but the chorus
pleads with her to change her mind and not risk her life. She ignores them. Her insecure uncle
Creon, newly king, debates with the chorus, unsure if the punishment he has given his niece is too
extreme. The chorus reassures him that as king he cannot go wrong, but later shakes its collective
head in resignation when Creon meets his own unhappy fate: he will go to Hades after Antigone,
as will Creon’s son, Haemon, and wife, Eurydice. As audience members and more recently as
readers of tragedy, we are made malleable by our heroes and villains, alternately pitying and hating

them, rooting for their redemption or their damnation. The chorus is our voice, never omniscient,
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never magical, but able to offer broader context, and reference older myths, when mortals acted
like gods, and gods acted like mortals, and both paid the price.

Early-twentieth-century modernizations of tragedy and the various approaches to making
tragedy relevant to Russians in terms of their nationality and religion are rooted in nineteenth-
century writing on tragedy primarily from Germany, but also from France and Belgium. This
chapter will discuss the theoretical and philosophical underpinnings of Symbolist projects to revive
tragedy, which are often sprung out of readings of Richard Wagner, whose essays were just as
influential as his operas, and of Friedrich Nietzsche, with particular attention to The Birth of
Tragedy Out of the Spirit of Music, the philosopher’s expansive response to Wagner’s ideas. In
1907, Ivanov wrote about the debt of Russian Symbolism to “the mystagogue Richard Wagner”
who “sowed seeds deep into the European consciousness, seeks that have already sprung up on
one part of the field as the ideas of Friedrich Nietzsche, this ‘prime mover’ of the modern soul.”>’
Symbolist tragedy also bears the influence of other fin-de-siecle projects to repurpose the
structures and themes of tragedy, such as those of Maurice Maeterlinck and Hugo von
Hofmannsthal. This chapter will first analyze these thinkers and their ideas in the Russian context,
and specifically in the cultural moment of the fin-de-siecle, where they were met with one of the
other dominant influences driving Symbolism: the return of factions of the intelligentsia to Russian
Orthodoxy in untraditional, mystical, philosophical approaches.

Receptions of tragedy in modernity have often sought to widen the gap between the
audience and the hero by keeping the ancient dramatic structure largely intact, save for the removal
of the presence of the chorus. It is possible to see remnants of the chorus in certain plays, often

shrunken to one character, like Horatio in Hamlet, who comments on the action. The
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Shakespearean tragedy has more genetic material in common with the literary than the religious;
the same can be said of the French neoclassical tragedy, exemplified by Jean Racine. In an essay
on the need for a tragic revival, Ivanov summarizes these two prominent receptions of tragedy and
their divergence from ancient forms: “In the age of Shakespeare, everything was calculated to
reproduce ‘character.” And was not French theater of the seventeenth century the apogee of the
stage’s closeness to the plastic arts?”’® These dramas were performed quite differently as well:
verses in ancient tragic performance were sung or rhythmically recited, more similar to a
performance of a ballad than modern theatrical acting, with little differentiation between the
characters. In fact, modern theatrical acting is indebted to the school of naturalism in Russian
theater, a movement concurrent and in conversation with Symbolism. Nietzsche locates the turning
point in tragedy as occurring much earlier than with the changes in form innovated by Shakespeare
and other early modern to modern playwrights; already in the works of Euripides Nietzsche saw
the characterization of heroes expanding and the voices of the chorus contracting.

Ivanov was invested in the revival of tragedy from its roots in the dithyramb and in other
religious rites, and perceived these moments in the form’s evolution, when its scope narrowed
from the universal to the individual, to be digressions from the true purpose of tragedy. His idea
for a revival of tragedy was for theatrical performances to resurrect the ancient ritualistic, pagan
worship function that Ivanov felt was the key to the sensation of universality, sobornost’, that he
hoped would alight in communion-starved members of the Russian public. The concept of
sobornost’ is central to Symbolist interpretations of tragedy, and it was crucial to Ivanov in
particular. The word is a neologism that has roots in Greek, according to Artur Mrowczynski-Van

Allen.
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In Russian, the Slavic sobor is, in principle, a synonym for the Greek word sunodos,
synodos. Although the Slavic noun sobor basically means “assembly,” or even “council”
or “cathedral,” within the Slavophile school of thought the semantic evolution of the term
sobornost’ has resulted in a vastly different meaning. ¢!
This term was integrated into the context of Slavophilic thought by Alexei Khomiakov (1804-
1860), a theologian and theoretician of Slavophilism. Khomiakov believed in the truth and
superiority of the Orthodox Church over Catholicism, and wrote that there was only one true
church, and it was “called Orthodox, Eastern, or Graeco-Russian.”®?> Michael Wachtel defines
sobornost’ as “the freedom achieved by a community of believers in ecclesiastical life; it was seen
as a basic condition for cognitive and ontological integrity.”%*> Only under Orthodoxy and through
sobornost’ could Russians join in the spirit of Christian unity and reject the individualism that was
infesting the West. The term was adopted by theological philosophers such as Vladimir Solovyov,
Sergei Trubetskoy, and Nikolai Berdiaev around the turn of the twentieth century. In their work,
sobornost’ came to represent universality, a collectivism that could be achieved through religious
and social communality. To Ivanov, sobornost’ was achieved in its most perfect iteration in
Ancient Greece, a civilization he claimed “did not know individualism in our sense.”®
Specifically, it could be found in the music of the tragic chorus. Ivanov writes,
The question of the chorus is inextricably linked to the question of myth and to the
affirmation of the principles of Realistic Symbolism. The chorus is in and of itself already
a symbol, a sensible signification of the concord and unanimity of sobornost’, the visible
evidence of a real connection that brings isolated consciousnesses together into a living
unity.%

Ivanov’s deep knowledge of the workings of ancient theater informs his ambitions for recovering

the triumphs of antiquity in the modern era. In his essay ‘“Presentiments and Portents”
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(“IlpemuyBcTBus u npeasectust”), published in 1906 in the journal Zolotoe Runo, he explains these
ancient origins.
In the Dionysian orgies, the most ancient cradle of the theater, each participant had a
twofold goal: to participate in the orgiastic action (sumbakcheuien) and in the orgiastic
cleansing (katharizesthai), to sanctify and be sanctified, to attract the divine presence and
receive the gift of grace—an active, theurgical goal (hierourgein) and an emotional,
passive goal (paschein).®
Sobornost’ cannot be separated from its ecclesiastical Russian origins, so the synthesis of
Orthodoxy with myth and ritual from Hellenism became central to Ivanov’s Symbolism. Ivanov
imbued his translations of Aeschylus with language from Old Church Slavonic to evoke the
archaic, religious, discordant sounds of Aeschylean verse, and to make them sound lofty and
familiar to Russians who grew up in the Orthodox church. Dmitry Merezhkovsky also sought to
revive tragedy by putting it into a more overtly Christian context, using his translations and
scholarly writing on tragedies to engage in dialectical interpretations of Greek tragedy in which
Christian, and therefore Russian, moral and philosophical dilemmas merged with Hellenic
religion, and were worked out in the absence of (and perhaps in anticipation of) biblical teachings.
He did not, however, agree with Ivanov that revival of ancient theater should attempt to replicate
the tragedies as they were performed in Athens, writing in 1899 that “A complete imitation of the
ancient production is unattainable, and unnecessary.” (“IlomHOoe moapakanue peBHEH
MOCTaHOBKE HEJOCTUKMMO, Jia ¥ He Hy)HO.”)®” While his Christianity, like Ivanov’s, was heavily
influenced by mysticism and an interest in finding the common ground between Hellenic religion
and Orthodoxy, his beliefs were generally rooted in an intellectual interest in religion rather than

the possibilities of universality in art and its public function that motivated Ivanov. Merezhkovsky

managed to put more performances of tragedies on the Russian stage than Ivanov did, including
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stagings of his own translations of the Antigone and Oedipus at Colonus of Sophocles and the
Hippolytus of Euripides. His revivals enthusiastically incorporated language and imagery from
Christianity, and Merezhkovsky urged his audiences to see the similarities between Ancient Greek
and Russian literature.

If Ivanov and Merezhkovsky can be seen as pagan priests performing tragic rites,
Innokenty Annensky was Socrates, working for most of his life in secondary schools, first as a
teacher and then as an administrator, quietly producing a prodigious amount of poetry and
translation, including a complete set of every extant play by Euripides accompanied by thorough
introductory essays. Like Socrates, his devoted former students dedicated themselves to preserving
his legacy and demonstrating the influence of his teaching on their own work: in Annensky’s case,
I am referring to Nikolai Gumilev and Nikolai Punin, whose movement Acmeism is founded on
Annenskian principles. Alongside his poetic accomplishments, Annensky wrote manifestos for
pedagogical reforms, diligently advocating for his students to be exposed to foreign languages,
literatures, music, and poetry, which he felt were not represented properly in the curricula of the
schools in which he worked, which included the Nikolaevskaya Gymnasia in Tsarskoe Selo, where
he taught the young Gumilev and Punin.®® Annensky taught Greek and Latin for decades, with the
ambition of making the ancient world as much of a part of their imaginations as it was a part of
his. An 1892 proposal for foreign language instruction by Annensky emphasizes the importance
of students studying a language until they are able to comprehend its unique poetic sounds and
structures, and can recognize not only the meaning but the “harmonious combination of words.”®’
Vsevolod Setchkarev points out that this motto for school language instruction mirrors the

aesthetic philosophy that can be observed in Annensky’s own translation and poetic projects, the
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same adherence to discipline, structure, beauty, and the Word that would inspire Acmeist thought
nearly two decades later.”® Like Ivanov, Annensky valued his role as an educator, and was known
to deliver lengthy, eloquent, popular lectures to his students and as an invited speaker at Petersburg
social clubs. Descriptions of these visits were left by Tadeusz Zielinski, professor and classicist-
in-chief of fin-de-siecle St. Petersburg, who wrote approvingly of Annensky’s lectures and his
“slightly velvety” voice; Zielinski would take on the project of editing and publishing Annensky’s
Euripidean translations after the latter’s untimely death.”! Annensky died suddenly of heart failure
in November 1909, a year when his ideas were generating admiration and thought as they never
had before, the same year and same day he had been finally granted permission to retire from his
administrative role at the school in Tsarskoe Selo. Only in the year prior he had begun socializing
in earnest with Petersburg literary society, and had the opportunity to interact in person with the
other subjects of this dissertation. His former student Gumilev had introduced him to his fellow
poets and admirers of antiquity, including Maximillian Voloshin, Sergei Makovsky, and Ivanov.”?

Annensky and Ivanov, despite differences in their perspectives on the use of antiquity in
modernity, admired each other’s scholarly achievements and dedication to classical philology. The
two wrote poems dedicated to each other: Annensky’s two-part poem “MudoTBopiry — Ha 6anTHIO”
(written in June and July 1909) references his visits to [vanov’s Wednesday salons at his apartment,
the Tower. Ivanov seems to have responded in a poem dated September 1909 titled “Ultimum
Vale,” “Final Goodbye” in Latin, a sadly prescient title. The poem speaks to a sensation of
recognition of shared knowledge between the two classicist poets:

— Momun! 51 ecMb; ¥ €CTh — HHOH.

OH nern; y3Hau 1 TUMH 3aBETHBIH,
CaM — 0e3rI1arojbHbIN, 0€30TBETHEIN
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Tasice BO XpaMUHE 36MHOM.
Ivanov contributed to Apollon’s issue honoring Annensky after his death, writing an article on
Annensky’s translations of Euripides. This article will be discussed in chapter three, which
contends specifically with each translation project. Annensky was not as impressed by
Merezhkovsky, whose mysticism he detested, and whose translations he found wanting. Annensky
published unfavorable reviews of both Merezhkovsky’s translations of Hippolytus and of the
pastoral novel Daphnis and Chloe by Longus. In both reviews, Annensky suggests that
Merezhkovsky’s handling of Greek is imprecise, and that he suspects Merezhkovsky relied on
other translations for help, such as the French translation of Paul-Louis Courier.”® To close this
circle of communication: Ivanov and Merezhkovsky also knew each other well. Merezhkovsky
and Gippius were frequent visitors to the Tower, and as émigrés decades later they visited each
other when Merezhkovsky and Gippius lived in Paris and Ivanov lived in Rome. All three men
were also able to travel outside of Russia to visit the sites of the classical world that had animated
their imaginations. Merezhkovsky visited Italy and Greece as a young man in 1892, and the trip
spurred his translation ambitions; Annensky visited Italy in 1890, though he never made it to
Greece. Ivanov’s intellectual gifts as a student granted him the opportunity to study in Berlin under
Theodor Mommsen, and he lived across Germany, Italy, Greece, England, and Switzerland as a
young man, returning to Russia after nearly two decades away in 1905.

While poetry is generally considered the primary medium of the Symbolists, experiments
with drama and debates over drama’s purpose within Symbolism go back to the beginning of the
movement. Merezhkovsky and Nikolai Minsky wrote mystery plays in the 1890s, a genre of

Christian drama that shares structures and motivations with ancient tragedy: both were intended to
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use familiar characters, myths, and parables to convey reminders and lessons to the general
populace, and be a space for public communion. During the first decade of the twentieth century,
debates over the future of theater came to a boil, with impassioned treatises on the potential of
theater to embody Symbolist ideas in their purest forms. These ongoing, ever expanding arguments
amongst the capricious Symbolists were taking place in the context of growing social unrest:
striking workers, propulsive allies, and escalating revolutionary fervor. The agitation around the
theater, a popular and more broadly accessible artistic medium, was oriented around its potential
social purpose, giving Symbolists among other factions of artists the opportunity to envision a
better future facilitated by art. The zenith of tragedy in Athens occurred amidst the Persian and
Peloponnesian wars; many of the tragedies, such as Aeschylus’s Oresteia, Euripides’ Herakles,
and Sophocles’ Ajax, contend with the mental toll of war and widespread violence on soldiers and
their families. In 1906, Symbolists were among those suffering from what Avril Pyman calls “post-
revolutionary nervous exhaustion.””* In a lecture given in 1902, which I examine near the end of
this chapter, Annensky suggests that tragedy is designed and uniquely suited for this tumultuous
atmosphere.

Revivals and reinterpretation of ancient tragedy were popular in French Symbolism and in
the culture of the theater in general, as various schools of drama pushed back against realism, or
else looked back to Ancient Greece and Rome for organic inspiration. Maurice Maeterlinck was a
member of the school of French Symbolism whose dramas and other writing were popular across
Russian theaters beginning in the 1890s, when Chekhov became interested in his work and
suggested to Stanislavsky to stage Maeterlinck’s work at the Moscow Art Theater. Maeterlinck’s

collection of mystical essays The Treasure of the Humble, published in 1900, quickly became
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popular among the Russian intelligentsia. His plays, which included Intruder, The Blind One, and
Pelleas et Melisandre, dramatized the individual’s confrontation with death and the mystery of
existence and what lay beyond. His play The Blue Bird was so popular that it sustained the Moscow
Art Theater for several seasons.” Maeterlinck was also inspired by the German Romantics, a point
of overlap with the Russian Symbolists. Like Wagner, he was interested in folklore and the fairy
tale as sources of inspiration, which, like pagan religion and ancient mythology, provided an
alternative from Christian spirituality for the working out of philosophical and social questions for
cultures that were increasingly alienated from traditional religious practice. His essay “The
Tragical in Daily Life,” from The Treasure of the Humble, looks past religious mysticism in
tragedy, and instead seeks to uncover how tragedy reveals the strangeness of our own
phenomenological world through the beauty of its words. He writes,

Certain it is that, in the ordinary drama, the indispensable dialogue by no means

corresponds to reality; and it is just those words that are spoken by the side of the rigid,

apparent truth, that constitute the mysterious beauty of the most beautiful tragedies,

inasmuch as these are words that conform to a deeper truth, and one that lies incomparably

nearer to the invisible soul by which the poem is upheld.’®
The “finest tragedies” from antiquity that Maeterlinck finds to embody this beauty are those of
Aeschylus and Sophocles: plays such as Antigone and The Eumenides, which have simple,
straightforward plot concepts that blossom through dialogue. Maeterlinck finds this poetry in tragic
dialogue in, for example, Ibsen’s The Master Builder (1892).

Significant works of Symbolist drama at this moment include Aleksandr Blok’s 7The
Puppet Show (banracanuux) and Merezhkovsky’s historical drama Paul I (I1asen I), both written

in 1906. The Puppet Show, which employs characters from Italian commedia dell’arte, was

directed in three separate productions by Vsevolod Meyerhold, who himself played a lead role,
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Pierrot, in the first production in 1907. The play was staged in a theater operated by the beloved
actress Vera Kommissarzhevskaya, who was invested in fostering creativity in the Petersburg
theater community. At one gathering hosted by Kommissarzhevskaya, a chorus of actresses
performed Dionysian dithyrambs written by Ivanov. Pyman writes that these verses, ingeniously
metered to match their ancient predecessors, were to “echo in the minds of all who heard them that
night as the underlying, ecstatic beat of the next few years.””’” Meyerhold, who was mentored by
Stanislavsky, would go on to play key roles not only on the Symbolist stage but in Futurist theater,
and in the 1930s became a card-carrying communist party member and attempted to function
within the Soviet theater world before being arrested and killed in 1940. He played the role of
Tiresias, the blind prophet who warns Creon not to leave his nephew Polynices unburied, in an
1899 production of Sophocles’ Antigone, in Merezhkovsky’s translation. Meyerhold, possibly
under the mentorship of Ivanov, enthusiastically espoused Symbolist ideas about the
transformation of theater, writing in 1904,
But thanks to such dramatists as Ibsen, Maeterlinck, Verhaeren and Wagner, the theatre is
moving back towards its dynamic origins. We are discovering the precepts of antiquity.
Just as the sacred ritual of Greek tragedy was a form of Dionysian catharsis, so today we
demand of the artist that he heal and purify us.”®
Blok’s The Puppet Show was the rare Symbolist success with the public. In his biography of
Meyerhold, the émigré violinist Yurii Elagin described his own attendance at one of the
performances of the 1907 staging:
Peakiust 3putenpHOro 3ajia Ha MEpBOM mpenacTaBieHuHn «bamaraHumka» —ObLia
HeOoOBIKHOBEHHO OypHOI. Paspasuics Hactosmmii TearpaibHbIil ckaHgal. CBUCT, HIyM,
KPHUKH, CTYK, Ka3aJI0Ch, OBUIA TOTOBBI MEPEHTH BPYKOMAMIHYI0... YacTh myOnuKu peBerna
OT SIPOCTH W BO3MyIeHUs. J[pyrasi yacTh arjiogupoBaja OelieHo, opajia W30 BCEX CHIL

«bpaso biok — Meiiepxonpa!», crapasch NepekpudaTh UCCTYIIEHHBIE BOILIM IPOTUBHOMN
CTOPOHBI. bBUI MOMEHT, KOI'ZJa, Ka3aJoCh, BO3MYIIEHHBIE XJBIHYT Ha CLEHY, F'OTOBBIE
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paszopBath Ha yacTu U bioka, u Meliepxonbaa, pa3HECTH Ha KyCKHU U CLICHY, U JEKOPAaLHH,
U BECh Teatp.

The reaction of the audience hall at the first performance of “Balaganchik” was unusually
stormy. An actual theatrical scandal broke out. Whistling, noise, shouting, knocking, it
seemed, were ready to go hand-to-hand...One part of the audience roared with rage and
indignation. Another part applauded furiously, shouting with all their might: “Bravo Blok
— Meyerhold!” trying to shout down the frantic cries of the opposing side. There was a
moment when it seemed that the indignant ones would rush onto the stage, ready to tear
Blok and Meyerhold to pieces, to smash to pieces the stage, the scenery, and the entire
theater.”
Blok’s play was not a reception of tragedy, but this is not far from the reaction an Attic tragedy
would elicit from its audiences during the Dionysia in fifth century Athens BCE: a Greek
dictionary writer of the second century wrote (apocryphally) that audience members of
Aeschylus’s The Eumenides were so shocked by the tragedy that women were “frightened into
miscarriage.”®® Indeed, this is along the precise lines of the reaction Ivanov imagined being
inspired by Symbolist tragedy reception. Blok wrote in 1908, in light of his success with The
Puppet Show, that Russian theater must move toward becoming a “new theatre of action and
passion,”®! built by dramatists who eschewed the idea that theater is meant only to entertain and
depict petty-bourgeois city life. He was delighted by his theatrical success with The Puppet Show,
and found himself reinvigorated artistically, writing in his diary about his shift from poetry to
plays: “I have been dissatisfied with my poems since the spring [...] But perhaps this new, fresh
cycle will come soon and Aleksandr Blok—to Dionysus!”#2? Blok’s vision of the changes necessary
for Russian theater was shaped by his practical experience as a playwright and avid viewer of

theater in St. Petersburg, and his reasonable belief that for theater to thrive it needed to be looking

for how audiences reacted to the works of, for example, Maurice Maeterlinck (whom Blok
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dismisses for Maeterlinck’s claim that he aimed to “build a theater ‘of peace and beauty without
tears”” —what, to a Symbolist, is the point of that?®?) and Ibsen (whose plays Blok alleges to have
seen his countrymen yawning through), and to respond directly to the needs of the audience.
While Ivanov and Blok both agreed that drama was, as Blok put it, “the highest
manifestation of art,”®* Blok’s plan for theater was not in alignment with that of Ivanov, his friend
and fellow second-wave Symbolist. Both saw theater as an energetic force that could be harnessed
and for the audience to feel involved in the drama. In 1906, Ivanov articulated his ideas for theater
in the journal Zolotoe Runo: “Enough playacting—we need action! The spectator must become an
actor—a participant in the ritual act. The crowd of spectators must unite in a choric body like the
mystic community of the ‘orgies’ and ‘mysteries’ of 0ld.”® Already by the fourth century CE,
Ivanov had determined, aesthetics had taken over the domain of artistic creation, supplanting
religious symbolics.®® This devaluation of the holy mystery represented the supremacy of
“phenomena of aesthetic individualism and experimentalism” and movement toward the
“artificial” over the “natural,” and naturally Greco-Roman society progressed artificially. The
Renaissance revived classical antiquity via an “idealistic understanding” of it; the “Slavonic
Renaissance” proselytized by Ivanov (among others, mostly notably Zielinski, who gave a series
of popular lectures on the art and literature of antiquity and its relevance to modern education)
aimed to revive ancient culture the right way: by returning to those religious symbolics the ancients
and early moderns had abandoned (to their detriment). Ivanov’s foundation for a Slavonic
Renaissance are summarized beautifully by Nikolai, elder brother to Mikhail Bakhtin, who in

emigration became a classical philologist at the University of Birmingham, England. Bachtin
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interacted with Ivanov as a young student in Petersburg as Ivanov was establishing himself as a
public intellectual after his decades living abroad in Europe.
[Ivanov] believed Russia had fully inherited the Hellenic tradition through the orthodox
Church, whose liturgy, for instance, was the only living survival of Greek Tragedy. Alone
among peoples the Russian had not lost the archaic directness of an Aryan tongue in its
prime — like Ancient Greek. Consequently a Russian poet betrayed his mission if he wanted
to express only his isolated self and addressed only a few refined elite. He must recover in
himself those fundamental symbols and archetypes which ruled his soul as they ruled also
the soul of his people, although the people might not be conscious of them. But once they
were revealed the people could not fail to recognise in them their own forgotten heritage.
Thus the people and the poet would meet again, and they would meet on the ground of a
common art — religious, national and universal.®’
For Ivanov, the art of the ancient world could not be disentangled from the religious function of
its origin, making the ancient poet a priest, and poetic language a holy tongue. This religion was
Dionysian, which Ivanov defines as “a mystical religion” in which “the soul of mysticism is the
divinization of man, whether through the grace-bearing approach of the Divinity to the human
soul, which results in their complete fusion, or through an inner insight into the true and eternal
essence of the ‘I’ into the ‘Itself” in the ‘I’ (Ivanov is not known for his clarity and concision).%®
He wrote two expansive studies on Dionysus, The Hellenic Religion of the Suffering God
(Onnuncrotl penueuu cmpaoarowezo 6o2a) in 1904 and Dionysus and Predionysianism (Juonuc u
npaouonucuticmeo) in 1923. The tragedies he hoped to revive would be a pseudo-Mass to
Dionysus, with plots akin to homilies, and the music and connection between the performers
providing the sensation of sobornost’, universality among gathered performers and audience. It is
in pursuit of the embodiment of this concept, sobornost’, that Ivanov orients his arguments on the

necessity of reviving tragedy. Ivanov was popularly regarded as a scholar among poets, and a poet

among scholars, who derailed his trajectory to an assured professorship by neglecting to participate
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in an oral defense of his dissertation in Berlin, after completing and submitting it, in the interest of
writing poetry, traveling around Europe, and living a life centered around art and love. Ivanov’s
scholarship, poetry, personal life, and plans for a tragic-Slavonic renaissance are all intertwined
and are inseparable from his enduring devotion to Dionysus, and what the god represented
religiously, culturally, and philosophically. Discussion of Symbolist thought, especially within the
realm of theater, will often reference Dionysus and a passion for the Dionysian, and the fixation
on this particular member of the pantheon of Hellenic gods loomed large in the philosophical
thought of the late nineteenth century. The mystical figure of Dionysus represented to members of
the Russian intelligentsia the maelstrom created by changing societal norms, the resurgence of
religiosity, and a shifting of aesthetics away from realism and toward, to paraphrase a motto cited
by Ivanov, the “more real.”®’

Locating the root of Russian Symbolist interest in the multifaceted suffering god haunting
their poetry and scholarship must begin first with the critical essays of Richard Wagner, who set
the ideals of the Dionysian in motion, and then secondly with Friedrich Nietzsche, who took
inspiration from Wagner and their mutual musical hero Ludwig von Beethoven in writing The
Birth of Tragedy Out of the Spirit of Music. Ivanov calls Nietzsche the Aaron to Wagner’s Moses,
the one able to amplify and convey to broader audiences the revelations of the prophet. Bernice
Glatzer Rosenthal, in her introduction to a volume of essays titled Nietzsche in Russia, explains
the appeal of Nietzsche to the Russian intellectuals of the late nineteenth century by describing
him as “a philosopher for rebels.”® According to Rosenthal, The Birth of Tragedy was often the
first work by Nietzsche encountered by Russians of the late nineteenth century. She continues,

“Russian intellectuals discovered [Nietzsche] in a time, the 1890s, when they were seeking a new
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vision of man and the world.”®! Tvanov’s assertion that aesthetics had become more important in
art than reverence for its religious roots is based in his reading of The Birth of Tragedy, in which
Nietzsche argues that the balance between the Dionysian and Apollonian forces as they were
represented in art kept ancient Greek people from existential despair, but that these forces were
quelled by the rational philosophies of Socrates and Plato, and the influence of rationality has
reigned into modernity. Important members of this school of thought circulated around the arts
journal Mir Iskusstva (The World of Art), which was founded by Nietzschean devotees Alexandre
Benois and Sergei Diaghilev. The journal featured translations of the philosopher’s treatises,
extensive critical responses to Nietzschean and Wagnerian thought by writers including
Merezhkovsky and Lev Shestov, and Rosenthal points out that the logo of Mir Iskusstva (pictured
below) is itself a Nietzschean image: “[the logo] conveys Benois’ belief that the world of art is
above all earthly things, above the stars, reigning there proud, mysterious, and lonely, like an

eagle.” Mir Iskusstva also published a eulogy for the philosopher in the year of his death, 1900.°

Diaghilev, Serge, and Alexandre Benois. Mir iskusstva. [s.n.], 1900.
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The draw to ancient tragedy that many artists and sophists felt as the nineteenth century came to a
close did not begin or end with Wagner or Nietzsche, but it is necessary to delve into their work
for the purposes of this dissertation, and to linger on the nuances between the Dionysian and the
Apollonian, a brilliant framework for dividing the artistic from the abject. While it is clear in
Nietzsche’s text that the Apollonian and Dionysian are each necessary in balance to allow the
tragic structure to function, these terms entered the lexicon of modernist artists, allowing poets and
philosophers to signify allegiance either to the mystery and wildness of the Suffering God or to
the Word and the clarity of Apollo. This framework is also useful in illuminating the theoretical
backgrounds of the translation and reception projects of Ivanov, Merezhkovsky, and Annensky:
two Dionysian thinkers accompanied by a principled Apollonian. What follows is first a discussion
of several critical essays by Wagner and of Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy, a text that
expansively acknowledges its debt to Wagner as well as to Arthur Schopenhauer. This will be
followed by an exploration of the theory and polemics on tragedy written by Symbolists, especially
the multiple treatises written by Ivanov, which respond to these German writers and parse
Dionysian ideas, dissecting aesthetic and religious interpretations of the dramatic form in attempts

to emerge with the argument for a Greek tragedy that serves the Russian moment.

Richard Wagner and the “total work of art”

The tremendous influence of Richard Wagner on Russian culture began with the popularity
of his music, which resulted in Wagner, in need of money and an ego boost, visiting St. Petersburg
and Moscow in 1863 to conduct a series of concerts. Wagner was pleased by his warm welcome

in Russia, writing to a friend, “I have made an unexpectedly thrilling impression on the Russian
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93 There was a resurgence of interest in Wagner during the fin-de-siecle, two decades after

public.
the composer's death in 1883, driven by interest in his aesthetic forms and rejection of positivism,
and for the Russian Symbolists, his writing was just as important as the music. Nikolai 1I’s
German-born wife, Alexandra, chose Prince S. M. Volkonsky to direct the imperial theaters in
1899, and among his first productions was Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde and all four parts of his
Ring cycle at the Mariinsky Theater.”* Rosamund Bartlett, author of Wagner and Russia, writes
that Russia was “particularly sympathetic and susceptible to Wagnerian ideas,” continuing,
“certainly no other culture seems to have taken the composer’s writings on art to heart as they did
in Russia.”® The Russian Symbolists followed the French Symbolists in putting Wagner at the
forefront of aesthetic inspiration: Raymond Furness writes that in 1885, the poet Mallarmé thought
that Symbolist poetry should “emulate [Wagnerian] musical patterns.”®® In 1899, Mir Iskusstva
began publishing articles on Wagner’s artistry and aesthetic philosophy, which Bartlett locates as
the beginning of “Russian Wagnerism.”®” This strain of Wagnerism spread across artistic mediums
from the Mir Iskusstva impresarios Benois and Diaghilev, to the painters Mikhail Vrubel and
Wassily Kandinsky, and poets Andrei Bely, Blok, and Ivanov, among many others. Benois argued
that the Ballet Russe was “one of the most consistent and complete expressions of the idea of the
Gesamtkunstwerk, the idea for which our circle was ready to give its soul.”®® The synthesis of the
arts achieved by a ballet, which was the favorite type of performance of the imperial court, can be

seen as a prototypical version of what the subjects of this dissertation imagined for their revivals

of tragedy, with its rich font of artistic inspiration, its draw to artists of all mediums, and its
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widespread popularity in Russia and abroad. As a form of entertainment enjoyed primarily by the
upper classes, ballet was funded extensively, but it lacked the social function and ability to
motivate a sensation of sobornost’ that Symbolists built into their hopes for tragedy, engaging with
Wagner’s ideas on the aesthetic level without delving into the call for revolution and mystic utopia
that was tied up in tragedy.

Appetite for Wagnerian productions was immense, and the imperial theaters in Moscow
and St. Petersburg were performing all the above operas, as well as Die Walkerie, to sold-out
audiences.” The theater critic Sergey Durylin wrote that Russian desire for “religious, myth-based
art” was at the root of this phenomenon.'%’ Bartlett expands upon this idea:

Wagner brought tragic drama to the operatic stage and combined it with symphonic music,

the result of which was an emotional expressiveness that had an explosive effect on

receptive listeners. He had created a fairy-tale world of myth which these writers could
both escape into, and identify with, as allegorical of the world in which they themselves
lived. These writers were Aleksandr Blok, Vyacheslav Ivanov and Andrei Bely, the
second-generation Russian Symbolists, for whom art was the “key to the world of
absolutes,” and music above all a “redemptive revelation.”!%!
There are three essays by Wagner, written in quick succession beginning in 1849, in which he
articulates his vision for an “art-work of the future,” drawn heavily from his understanding of
ancient Greek theater and ancient authors, and it is the premises of these essays in particular that
are cited and expanded upon by Russian Symbolists half a century later. Wagner had read through
the complete works of Aeschylus for the first time in 1847, the year he was finishing his second
draft of Lohengrin, an opera with a plot drawn from German medieval romance, into which

Wagner interwove structural influence from Greek tragedy. Wagner was intrigued by the history

of German reception of antiquity, especially the interaction of the medieval and the ancient. He
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continued to be preoccupied with Greek literature for the rest of his life, remarking to his wife
Cosima in 1880 that the Oresteia of Aeschylus was the “most perfect thing in every way, religion,
philosophic, poetic, artistic.”'%? He read the trilogy of plays in the 1832 German translation by
Johann Gustav Droysen, and noted in particular how Droysen’s accompanying commentaries on
each play conveyed the mechanics and mysteries of ancient performance. Wagner wrote in his
memoir that his “ideas about the significance of drama, and especially of the theatre itself, were
significantly moulded” by his reading of Droysen’s Oresteia translation and commentaries.'® In
the four years that followed his first encounter with Aeschylus among other Greek authors in 1847,
he wrote “Art and Revolution,” “The Art-Work of the Future,” and “Opera and Drama,” in which
he works out his theory that the future of the arts would require a revival of classical tragedy in
Germany. Wolfgang Schadewaldt writes, “Confirmation of [Wagner’s] own ideas by relating them
to, and deriving them from, the Greeks almost becomes a way of thinking for him.”!%* The
influence of Greek tragic structure is reflected in the Ring, Wagner’s operatic cycle, which like
tragedies competing in the Dionysia festival in Athens is a tetralogy intended to be performed over
the course of several days.!'%

The dynamic between Apollo and Dionysus that would be the genesis for The Birth of
Tragedy is first mentioned by Wagner in his 1849 article “Art and Revolution” (“Die Kunst und
die Revolution”). Wagner writes that Apollo is the “fulfiller of the will of Zeus upon the Grecian
earth”; he is described as “the springtime of the Greeks,” characterized by “energetic earnestness,”

and being “beautiful but strong.”'% Wagner imagines the young Aeschylus leaving home, as he
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did to fight in the Persian Wars against Xerxes I in 490 BCE, and being initiated into the Eleusinian
mysteries, the famously secretive cult of Demeter and Persephone, before being inspired by Apollo
and Dionysus to bring forth “the highest conceivable form of art—the DRAMA.”!'%7 Tragedy was
at its zenith during Aeschylus’s prime, but after the fifth century, the drama and Athens as an
empire would never be quite as powerful. Athenian dominance was succeeded by the rise of the
Romans, an empire Wagner characterizes as being much more brutal and less encouraging of the
artistic creations of its citizenry. The Athenian in the age of tragedy could make complex,
celebratory art that reflected Wagner’s perception of life and its value, but this age was followed
by a turn to philosophy. Wagner writes, “And, at the bitter end, every impulse of Art stood still
before Philosophy, who read with gloomy mien her homilies upon the fleeting stay of human
strength and beauty. To Philosophy, and not to Art, belong the two thousand years which, since
the decadence of Grecian Tragedy, have passed till our own day.”'%® Greek tragedy was replaced
by Roman spectacle in the amphitheater, with lions and elephants reminding gladiators of their
mortality instead of metered warnings sung and danced by poets. According to Wagner, as quality
of life declined and men were subjugated by the imperial military control of the Romans, their
creation and practice of art fell out of alignment with their needs: rather than Greek art, which
reflected harmony between men and nature, Romans needed Christianity.!'?

The uneasy marriage of Christianity and tragedy ordained by Ivanov and Merezhkovsky
(via separate methodologies) is founded upon the idea that Christian liturgy and its surrounding
literature is built upon the same desire to experience the divine that is at the heart of tragedy as a

religious rite, and that a kinship exists between the two systems that would be recognizable and
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therefore accessible to Russian audiences. In the article that lends this dissertation its name, “On

2

the New Significance of Ancient Tragedy,” (“O HOBOM 3Ha4ueHHH ApeBHEH Tpareaun’”) published
in 1904, Merezhkovsky argues for the presence of “Christians before Christianity” in tragedy,
specifically in the titular character in Euripides’ Hippolytus, which was staged at the
Alexandrinsky Theater in Merezhkovsky’s translation. This article will be discussed further later
in this chapter. Ivanov believed that Russian Orthodox worship and ritual represented an evolved
but still extant form of Hellenic tragedy. Wagner’s view is that Christianity and Greek tragedy are
products of distinctly different sets of conditions for men living under empire, with Christianity
replacing tragedy in the Roman context to meet the needs of a spiritually—and literally—
impoverished population, whose existence was the “antithesis of Art.”
For Art is pleasure in itself, in existence, in community; but the condition of that period, at
the close of the Roman mastery of the world, was self-contempt, disgust with existence,
horror of community. Thus A7t could never be the true expression of this condition: its only
possible expression was Christianity. Christianity adjusts the ills of an honourless, useless,
and sorrowful existence of mankind on earth, by the miraculous love of God; who had not
—as the noble Greek supposed—created man for a happy and self-conscious life upon this
earth, but had here imprisoned him in a loathsome dungeon: so as, in reward for the self-
contempt that poisoned him therein, to prepare him for a posthumous state of endless
comfort and inactive ecstasy. [...] The free Greek, who set himself upon the pinnacle of
Nature, could precreate Art from very joy in manhood: the Christian, who impartially cast
aside both Nature and himself, could only sacrifice to his God on the altar of renunciation;
he durst not bring his actions for his work as offering, but believed that he must seek His
favour by abstinence from all self-prompted venture.'!”
Wagner does not believe this fulfillment of doctrine is what Christianity’s suffering god intended
for his flock, but that it is the Church that did away with Christ’s teachings of universal love, and
that this version of Christianity has continued into the modern era. This idea is familiar, of course,

to readers of Russian literature, as a similar idea plays out in “The Grand Inquisitor,” a section of

Dostoevsky’s novel The Brothers Karamazov. Further, Wagner notes that art in the modern era
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exists to be sold and is primarily available only to the upper classes. For these reasons, modern art,
especially modern theater, would be unrecognizable to the fifth-century Athenian. The purpose of
modern theater is for the “rest, distraction, and amusement” of a prince “after a heavy dinner,” or
a banker after a “fatiguing financial operation.”!!! The only path to restoring tragedy from its
component parts to its full potential is a “Revolution of Mankind.”!!?

Wagner’s vision of a post-revolutionary (the revolution itself he leaves to our imagination)
theater is one that again serves a social purpose and is stripped of class affiliation. It would be
supported by the state, with no financial incentive driving its success. Tickets would be free, and
artists well paid by the state and their community, although Wagner’s imagined audience would
soon realize the senselessness of selling or paying for art, valuing instead “human fellowship.”
Rather than returning to pre-Christian Athens, theater after the revolution would incorporate
Christ’s teachings into Greek mythological drama. Wagner concludes:

Thus would Jesus have shown us that we all alike are men and brothers; while Apollo

would have stamped this mighty bond of brotherhood with the seal of strength and beauty,

and led mankind from doubt of its own worth to consciousness of its highest godlike might.

Let us therefore erect the altar of the future, in Life as in the living Art, to the two sublimest

teachers of mankind:—/Jesus, who suffered for all men; and Apollo, who raised them to

their joyous dignity!''3
Nietzsche would replace the suffering Christ with Dionysus, a clever trade between gods who are
often mistaken for each other in early Christian and pagan mythos, especially when Wagner’s
Jesus and Apollo seem to be contributing to tragedy in similar ways. Nietzsche sees the same
pattern of death and rebirth in the Dionysian that Wagner sees in the story of Christ, and makes

this the essence of his theory of tragedy, the Apollonian being of secondary importance. Nietzsche

will also depart from Wagner’s perception of public life and artistic creation in ancient Greece as
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being defined by its beauty and harmony, a Romantic idea exemplified in Winckelmann that is at
odds with Nietzsche’s vision of the effects of Dionysian forces.

Wagner’s next article, also published in 1849, develops a central element of his aesthetic
theory: his concept of the “total work of art,” the Gesamtkunstwerk. In “The Art-Work of the
Future” (“Das Kunstwerk Der Zunkunft”), Wagner surveys a variety of artistic genres, including
the individual elements of tragedy (dance, song, and poetry) as well as music, architecture,
sculpture, and painting, among others, in order to determine their function and importance for the
more sophisticated art of the future, ultimately finding drama to be “the highest artistic aim.”!!4
Wagner calls the simultaneous and spontaneous enactment of dance, song, and poetry in tragic
performance to be the “three primeval sisters” who were the “trinitarian utterance of human Art,”
“the truest and most high-born Muses of artistic man.”!'> While each of these forms can exist
individually, only their unity can transcend “art” as a boundaried category and become a
representation of freedom and the universal. Of the three categories, Wagner finds music,
specifically the symphonies of Beethoven, to be the only art form able to reach the universal alone,
without union with forms such as dance or poetry. To this end, Wagner identifies Beethoven as
the most important modern artist, “a second Prometheus who fashioned men of clay [...] Beethoven
had sought to fashion them of fone.”!'® Nietzsche will continue this discussion of Beethoven as
the preeminent artist able to conjure the Dionysian in a Socratic, Apollonian world. Wagner also
gives credit to Shakespeare for his use of poetry in drama, calling him “the mightiest Poet of all

time”’; nonetheless, the art of his period was still “incomplete” without dance and song, making
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Shakespeare the “Thespis of the Tragedy of the Future.”''” Wagner finds his own form of art, the
opera, to be a mostly satisfactory reunion of the primeval sisters, but that it does not fully revive
the perfect balance of the ancient drama.'!8

Tragedy, like a symphony, is most powerful in its live performance, and this power is
granted by the audience, or as Wagner calls them the Folk, everyday citizens of varying social
classes and backgrounds who are united in their captivation. The existence of this balance between
citizens, balance between the personal, political, and religious, allowed for the cultivation of
tragedy in the context of fifth-century Athens, but this moment was only temporary. Wagner
writes, “Tragedy flourished for just so long as it was inspired by the spirit of the Folk, and as this
spirit was a veritably popular, i.e. a communal one. When the national brotherhood of Folk was
shivered into fragments, when the common bond of Religion and primeval Customs was pierced
and severed by the sophist needles of the egotistic spirit of Athenian self-dissection,—then the
Folk’s art-work also ceased [...] With Arisophanian laughter, the Folk relinquished to these learned
insects the refuse of its meal, threw Art upon one side for two millennia, and fashioned of its
innermost necessity the history of the world.”!"® A modern renewal of the tragic drama that was
explicitly for communal rather than individual good would be updated to include the only (to
Wagner) triumph that mankind had managed in those two thousand years: the classical orchestra.
Wagner is referencing the ancient use of the term orchestra—opynotpa—which refers to the
ground-level space in the center of a Greek amphitheater in which the tragic chorus were

traditionally located during performances. The term is derived from the verb dpyeicOat, “to dance,”

therefore, “the dancing place.” This is also the space where an altar devoted to Dionysus, called a

"7 Wagner 1973, vol 1, 141; Thespis was a poet of sixth-century Athens who wrote more primitive forms
of dithyramb and tragedy before the time of Sophocles, Aeschylus, and Euripides.
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thymele (Bvpéin), was visible during the drama. This type of orchestra, male performers chanting
the verses that Nietzsche would identify as the Dionysian presence, would be replaced in the
Wagnerian tragedy by members of a classical orchestra, playing music that offered the same
dialogic function, and conveyed the same conciliatory, frightened, or grief-stricken tone that the
ancient chorus was responsible for.

Wagner’s longest treatise on art, “Opera and Drama” (“Oper und Drama”) was published
in 1851, and further builds on the ideas in “Art and Revolution” and “The Art-Work of the Future.”
The first section of “Opera and Drama” is a critique of Wagner’s peers in the contemporary opera
sphere; the second turns to the variations of interactions between music and poetry in the modern
drama. Wagner’s description of the “twofold origin” of modern drama—the Romance, a genre
“natural, and peculiar to our historic evolution,” and the Greek Drama, which is “alien, and grafted
on our evolution by reflection”—would echo in Ivanov’s “Presentiments and Portents,” in which
he locates the foundational ideas of Symbolism between Romanticism and “prophecy,” which he
defines as “not necessarily an accurate foresight of the future, but always a certain creative energy,
anticipating and conceiving the future,” a concept grounded in ancient tragedy.'?° Wagner credits
the widespread acceptance of Aristotelian tragic poetics through the dramatic scenarios of
Shakespeare and Racine for the decline in drama and related performance genres. “Between these
two extremes,” he writes, “between the Shakespearian and the Racinian Drama, did Modern
Drama grow into its unnatural mongrel shape.”!?!

Wagner is far from the first composer to see opera as the modern equivalent of Greek
tragedy. Already in Monteverdi’s operas in the seventeenth century are tragic structures and

themes from mythology visible, most notably in his operas L 'Orfeo (1607), Il ritorno d'Ulisse in
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patria (1639), and L'incoronazione di Poppea (1642). Over a century later, an opera of Gluck
again drew on the myth of Orpheus and Eurydice; another, Iphigénie en Tauride (1779), on the
tragedy of the same name by Euripides. Among German classical scholars and enthusiasts there
were also other attempts to update and revive tragedy, for example, Goethe’s play Iphigenia in
Tauris (Iphigenie auf Tauris), which was also a reception of Euripides, and Schiller’s tragedy 7The
Bride of Messina (Die Braut von Messina), which included a chorus, departing from the
neoclassical or Shakespearean tragic model in favor of the classical structure. Wagner finds these
two German tragic receptions to be a superficial engagement with antiquity, an “imitation of Greek
form” for “a purely artistic purpose.”!?> In Wagner’s view, this type of reception fails to recognize
that the form of the ancient Greek drama is structured to convey man’s understanding of the
phenomenal world and his own sets of choices—what Wagner calls Actions—within it. He writes,
“To allow this Action, in its weightiest significance, to proceed in a manner fully vindicated by
the idea of its transactors—this was the task of the Tragic-poet; to bring to understanding the
Necessity of the action, by and in the demonstrated truth of the idea.” !> Wagner’s concept of
tragedy as Gesamtkunstwerk, then expanded and made his own by Nietzsche, is the most directly
related to the theories of the tragic that would emerge in early-twentieth-century Russian
Symbolism. Simon Goldhill writes, “Tragedy, for the nineteenth century in particular, became a
structuring principle of the self-understanding of modernity. [...] If tragedy was an aesthetic
battleground in the argument between the ancients and moderns in the eighteenth century, for the
nineteenth century it became an integral element in the profoundest thinking about history and the

suffering of humankind.”'?* For the Symbolists, tragedy from the Wagnerian understanding was a
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way of imagining a future in which art could be a public forum and healing balm for their fractured

society.

Wagnerism among the Symbolists

Symbolist attraction to Wagner’s music and thought is intertwined with their abiding love
for German literature, folklore, and philosophy. Bartlett calls Wagner a “priestly intermediary”
between German Romanticism and French Symbolism, the most dominant sources of inspiration
for Russian Symbolism.'?3 Practically every Symbolist was among the audiences that flooded
imperial productions of Wagnerian operas at the turn of the century. The ubiquity of Wagner in
Russian theatrical culture coincided with ongoing debates among the Symbolists on the future of
the theater, which lasted for years, and can be traced through the preponderance of polemical
articles on Wagner and the theater in each of the Symbolist journals from this period, beginning
with Mir Iskusstva, which ran from 1898 to 1904, and followed by Vesy (Libra or The Scales),
which was edited by Valery Bryusov and ran from 1904 to 1909. Mir Iskusstva published translated
selections from Henri Lichtenberger’s study on Wagner in 1899, which, according to Bartlett, was
the first time a journal not primarily preoccupied with music had published on Wagner in Russia.'2¢
In 1900, Mir Iskusstva published the music critic A. M. Koptaiev’s translation of Nietzsche's essay
“Wagner in Bayreuth.”!?” Poet Emil Medtner pitched Bryusov on publishing in Vesy Medtner’s
Russian translation of Wagner’s “The Art-Work of the Future,” but expressed to a friend

disappointment that Bryusov found the translated article to be too long to print in full in the

journal.'?® Correspondence between Ivanov and Bryusov from 1904 shows Ivanov disapproving
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of the lack of Wagneriana in the pages under Bryusov’s editorship. Ivanov wrote: “The Wagner
question should be constantly discussed in Libra. It is an open question and has crucial meaning
for all art, not just for music.”'?° It should not be surprising, then, that in this same year Ivanov
published two articles in Vesy, titled “Nietzsche and Dionysus” and “Athena’s Spear” (“Kop’e
Afiny”) on the significance of Nietzsche and Wagner to the Symbolist movement. Vesy was
challenged by Zolotoe Runo (The Golden Fleece) in 1906. The self-described “Argonauts”
associated with Zolotoe Runo included Andrei Bely, Aleksandr Blok, Medtner, and the poet Lev
Kobylinsky (who published under his pseudonym, Ellis).

Vesy, run by a first-generation Symbolist in Bryusov, represented Symbolism as an artistic
movement and a school of literary production, while the second-generation Symbolists of Zolotoe
Runo were more invested in Symbolism in the Ivanovian sense: as a “worldview,” a way of living,
which encompassed literary publication but expanded outward to the everyday.'*° Pyman
describes Zolotoe Runo as a Gesamtkunstwerk itself, carefully curated to fuse mediums: poetry
was formatted with original illustrations, and artists were commissioned to create portraits of
Symbolist writers and composers.'*! A subsequent journal, Trudy i dni (Works and Days), also
edited by Medtner, was founded in 1912, and featured a section on Wagner in each issue.!3? In
1913, as Symbolism was losing steam in favor of Acmeism, the latter movement’s journal Apollon
grew in scope and readership. Of course, it is immediately noticeable that with the exception of
the Mir Iskusstva, each of these journals’ names are drawn from antiquity. Wagner is frequently

evoked in these journals as he, as Bartlett writes, was “one of the first artists to attempt to convey
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ideas through consciously symbolical means” as well as “a promoter of a people’s theatre which

would unite actor and public.”!33

The ethos of Apollon emerged from efforts to diverge from the prevailing influence of
Ivanov, and to create a distance between Ivanov’s cult of Dionysus and the set of classically
inclined poets who abhorred mysticism. Ivanov, for his part, was happy to speak and preside over
any gathering of poets and intellectuals, including Apollon, but his mentorship of Nikolai Gumilev
and Osip Mandelstam led to their disavowal of the Ivanovian approach to poetics and antiquity.
The set of aesthetic ideals they favored was inspired by the writing of Innokenty Annensky, himself
an admirer of Wagner. Annensky wrote a poem in 1906 mentioning Wagner’s Parsifal, which had
been performed for the first time in St. Petersburg that year.

O Her, HE CTaH, MyCTh OH TaK HEKHO-3BIOOK,
S1 u3 TBOMX cOOIA3HOB 3aTAI0
He BrnaxxubIit 0J1€CK MaTUHOBBIX YJIBIOOK —
Crpamganusi XOJ0IHYIO 3MEIO.

Tak nHor/1a B GAaHAIBHO-TIECTPOH 3aJe,
I'1e Basibe 3BEHUT, BOTHYS M MOJIA,

3oBy MeuToii s 3Byku Ilapcudars,

U Tenb, 1 CMepTh HAJT MACKOM KOPOJISL. ..

OcraBb Mens1. MHe noxe crenet Ckyka.
3adyeM MHE paid, KOTOpPBIM Ipe3AT Bce?

A eciu Tps3h U HU30CTh — TOJIBKO MyKa
[To roe-To Tam cusronieit kpace?

Oh, no, not your waist, though it be so
Tender and lively, will I save from your
Temptations, not the moist shine of crimson
Smiles, the cold serpent of suffering.

Thus at times in the banal, motley hall, where
The waltz rings out, disturbing and beseeching,
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I summon up in reverie the sounds of Parsifal
And the shadow, and Death over the king's mask...

Leave me... Boredom makes my bed. What do [
Need that paradise for, of which all dream? And

If dirt and baseness are only tormented longing

For the beauty that is shining somewhere there...!3*

Among the three primary subjects of this dissertation, Annensky was arguably the most
enthusiastic about Wagner, inclusive of his operas and his critical essays. “I remain a Wagnerian.
I always have been,” he wrote in a letter to a friend in 1907. Apollon and Acmeist theory will be
discussed further later in this chapter.

The two articles by Ivanov mentioned above scratch the surface of his extensive writing on
Wagner and his significance to the Symbolist movement. Despite this recognition of Wagner as a
key influence on Symbolism, Michael Wachtel writes that Ivanov did not personally care for
Wagner’s music, and felt that his ideas for the theater demonstrate a lack of understanding of the
ancient practices. Wagner was, to Ivanov, not a “pure Dionysian,” despite Wagner being among
“the first of the artists to speak in his theoretical essays about Dionysus.”'3* Ivanov’s
“Presentiments and Portents” argues that there is a widespread desire in Russia for theater, and
that ancient theater holds the key to the type of dynamic drama that will fulfill them, as exemplified
abroad by the energetic theater of Ibsen, Maeterlinck, Verhaeren, and Wagner. Ivanov writes,

If modern theater is once again to be dynamic, let it be so in full. Following the example

of the ancients, who used ecstatic music and the exciting rhythms of dance as a treatment

for frenzy, we seek musical intensification of the affect as a means capable of producing a

healing resolution. [...] We want to gather in order to create, to “act,” in a collective

[sobornyi] manner, and not to contemplate: “zu schaffen, nicht zu schauen [to create and
not to watch].”!36

34 Annenskii 1982, trans. Morrison, 28
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Wachtel’s commentary on this essay notes that this phrase was originally even more explicit in its
reference to Wagner: in an earlier draft it was followed by “as Wagner already recognized and
demanded,” an allusion to a line from Wagner’s opera Siegfiied.'’’ Ivanov gives Wagner (and
Nietzsche) credit for calling for a synthesis of the arts that would “gather into its focus the nation’s
entire spiritual self-determination”!3® but disagrees with Wagner’s replacement of a singing chorus
with the music of the orchestra: “Wagner the hierophant does not give the community a choral
voice and word. Why? The community has a right to this voice because it is supposed to be not a
crowd of spectators but a gathering of orgiasts.”!3° Ivanov’s staging would do away with Wagner’s
clever replacement of the orkhestra with a modern orchestra, ensuring that the chorus is central to
the performance. The chorus, he writes, “gives form to movement (processions, theories) and acts
with the massive grandiosity and collective [sobornyi] authority of the community it represents.” 40

Symbolist tragic reception deviates from Wagnerian and Nietzschean tragedy with regards
to Christianity and interplay between Christian and Greek mythos. Throughout his writing on
tragedy, Wagner repeatedly differentiates between tragedy as a creation of the Greeks and all art
emerging from a Christian mythos, beginning with the Romans and even Roman reception of
tragedy. A Greek drama is occupied with man’s negotiating between several vectors of his reality,
from his mortality, to his religion, to the natural world, while the Christian hero is interested in
“preparation for Death.” Wagner writes, “In Greek drama the movement waxes from the
beginning, with constantly accelerated speed, to the mighty storm of the catastrophe; whereas the

genuine, unmixed Christian drama must perforce begin with the storm of life, to weaken down its
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movement to the final swoon of dying out.”!#! The idea that Greek drama and Christian literature
are governed by different mythological and psychological approaches is antithetical to Ivanov’s
and Merezhkovsky’s thought in particular among the Symbolists. Both writers were adamant that
a singularity existed between the two traditions, and that their interweaving and shared
mythologies is why Greek literature resonates with the Russian reader.
In “Presentiments and Portents,” Ivanov heralds Wagner and Nietzsche as “our [Russian] elder
brethren among the barbarians.” Ivanov continued:
Wagner called for a fusion of artistic energies in a synthetic art that would gather into its
focus the nation’s entire spiritual self-determination. Nietzsche appeared with the message
of a new, integral soul for which (so opposed is it to the soul of the “theoretical man,” the
son of the critical era!) the will is already knowledge, knowledge (in the sense of
affirmation) is already life, and life is already faithfulness to the earth. Independently of
Nietzsche, Ibsen willed us, the “dead,” to “arise”: he rose up against beauty that had broken
down into arts and into separate self-contained and isolated artistic creations, prophesying
that all beauty would become life, and all life—beauty.'*?
In 1920, when Ivanov was valiantly participating in Narkompros programming, he gave a lecture
titled “On Wagner” before a performance of Die Walkure at the Bolshoi Theater, in which his
perspective on Wagner is essentially unchanged from his Symbolist manifestos. Now in the Soviet

context, Wagner, perhaps more so than ever, represented a path forward for theater and music for

their new society.!'#?

Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy

In The Birth of Tragedy, Nietzsche presents a premise for thinking about Greek tragedy
that was drastically different from the contemporary way of thinking about ancient literature,

building upon the ideas of Wagner enumerated above, while also establishing an innovative,
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exciting methodology for resurrecting tragedy and using it as a framework for understanding life
as well as art.!#* Rather than conceiving of the ancient dramas as examples of the serene, prescient,
somewhat naive artistic sensibility of antiquity, Nietzsche presents tragedy as a way ancients tried
to understand the fragile balance humans face between chaos and rationality.
When we ask which remedy enabled the Greeks in their period of greatness, at the time of
the extraordinary strength of their Dionysian and political drives, to avoid exhausting
themselves either in ecstatic brooking or in a consuming pursuit of global power and
prestige, and to achieve rather that glorious mixture resembling a noble wine, which both
inflames and induces contemplation on the part of the drinker, then we must remember the
tremendous power of tragedy which stimulates, purifies, and discharges the whole life of
the people; whose highest value we only sense when it draws near us, as in the case of the
Greeks, as the epitome of all prophylactic healing powers, as the mediator which holds
sway over the strongest and in themselves most disastrous characteristics of the people.!'#®
Nietzsche articulates how citizens of the powerful and expanding Athens would fear or desire the
mysteries most necessary for communal cathartic release, arguing against the image his academic
contemporaries had of Athens in the fifth century BCE as a metropolis that in which its inhabitants
managed to be both at the height of political and intellectual achievement and also the embodiment
of antique serenity. Unlike any other genre or form, tragedy, Nietzsche argues, was created to
evoke these unwieldy, conflicting emotions: the rumblings of danger and fear beneath the structure
of quotidian life. It is this relationship with art, borne through the music of tragedy, that he argued
must be revived, for the sublime redemption of German society. This idea, reoriented to imagine
a Russian artistic unity centered around music, that reverberated through the Russian intelligentsia,
and represented a very real course of action for the subjects of this dissertation.
The Birth of Tragedy distinguishes between these sensations summoned by watching or

otherwise participating in tragedy by aligning them with the two gods associated with music:

Apollo, who is often depicted in ancient statuary holding a lyre, rules over music that is orderly
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and tame, while Dionysian music, as befits the god of wine and debauchery, is overwhelming,
noisy, and sensual; Apollo rules over the realm of dreams, that space where humans can imagine
the world of the gods and receive divine inspiration for their own artistic creation, while Dionysus
is the lord of intoxication, signaling a loss of control, the desire for abundance, and being subsumed
into pleasure. Nietzsche explains Apollo’s strict boundaries by way of Arthur Schopenhauer’s
concept of principium individuationis (principle of individuation), a term used by Schopenhauer
in The World as Will and Representation (1818) to describe the fact that time and space exist
independently and thus prove the existence of multiplicity. Principium individuationis allows man
to feel secure boundaries in an ultimately boundaryless world; Schopenhauer writes: “Just as a
captain sits in a boat, trusting the weak little vessel as the boundless sea raises up and casts down
howling cliffs of waves, so the human individual sits calmly in a world full of sorrow, supported
by and trusting the principium individuationis, which is how the individual cognizes things as
appearance.”'#® Nietzsche cites this passage in The Birth of Tragedy as the “most sublime
expression” of Apollo, and that Apollo “might even be described as the magnificent divine image
of the principium individuationis, through whose gestures and looks all the pleasure and wisdom
and beauty of ‘appearance’ speak to us.” Schopenhauer goes on to describe the sensation of
“indelible dread” humans feel when the principle is confronted with an event that causes them to
doubt their trust in appearances, such as the impression that the dead have returned to life, or that
the past or future is encroaching on the experience of the present. This gives people “a tremendous
fright because they are thrown into sudden confusion over the forms of cognition of appearances,
which is the only thing keeping their own individuality separate from the rest of the world.”'%’

Nietzsche adds to this dread or fright the “blissful rapture” that can also result from the breakdown
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in cognition of the phenomenal world, an introduction to the sensations of the Dionysian and his
pathways to intoxication: “Either under the influence of the narcotic drink of which all original
men and peoples sing in hymns, or in the approach of spring which forcefully and pleasurably
courses through the whole of nature, those Dionysian impulses awaken, which in their heightened
forms cause the subjective to dwindle to complete self-oblivion.” !4

As far as these philosophical terms may be applied to an individual, the Apollonian
approach is focused on that individual and the laws and limits one sets for oneself, influenced by
the “ethical deity” Apollo, who “demands of his disciples moderation and in order to maintain it,
self-knowledge.”'*® This is the approach that Nietzsche sees attempting to rule aesthetics
beginning with the Greeks and their pursuit of outward beauty and inward calm through art and
philosophy. The repression of the Dionysian, the seedy underbelly of society where all the fun is
had, only makes it more tempting, so in any Apollonian context the Dionysian celebration will
ring in an “ever more seductive and spellbinding way through this artificially dammed-up world
built on appearance and moderation, how in these spells the whole excess of nature in pain,
pleasure, and knowledge resounded to the point of a piercing scream.”!>? Nietzsche illustrates the
battle between the Apollonian and the Dionysian in Hellenic history, leading to its culmination in
a “secret marriage” between the two: Attic tragedy. Having proven that the Apollonian and
Dionysian drives infiltrate human personalities and the collective personalities of various epochs
of civilization, Nietzsche moves to discussion of these drives as they animate genres of art.

While Nietzsche categorizes lyric poetry and the epic as products of the Apollonian drive,

as they imitate and model in smooth, dreamlike, ordered imagery the suffering and ecstasy of
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human feeling, the Dionysian drive is rooted in music, which does not require images or even
words to summon emotion and evoke pain and longing. Another instance of the meeting of the
Apollonian and Dionysian drives in art is the folk song, which Nietzsche credits the seventh
century BCE poet Archilochus for introducing into literature. Nietzsche calls the folk song the
perpetuum vestigium (perpetual footprint) of the joining of the Apollonian and Dionysian: “the
folk song represents for us in the very first instance a musical mirror of the world, an original
melody, which now seeks a parallel phenomenon in dream and expresses this in poetry.”!! In his
description of the nature of the folk song, Nietzsche discusses the merging of poetry and music in
folk music that is a precursor to their “secret marriage” in tragedy: “Here we find sketched out for
us the only possible relationship between poetry and music, word and sound: the word, the image,
the concept seeks an expression analogous to music and now feels the force of music in itself. In
this sense we may distinguish between two main currents in the history of the language of the
Greek people, according to whether language imitates the world of phenomena and images or the
world of music.”!>

At this point, Nietzsche moves closer to the key idea of tragedy that would make it central
to Symbolist artistic conception: that Greek tragedy emerged out of the tragic chorus, and infuses
Apollonian reality with emotions and motive from the Dionysian.

We must understand Greek tragedy as the Dionysian chorus which again and again

discharges itself in an Apollonian world of images. So those chorus parts that are

interwoven through tragedy are to a certain extent the material womb of the whole so-

called dialogue, that is, of the whole world of the stage, of the real drama.'3

Nietzsche mentions the popular idea that all protagonists in tragedy are depictions of Dionysus

wearing a tragic mask, suffering in all ways imaginable in the guises of well-known semihistorical
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characters from Homer and Hesiod. While the dramas of Aeschylus and Sophocles perpetuate this
sensation of watching the suffering god enact the tragic fates of Oedipus and Prometheus (whose
eponymous dramas he discusses at length), Nietzsche accuses Euripides of contributing to
tragedy’s demise by “bringing the spectator on stage,” referring to the colloquial, natural register
of Euripidean speech.
Through [Euripides], the man of everyday life pushed his way from the auditorium to the
stage; now the mirror, in which previously only the great and bold traits came to expression,
showed that embarrassing fidelity which reproduces the botched lines of nature. [...] For
from now on there was no longer any secret as to how and with which aphorisms daily life
could be represented on stage. The mediocrity of the citizen, upon which Euripides built
his political hopes, now got a chance to speak, while previously in tragedy it had been
rather the demigod and in comedy the drunken satyr or the half-man who had determined
the character of language.'>*
While characters in Aeschylus and Sophocles, in their dialogue but especially in the lines of the
chorus, often speak in obscure, stilted, mystical phrases, intentionally distant from natural speech,
Euripides bridges this gap, and even the gods in his dramas speak naturally and express emotions
that could be described as relatable. Take, for example, these lines from the choruses of two Greek

tragedies: the first from The Eumenides by Aeschylus and the second from the Alcestis by

Euripides, both in translation from the same volume by Richmond Lattimore.

The Eumenides
Chorus Home, home, o high, o aspiring
Daughters of Night, aged children, in blithe processional.
Bless them, all here, with silence.
In the primeval dark of earth-hollows
held in high veneration with rights sacrificial
bless them, all people, with silence.
Alcestis
Chorus Your luck had been
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good, so you were inexperienced when

grief came. Still you saved

your own life and substance.

Your wife is dead, your love forsaken.

What is new in this? Before

now death has parted

many from their wives. !>
The difference in register is clear, and the chorus shrinks in importance between Aeschylus and
Euripides from a mystical collective to a crowd of bystanders. Nietzsche proposes that the natural
speech and relatability of gods and demigods found in Euripidean drama influenced the reputation
of Greek literature as being one of “serenity,” rather than being characterized by the mysteries,
punishments, and chaos depicted in the works of Aeschylus and Sophocles. This perspective was
roundly rejected and made Nietzsche a controversial figure when The Birth of Tragedy was
published as it went against the widely accepted belief that came with neoclassical and
Enlightenment-era thinking that the ancient Greeks were a simpler, happier, more balanced people,
not the people seeking answers to complex, painful, mystical questions such as Nietzsche depicts.
The surviving tragedies that are most true to their original function, Nietzsche argues, are those of
Aeschylus, and that even in the plays of Sophocles one can see the “displacement of the chorus”
that would eventually lead to the “annihilation of the chorus,” which Nietzsche locates in the plays
of Euripides and of the playwrights of New Comedy.'>® The crisis of the decentering of the chorus
takes Nietzsche’s text from the time of Euripides to Nietzsche’s contemporary moment in German
philology, in which he argues the chorus and its role as the presence of Dionysus is urgently
needed. Nietzsche argues that Aeschylean tragedy is designed to leave the spectators (individually

and as a collective) feeling disconcerted by the interactions of the tragic hero and the chorus,

requiring us to remind ourselves that this sensation is “the origin and essence of Greek tragedy, as
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the expression of two interwoven artistic drives, the Apollonian and the Dionysian.”'>” Euripidean
tragedy, on the other hand, aims “to excise that original and all-powerful Dionysian element from
tragedy and to rebuild tragedy purely on the basis of an un-Dionysian art, morality and world-
view.”138

According to Nietzsche, Euripides changes the orientation of tragic drama toward the
emerging genre of New Comedy, reigned by Aristophanes, and what Nietzsche terms “aesthetic
Socratism,” aligned with the Socratic ideas that “in order to be beautiful, everything must be
intelligible” and that “Knowledge is virtue.”'>° Euripides smoothed out the unwieldy, jagged edges
of Sophoclean-Aeschylean drama, in which narrative came second to pathos, and created plot-
driven, naturalistic tragedies that still give the impression of modernity after millennia. The chorus
has fewer lines in Euripidean drama, and its verses help move plot forward through dialogues with
protagonists rather than the invocations of ancient conflicts and abstract warnings in earlier
dramas. The concept of plot versus pathos will recur when discussing the Russian Symbolist
receptions of tragedy, which were largely found to be unstageable, as opposed to other forms of
reception, such as the novel or poetry, which found widespread popularity. Euripidean tragedy
portrays characters, even those swathed in heroic myth, as individuals, who are able to learn and
grow and are rewarded with earthly pleasures; Aeschylean characters are bound to their mythical
archetype, and act with god-like distance and strangeness, emitting the glow of universal
knowledge and, by the end of the play, universal redemption by Dionysus.

Nietzsche accuses Socrates of being the opponent of Dionysus for his influence on his

contemporary Euripides, whose presence causes the suffering god to retreat, and Socratic tragedy
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ruled thenceforth, up until Nietzsche’s present, Germany in the 1870s.'* Book 10 of Plato’s
Republic depicts Socrates critiquing Homer and the tragic poets for being “imitators of the highest
degree,” capable only of shallow replication of emotion that pales in comparison to experiencing
reality. Nietzsche recounts the anecdote that Plato burned his own poetry as a young man in order
to become a dutiful pupil of Socrates.'¢! Nietzsche sees the philosophical and intellectual history
of the past two millennia as spiraling out from Socrates’ influence, and that the optimism of
Socratic knowledge seeking in the modern era is “hurtling inexorably toward its limits.”!? At this
limit, man, optimism extinguished, looking into an “impenetrable darkness,” may encounter what
Nietzsche calls “tragic knowledge,” and look back toward art and particularly tragedy as a balm,
i.e. in the same function of Aeschylean tragedy before Euripidean alterations to the genre. The
tenets of tragedy—the music and the speech—were separated to enhance the verisimilitude of
Euripidean, “rational” tragedy (a term Nietzsche would find oxymoronic). The music is the key to
tragedy’s power. Here Nietzsche explicates how the music inherent to both Dionysus and Apollo
function together to evoke the tragic in concert.
Dionysian art usually exercises two types of influence on the Apollonian capacity for art:
music stimulates the allegorical contemplation of Dionysian universality, and music
allows the emergence of the allegorical image in its most significant form. From these facts,
intelligible in themselves and accessible to any more perceptive observer, I deduce the
capacity of music to give birth to myth, which is the most significant example, and precisely
the tragic myth: the myth which speaks of Dionysian knowledge in allegories. With respect
to the phenomenon of the lyric poet, I have shown how in the lyric poet music struggles to
reveal its essence in Apollonian images: if we now imagine that music in its most
heightened form must also seek to reach its greatest transformation into images, then we
must consider it capable of finding symbolic expression for its real Dionysian wisdom; and

where else should we look for this expression if not in tragedy and above all in the concept
of the tragic?'®
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Without the music, the Dionysian allegories referenced above lose a crucial element of their
transportative power. It follows that the Euripidean style of tragedy suffused with Socratic
reasoning would be less dependent on music, and that this style of tragedy in its existence to
modernity would become independent from original attempts to evoke the suffering wine god.
Music is also a link we have today to ancient culture: it may not sound the same, but the communal
enjoyment of harmonious instruments is a joyful human experience. German music, per Nietzsche,
is an artistic achievement borne out of “the Dionysian ground of the German spirit.”!** Nietzsche
identifies Kant and Schopenhauer as modern philosophers who have diverged from the rational-
theoretical trajectory established by Socrates. The works of Bach, Beethoven, and Wagner in
particular have made music the “sole unadulterated, pure, and purifying fire-spirit” in the midst of
all German culture.

Finally, nearing the end of his treatise, Nietzsche addresses the aesthetic transformation
that will result in viewers of the revived musical tragedy. The intended audience includes the
“critic,” whose entire artistic and scholarly perspective is informed by art that is “artificial and no
more than thinly coated with the appearance of life”; even this critic will himself be revived as an
“aesthetic listener.”'% The “aesthetic listener” is one willing to put aside notions of reason and
rationality to open himself up to the “miracle” happening on the stage and in so doing, demonstrate
himself capable of comprehending myth, the “compressed world-image,” which requires
acceptance of this miracle and the rejection of the Socratic annihilation of myth.'®® Evidence that
Germany is capable of this rebirth is found in German folk music and dance, Reformation-era

choral music, and the compositions of Beethoven and Wagner. While Wagner’s concept of the
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Gesamtkunstwerk emphasizes the balance between the elements of music, dance, and poetry,
Nietzsche makes it clear that music, the orchestra Wagner imagines in the chorus’s place, is the
foundation and center of the performance, the “spirit of music.” This art is meant to reach listeners
and participants on an intuitive level. Nietzsche’s enthusiasm and optimism for a renaissance of
tragedy is infectious, a fitting end to a sweeping entreaty to return to a pre-Socratic artistic mode.
This return will herald the salvation of culture and an enlightenment for the people, which, after

all, we must take as being directly the inheritance of Greek art.

Russian readers of The Birth of Tragedy

The Russian response to Nietzsche’s body of work was immense and paved the way for
cultural development both in line with and in opposition to Nietzsche’s rejection of rationalism
and positivism. The Symbolists applied the Dionysian principle to their artistic production and
their ambition to collectively revive and recreate myth (mifotvorchesto). 1 will restrict my
discussion around responses to the text and ideas of The Birth of Tragedy as Nietzsche’s manifesto
of his aesthetic thought rather than his wider oeuvre, although many Russian intellectuals were
responding to the ideas of Nietzsche’s greater body of thought. Nietzsche’s works were technically
banned under censorship laws in Russia until 1898, but had been rising in popularity among
intellectual circles for at least a decade prior.'” Merezhkovsky and Ivanov both encountered
Nietzsche in the German while traveling in Europe in the 1880s and early 1890s.!%® In 1896, the
literary critic Akim Volynsky-Flekser, editor of the literary journal Severnyi Vestnik, wrote an
article on The Birth of Tragedy, in which he breaks down and critiques its main ideas. While he

agrees with Nietzsche’s conception of art and its connection to metaphysics, Volynsky points out
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that central ideas in Nietzsche’s work are not themselves novel, and were drawn directly from
Schopenhauer.

Ho u B »TOM ananuze Huiiie, mpu BceM BETMKOJICTIHH JIMTEPATYPHBIX BBIPAKCHUH, HET
HACTOAIIEH OpPUTMHAIBHOCTH, MOTOMY 4To Huiime pgemaer mnpsMble CCBUIKM Ha
[lomenrayspa, TOBOPUT €0 CIOBaMH, IUTHPYET ero (pasbl, Jake MPUBOAUT U3 €r0
COUMHEHMUS TIeJble cTpaHuIlbl. B aToM Bonpoce Hutnire, kak u Baruep (B cBoelt Oporrope
"Beethoven", Leipzig, 1870), nmpsiMo miu mo ciielaM IIONEHTay3pOBCKOW KPUTHUKH, HE
yIIydilasi 1 He JOTIONHSS €€ HUKAaKUMHU CaMOOBITHBIMU PACCYKICHUSIMHA M 3aMEYaHUSIMU.
Ha oyeHp HeMHOrmx CTpaHuIaX, B O0OEHX 4YacTSIX CBOErO OCHOBHOTO COYMHEHMS,
[Honenraysp OOBSCHWUI MPUPOAY MY3BIKH, €€ BBICOKHW TpParuyecKuil XapakTep, ¢
YAMBUTEIBHBIM COBEPIICHCTBOM. E€ ujeanbHOe€ OTHOUIEHUE K MUPY SIBIIEHUW OH ONHCcall
TaKUMH (Pppazamu, Kakue ObLIH TOCTYMHBI ToNbKO Llomenrayapy, -- ¢ KAKUM-TO CypOBBIM
BJIOXHOBEHHEM, B KOTOPOM Kak Obl OTpa3miics cTapokiaccudeckuii 6or uonnc. Kaxmnoe
3aMeYaHHe ero METKO, TOYHO, OTHOCHUTCS K CYIIECTBY MPEIMETa U HE3aMETHO Pa3/IBUTAET
HepE]] YUTATENEM [IUPOKHE JTyXOBHBIE IEPCIIEKTUBHI. '

But even in this analysis of Nietzsche, with all the splendor of literary expressions, there is
no real originality, because Nietzsche makes direct references to Schopenhauer, speaks in
his words, quotes his phrases, even cites whole pages from his work. In this matter,
Nietzsche, like Wagner (in his brochure “Beethoven” Leipzig, 1870), followed directly in
the footsteps of Schopenhauer's criticism, without improving or supplementing it with any
original reasoning or comments. In very few pages, in both parts of his main work,
Schopenhauer explained the nature of music, its high tragic character, with amazing
perfection. Its ideal relationship to the world of phenomena he described in phrases that
were accessible only to Schopenhauer—with a kind of severe inspiration, in which the old
classical god Dionysus was reflected. Each of his remarks is apt, precise, relates to the
essence of the subject and imperceptibly expands broad spiritual perspectives for the
reader.

Volynsky also noticed how this earlier work stands in contradiction to the philosopher’s later work
Antichrist, in which Nietzsche makes no mention of this Dionysian principle he so fervently
espouses in The Birth of Tragedy. Still, Volynsky finds the framework of the Apollonian and
Dionysian to be fertile ground for the abundant interest in Hellenism already growing in Russian

culture.
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Among the Symbolists, interest in Nietzsche’s ideas was complicated by his rejection of
Christianity. A central theoretician for the Symbolists, Vladimir Solovyov, critiqued Nietzsche’s
resistance to putting his hopes for the revival of art and beauty into an explicitly Christian context.
Solovyov wrote in Mir Iskusstva’s first issue in 1899 that he considered the “bad sides” of
Nietzscheanism to include

[Ipe3penue k cnabomy 1 OOITBHOMY YEIOBEUECTBY, I3bIUECKHI B3I HA CHITYy U KPacoTy,

MPHUCBOCHHE ce0e 3apaHee KAKOTO-TO HCKITIOYUTEIBHOTO CBEPXYETIOBEYECKOTO 3HAUCHHSI -

- BO-NIEPBBIX, cebe eAMHOIUYHO, a 3aTeM cebe KOJUIEKTUBHO, Kak MH30paHHOMY

MEHBIMMHCTBY "mydrmmx", T. €. 60Jiee CHUIILHBIX, 00JIee OJTAPEHHBIX, BIIACTUTEILHBIX, HITU

"rocroackux", HaTyp, KOTOPBIM BCE MO3BOJICHO, TaK KaK MX BOJISI €CTh BEPXOBHBIN 3aKOH

IS IPOYHMX, -- BOT OYEBUIHOE 3a0Ty’KIeHUE HUIIIICaHCTBA.

Contempt for weak and sick humanity, a pagan view of strength and beauty, the attribution

to oneself in advance of some kind of exceptional superhuman significance — first, to

oneself individually, and then to oneself collectively, as a chosen minority of “better,” i.e.

stronger, more gifted, powerful, or “masterly” natures, for whom everything is permitted,

since their will is the supreme law for others.!7
Solovyov is writing in response to a comment by Vasily Preobrashensky, a philosophy scholar
invested in popularizing Nietzsche’s works, who had in noted in a review of a translation of the
philosopher in the Moscow Journal of Philosophy that “to his own misfortune, Nietzsche seems to
be becoming a fashionable writer in Russia; at least, there is a noticeable demand for him” (“x
HEKOTOPOMY HecuacTHIo [yt ceOs1, Huie nenaercs, kaxercs, MOAHBIM nucaresnieM B Poccun; o
KpaliHel Mepe, Ha HEero €CTh 3aMeTHBIN cripoc’). In his reminiscences on Ivanov written in 1933,
Zielinski mentions anecdotally that Ivanov’s wife, the playwright Lidia Zinovieva-Annibal,
showed Ivanov’s poetry to Solovyov without the former’s knowledge, and that while Solovyov
was impressed by Ivanov’s lyric, he was perturbed by the younger poet’s interest in

Nietzscheanism. Despite Solovyov’s strong influence on the thought trajectories of second-wave

Symbolists, including Blok, Ivanov, and Bely, ideas from Nietzsche would continue to percolate
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in Symbolist writing. Polemics on Nietzsche’s ideas abounded in studies and articles by writers
across affiliations, including the philosophers Lev Lopatin, Nikolai Grot, and Petr Asafev, and the
Populist theoretician Nikolai Mikhailovsky.

Zielinski calls Nietzsche Ivanov’s “second mentor,” his first being the German classical
philologist Theodor Mommsen, who won the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1902 largely for his work
Romische Geschitchte (Roman History). Mommsen was the primary reader on Ivanov’s
dissertation and would have been his examiner in his oral defense, had Ivanov followed through
with the defense. Zielinski sees Nietzsche and Ivanov as aligned in their vision of the Dionysian
as being “beautiful and voluptuous, so inclining the soul to dreaminess and bliss,” unlike the
“demonic” Dionysian that the Socrates-poisoned Euripides depicts in his Bacchae. Zielinski
acknowledges that Ivanov’s thought soon diverged from Nietzsche’s, writing,

IToromy yro Hunme ans MBanosa Obu1 ckopee mpumepom, yeM obpasnoM. CoeanHeHue

CMEPTH U BO3pOXKJIEHHs B JnIle J{noHMCa (3HAI0, YTO TAKOE TOIKOBAHUE TUIOCKO U yOOTro,

HO OoJiee rITyOOKOTro TIOKa He HaX0’Ky) CHIIbHee BIiedaTiniio MiBaHoBa, yueM ujest lnonuca

Kak BbIpa3uTens BceoOuiei Bonu, -- uaes, KOTopyro riryO0oKo ¥ MPaBUILHO, BOCITUTAHHBIN

Ha punocodunu [lonenrayspa, Takke OTKpbUT M Boccosaan Hurmre, !

Nietzsche was more of a model than a role model for Ivanov. The union of death and rebirth

in the person of Dionysus (I know this interpretation is shallow and pathetic, but I haven't

yet found a more profound one) impressed Ivanov more than the idea of Dionysus as the

spokesman of the universal Will—an idea that Nietzsche, profoundly and correctly

educated in the philosophy of Schopenhauer, had also discovered and recreated.
Zielinski’s perspective on Ivanov’s Nietzscheanism is reflected in an essay Ivanov wrote in 1904
titled “Nietzsche and Dionysus.” Ivanov figures Nietzsche as a hero out of myth, doomed to
insanity in life but venerated as a demigod for his gifts to mankind, namely having “returned

Dionysus to the world” as his “mission and prophetic madness.”!7?> Ivanov had, like Nietzsche,

studied classical philology and history at German universities, where the most learned and
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impressive classicists were rigorously trained; also like Nietzsche, despite immense academic
success, Ivanov never managed to officially finish his doctoral degree, although this did not
prevent either from being employed as an instructor at the university level while pursuing other
types of writing. Ivanov also commends Nietzsche for illuminating the centrality of music to the
Dionysian, writing,
Nietzsche was an orgiast of musical raptures: this was his second soul. Not long before his
death, Socrates dreamed that a divine voice was exhorting him to take up music: the
philosopher Nietzsche fulfilled this wondrous testament. He was to become a participant
in the Wagnerian throng dedicated to the worship of the Muses and Dionysus. He was to
assimilate musically what Wagner had perceived in the legacy of Beethoven: his prophetic
mantle and his Promethean, fire-bearing, hollow thyrsus—in other words, his heroic and
tragic pathos. It was necessary that Dionysus be revealed in music (the mute art of deaf
Beethoven, the greatest proclaimer of the orgiastic mysteries of the spirit) before he could
be revealed in the word or in the “ecstasy and frenzy” of Dostoevsky, that great mystagogue
of the future Zarathustra.'”?
The gulf between Ivanov and Nietzsche comes from the latter’s rejection of the Dionysian as a
religious mode, a mode that Ivanov took extremely seriously, writing in his characteristically
evocative style that Nietzsche “recoiled before the religious mystery of his purely aesthetic
raptures.”!”* While Nietzsche saw the Dionysian principle as a function of art that may be applied
as a framework to life, to Ivanov, the Dionysian is “first and foremost a religious principle,” and
the reason it is present in the theater is the same reason it is present in temples devoted to Dionysus:
it is where devotees gather. Ivanov points out that the ancient term “Dionysus’s craftsmen” (“ot
nepl OV Atovucov teyvitar”) referred to actors as well as priests, and that they served the same
purpose: “a truly Dionysian understanding of the world requires that in our consciousness our mask

be the countenance of the many-faced god himself and that our playacting at his cosmic altar be a

holy rite and sacrificial worship.”!7* Ivanov casts Nietzsche’s descent into insanity as a punishment
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out of Aeschylus, for “recklessly glanc[ing] at the mysterious idol”!7® without any kind of proper
offering. It is within the cycle of Dionysian worship, however, to self-immolate and become like
Dionysus by succumbing, as the god did, and as Ivanov argues Nietzsche did, to his unrelenting
suffering. Ivanov concludes, “Prophet and foe of Dionysus in his passions and torments, in his

guilt and his death, Nietzsche displays the tragic features of the god whom the Hellenes believed

to have experienced universal martyrdom repeatedly beneath the heroic masks of mortals.”!”’

Ivanov viewed Socrates and his role in bringing about the age of rationalism differently
than Nietzsche. In “The Poet and the Crowd,” published in Vesy in 1904, Ivanov imagines the
ancient philosopher in terms of what he owed to his public as a teacher.

Eciu Ob1 Cokpar mpeaynpeaus BCEIO >KM3HUIO TaWHBIM TOJOC, MOBEJIEBIIUN eMy—
CIIUITIKOM  TO3JHO!—3aHUMAaThCcs MY3BIKOM,—OH CTal OBl BIOPSAMb M  BIIOJHE
«CTIOBM>KHUKOM JieOesiell B CBSILEHCTBE AIOJIJIOHa», Kak o3HadaeT oH B IlnaranHoBom
«DenoHe» cBoe OOXKECTBEHHOE MOCTAaHHMYECTBO,—MU Yallla C SIOM HApOJIHOW MECTH He
Obuta Obl UM BbIMUTA. MIla OCMBICIUTH CMYTHO MPE3PEHHYI) H3MEHY €ro CTUXUU
HapOJHOM, MyXy MY3bIKH M AyXy MH(a,—CorpakaaHe OOBHHUIM €ro B yNpa3aHCHUHU
CTapbIX M BBEJICHUM HOBBIX 00KECTB: OHU F'OBOPUJIM HA CBOEM SI3bIKE, KOTOPBIN yXKe He
obu1 s13pikoM CokpaTa, U HE HaXOAWIU B CIIOBE CPEACTBA OCO3HATH W UCYEPHATh BCIO
BEJIUKYI0, TParuyeckyrd M TBOPYECKYIO BHMHY IIPOpPOKa, KOTOPBIH ObUI TOIOPOM,
MOJICEKITUM MUGDOPOAHBIE KOPHU SJUTMHCKON Tymu. OH MMEHHO OeccuiieH ObLI BBECTH
HOBBIC OOrOMOYMTAHUS; OH He ObUT MOAOOEH JpeBHeMYy OnuMmeHunay. Ecmu Obl
MuoTBopueckas cuia ['penun He uccsikina B Cokpare, eciy Obl OHA €I11€ JIbIIana B HEM,
KaK OHa CHOBa AbIIINT B [11aTOHE, CPOK 3UIMHCKOTO LIBETEHUS ObLT ObI TPOJUIEH—H, OBITh
MOYKET, JIydoM OoJiee CTajio Obl B CIIEKTPE YETOBEUECKOro ayxa. '’

If Socrates had spent his entire life forestalling the secret voice that commanded him—too
late!—to study music, he would have truly and fully become “a companion of the swans
in the priesthood of Apollo,” as he signifies his divine mission in Plato's Phaedo—and the
cup of poisoned popular vengeance would not have been drunk. Seeking to comprehend
the vaguely contemptible betrayal of his elemental folk, the spirit of music, and the spirit
of myth, his fellow citizens accused him of abolishing old and introducing new deities:
they spoke their own language, which was no longer the language of Socrates, and found
no means in words to comprehend and exhaust the entire great, tragic, and creative guilt of
the prophet, who was the axe that severed the mythological roots of the Hellenic soul. He
was precisely powerless to introduce new worship; He was not like the ancient Epimenides.
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If the myth-making power of Greece had not dried up in Socrates, if it had still breathed in

him, as it breathes again in Plato, the period of Hellenic flowering would have been

prolonged—and perhaps it would have become a greater ray in the spectrum of the human

spirit.
It is interesting that Ivanov projects onto Socrates a longing for music and myth that the
philosopher pushed down in order to fulfill his agenda of rationalism. This is a prototypical
Ivanovian scenario, linking the end of the golden age of Athenian tragedy with the failure of
Socrates to imbue sufficient myth and music into his teaching. This excerpt further demonstrates
the complexity of Ivanov’s reception of Nietzsche’s thought: while the two thinkers often traversed
down parallel lines of inquiry, they rarely arrived at the same conclusion.

Another German classicist influential to Russian Symbolists was Erwin Rohde and his
1894 study Psyche; the Cult of Souls and Belief in Immortality among the Greeks. This work also
explores Dionysian ecstasy, beginning with Rohde’s concept of the soul and how it was understood
in various periods of Greek antiquity, beginning in the times of Homer. The ideas of Rohde can
especially be seen in the popular lectures and series of essays of Zielinski, including his book
Ancient Greek Religion (1918). Psyche is important for Russian Symbolist theories on Dionysus
primarily because of the geographical element that it introduced, which was central to Ivanov in
particular, but resonates throughout Russian receptions of antiquity. Rohde explains that the idea
of the divine, immortal soul originated in Thrace, the mythological birthplace of Dionysus, and
home to his cult. Rohde equates the experience of ecstatic Dionysian worship with their knowledge
of the immortality of their soul. This cult of Dionysus spread from Thrace (modern day Bulgaria
and Macedonia) to mainland Greece. The Thracian roots of Dionysian cult are explored in depth
in Ivanov’s The Hellenic Religion of the Suffering God. Katherine Lahti argues that the

geographical connection between South Slavic lands and Dionysus allowed Russians to see their

ancestors as the original worshippers of Dionysus, even before his cult made its way to Athens:
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“It might not be too much of a stretch to say the Russians during the Silver Age believed Dionysus

to have been Russian.”!”® Lahti quotes Ivanov:
The great non-Hellenic elemental force, barbarism, lives a separate life alongside the world
of the Hellenic elemental force. Both worlds relate to each other, as the realm of form and
the realm of content, as formal structure and birth-giving chaos, as Apollo and Dionysus—
the Thracian god from beyond the Balkans who was remade, displayed in a plastic form,
and subdued, rendered harmless by the Hellenes, but all the while in his very essence
remaining our, barbarian, our, Slavic, god.'8°

As the Russians felt half-included, half-excluded from the cultural practice and industry of the

West, they felt kinship with a god half formed from the Hellenic god of wine and revelry and half

from the Thracian god of ecstasy and chaos. This idea of a Slavic folk connection between the

Russian modernists and Dionysian tragedy will be discussed in more depth in my fourth chapter.

Tragedy on the stage and page in the fin-de-siecle

Dmitry Merezhkovsky also grappled with Nietzsche’s rejection of religion. Rosenthal cites
a trip to Italy and Greece in 1891 as the period Merezhkovsky fully turned to Nietzscheanism.
Ideas from The Birth of Tragedy can be seen in Merezhkovsky’s reflection upon visiting the
Parthenon in Athens.

And so in the Parthenon, as I recalled our own dull, tiresome existence, I thought: We no
longer have the art of constructing in harmony with Nature. For twenty long centuries past
we have departed from her and rejected her. [...] We boast of our knowledge, and we lose
the human form; we remain as barbarians in the midst of indecent, melancholy luxury,
amid the grand, inventive spirit of contemporary science; we have grown wild in our
distorted, monstrous cities, these fortresses of stone and iron, piled up to repel the forces
of Nature’s elements...Here in the Acropolis alone does one learn to comprehend the
significance of the spirit of a mighty and peaceful nation. All that we laboriously divide
with tedium and strife, all that leads us to impossible contradictions, the sky, the earth,
nature and mankind, evil and good, all these were united for the ancients in one great
harmony. The creation of an artist’s hands was the loftiest action, the action of a hero, the

179 | ahti, 21
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highest pinnacle of beauty. This is the double revelation emanating from a single
principle—single in the single soul of man. '8!

Merezhkovsky is echoing Nietzsche’s claim that creation of art in harmony with the two elements
that otherwise may battle each other leads to the highest achievement of man. He also repeats
Nietzschean criticism of the unbalanced nature of contemporary society, science, and art.

By the end of the decade, Merezhkovsky’s Nietzscheanism had been modified to facilitate
his return to Christianity: he and his wife, the important Symbolist poet Zinaida Gippius reconciled
their draw to Christianity with their Nietzschean beliefs by turning to a new kind of Christ that
allowed them to reject asceticism and create instead a new Christian sensuality, a novel conception
of Christianity that combined with their interests in mysticism and sexuality. These ideas shaped
Merezhkovsky’s work translating classical tragedy. In 1899, Antigone by Sophocles in
Merezhkovsky’s translation was staged at the Alexandrinsky Theater in St. Petersburg. This
production was directed by the Alexandrinsky fixture Yuri Ozarovsky, set to music by the Anglo-
Russian composer Baroness Elisabeth von Overbeck, and featured costumes and sets by the future
Ballet Russe designer Leon Bakst. All three returned for a production of Hippolytus three years
later. Merezhkovsky had completed the translation in 1892, during the height of his
Nietzscheanism, but by this time he was already skeptical of the tragic scheme the philosopher had
created. In an article he wrote for Mir Iskusstva after the premiere of Antigone titled “Tparenus
uenomynpuss u crnagocrpactus’ (“A Tragedy of Chastity and Sensuality”), Merezhkovsky
comments on the production, the audience response, and of the contents of the drama itself. It
appears that while his translation was used for the production, Merezhkovsky was not involved in
its staging. He expresses cautious optimism on the fact that the play was well attended. The level

of popular interest in attending a production of a Greek tragedy as he writes, “speaks of a barely

181 Merezhkovsky, Acropolis 26-27.
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emerging, vague desire to understand something, previously completely unnecessary, to turn their
gaze in a direction where previously no one had looked.” (“OHo TOBOpHT 0 €71Ba HAPOXKTAKOIIIEMCS,
CMYTHOM JKEJIaHHH YTO-TO MOHSATH, MPEKIEC COBCEM HEHYKHOE, OOPAaTHTh B30PbI B Ty CTOPOHY,
KyJa npexje BoBce He cmoTpenu.”) He is critical of the “operatic” choruses, which suggests that
Ozarovsky may have been inspired by Wagner’s suggestions for staging tragedy:
3Ha4YeHne XOpOB, B KOTOPBIX 3aKIIOYEHA BCS MYAPOCTh M MO33Hs Tpareanuu, ociadieHo,
MMOTOMY YTO WX mpeBpatuiv B "onepHbie" xopshl. [lyOnuke, Bpodem, 3TO TOHPABUIOCH:
BEpOSITHO, O3 omepsl OHa OBl CKydasla OT 0JJHOOOPa3HOW MPOCTOTHI BEJMKHUX CJIOB U HE
CTOJIb OXOTHO TIOceniana Obl npeacTaBieHus. 8
The significance of the choruses, which contain all the wisdom and poetry of the tragedy,
is diminished, because they have been transformed into “operatic” choruses. The audience,
however, enjoyed this: it is likely that without the opera, they would have been bored by
the monotonous simplicity of the great words and would not have attended the
performances so readily.
Merezhkovsky calls the music a “concession’ to the “infantile” audience, stating that it “conceal[s]
the stern and merciless prophecies of the ancient Greek under sentimental and tender Semitic
melodies of Mendelssohn” (“ckpbiBas mMOJ CEMUTHYECKMMH CEHTHMMEHTAIbHO-HEKHBIMU
MenoausMu MeHeaIbCoHa’ CypoBbIE U OECHONaaHbIe MPOPOYECTBA ApeBHEro »jumua’). It is
possible to read this merely as a disregard for von Overbeck’s compositions, which were seemingly
similar to the music of Mendelssohn, or else as a rejection of the Wagnerian and Nietzschean
vision of tragic performance being elevated by the accompaniment of orchestral music. The latter
seems more likely, as it seems Merezhkovsky perceived the music to be a distraction from the
“stern and merciless prophecies of Ancient Greek,” rather than a necessary element of the tragic

synthesis of poetry, song, and dance. In this, Merezhkovsky is in alignment with Hofmannsthal,

his contemporary, who was interested in a revival of classical tragedy as a Wagnerian

182 Merezhkovsky, 304
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Gesamtkunstwerk, but found that music could overpower the language and dance happening
concurrently. 83

Merezhkovsky is also critical of the choice of Antigone, which he guesses was chosen for
its adaptability to “the point of view of a shallow, generally accessible, pseudo-Christian
sensibility” (“moHATE €O CTOPOHBI HETIIYOOKOW, OOIIEIOCTYITHOW, MHHMOXPHUCTHAHCKON
gyBcTBHTENbHOCTH ). Instead of Sophocles, Merezhkovsky suggests that a drama by Euripides
would be more appropriate for Russian audiences. Merezhkovsky pushes back against the
Nietzschean dismissal of Euripides, arguing instead that within Hippolytus the Apollonian-
Dionysian balance described in The Birth of Tragedy is achieved more perfectly than within other
tragedies by Sophocles or Aeschylus.

EBpunua B cpaBHeHuu ¢ OcxmwioM U CoQokiIoM Kazajcs HEKOrja Tparukom
ynazaka. Ero HaxoIuau CIUIIKOM YTOHYEHHBIM, U3bICKaHHBIM, JIMILIEHHBIM TOM TPOMOBOI1
CHUJIBL, KOTOPAsi €CTh Y €ro MPEeIIeCTBEHHUKOB, YIPEKAIU 32 TO, YTO OH OTOLIEN OT IIPaB/bl
YKU3HH U JIOMyCKal 4yAeCHOE B CBOUX Tparenusx. Ho tak nu 31o?

JleiicTBUTENB HO, OOTM Pa3BSA3BIBAIOT y HEr0 Y3JIbl YEJIOBEYECKUX CTpacTel
CBEPXBHECTECTBEHHBIM BMEIIATETLCTBOM; OH OOHa)KaEeT /[Ba BEUHbIe HaUana— ‘s’ 1 “He-1,”
Anosiona u Jluonuca, — 0 MociaeaHeH, mouTH 6€300pa3HON HAroThl; OH 3HAaET OOpHOY
MEXIYy HUMH M YK€ CHUMBoIHM3upyer ee B “Unmomute” OGopb0OOil OBYX OOTrMHB—
Adponutel u Apremuabl. MoxeT ObITh, Y HETO yXe CIUIIKOM MHOTO CO3HaHUs, YTO
JHINAeT €ro CTHXUIHOW, MEepBOOBITHOW MOIIM DCXHWJIAa M COBEPIICHHONH TapMOHHUH
Codoxna; HO UMEHHO ATO MOUIHOE€ M TOHKOE CO3HAaHHE U MpeoliaJaHHEe €ro Haj
CTUXUUHOCTBIO, TJIyOOKas MpPO3payHOCTh CHMBOJIOB, pa3iaj, OCIAONAIMUNA U
YTy OJISIFOIIHIA €T0, ¥ IIPUOINKAIOT K HEMY Hac, JII0JIeH ¢ AyIIaMu, e/1Ba Mpo0y TUBITUMUCS
K CO3HAHUIO, €Ille TAKUMH K€ pa3IBOCHHbIMH, Kak ayma EBpunupa. Tak ke, Kak OH, Mbl
MOHSJIM, YTO TpareAusi MUPOBOW KU3HU 3aKJIIOYAETCs B OKPYIKAIOIIEH, B MPOHUKAIOIIEH
Hac BEJIMKOW OOphOEe IBYX BEIMKUX HAYall, TAK ke, KaK OH, YBUICIH, UTO TOBOPUTH O HEH
MOYXHO TOJIbKO CHMBOJIAMH, U, KaK OH, CIIMIIKOM OCTPHIM U TOHKUM CO3HAHHEM €IIl¢ He
CyMeJIU HalTH MOCJIeAHE TapMOHKH, TIOCIIEHETO COeauHeHus. '3

Compared to Aeschylus and Sophocles, Euripides was once regarded as a tragedian
of decline. He was deemed overly refined and sophisticated—Ilacking the thunderous
power possessed by his predecessors—and was reproached for deviating from the truth of
life and for admitting the miraculous into his tragedies. But is this truly the case?
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Indeed, in his works, the gods untie the knots of human passions through
supernatural intervention; he lays bare two eternal principles—the "Self" and the "Non-

Self," Apollo and Dionysus—to a point of ultimate, almost grotesque nakedness; he

recognizes the struggle between them and, in Hippolytus, already symbolizes it through the

conflict of two goddesses: Aphrodite and Artemis. Perhaps he possesses an excess of self-
consciousness—a quality that deprives him of the elemental, primal power of Aeschylus
and the perfect harmony of Sophocles; yet it is precisely this potent and subtle
consciousness—and its predominance over the elemental forces—along with the profound
transparency of his symbols and the inner discord that simultaneously weakens and
deepens him, that draw us closer to him: we, whose souls have but recently awakened to
consciousness and remain as divided as the soul of Euripides. Like him, we have come to
understand that the tragedy of cosmic existence lies in the great struggle between two
mighty principles—a struggle that surrounds us and permeates our very being; like him,
we have realized that this struggle can be articulated only through symbols; and, like him—
endowed with a consciousness too acute and subtle—we have not yet succeeded in
attaining that ultimate harmony, that final reconciliation.
The Russian public was not yet ready for Antigone, Merezhkovsky believed, but they would be
more sympathetic to the “tender, virginal Hippolytus.” It would appear the production of
Hippolytus was already being planned in 1899, although it would not premiere until 1902, with
Merezhkovsky’s support and participation, which can be observed in an introductory speech he
gave before the first performance. This staging is a key example of how the introduction of
mystical Christianity into a Nietzschean schema in the context of revival of classical tragedy
created an original form of tragic reception that is uniquely Russian.

The speech Merezhkovsky gave before Hippolytus, which would be published in the next
issue of Novoe Vremya with the title “On the New Significance of Ancient Tragedy” (“O HoBOM
3Ha4YeHuU JpeBHel Tparenun’’), primed the audience to combine the tragedy they were about to
see with ideas from Christianity and Russian literature. Ozarovsky staged the play like a religious
rite, complete with smoking altars on stage. Performers recited their lines in chants and danced
choreography meant to resemble the way tragedies were staged in the ancient world. In this speech,

Merezhkovsky makes the case for Hippolytus, a pious prince who rejected carnal love and thus

incurred the wrath of Aphrodite, as a prototype for Christian thought located centuries before the

96



life of Christ. The speech reads a bit cynically in light of his 1899 comment on the “shallow,
generally accessible, pseudo-Christian sensibility” of the Russian audience, but over the course of
research for this project, and especially with regard to Dmitri Sergeevich, I have come to the
conclusion that the Symbolist poet was a man of many moods, most of them bad, and that writing
about his ideas must leave space for contradiction. This speech, in front of the Alexandrinsky
audience, potentially the largest group he had ever spoken in front of, is an argument for the
relevance of tragedy and for the singularity Merezhkovsky fervently believed existed between
Ancient Greece and modern Russia. In the following excerpt, he closes the gap between the two
worlds:

[TepBoe mpencranenne "Wnmonurta" B AduHax B Tearpe JlmoHMCa B YETBEPTHIM IO
LXXXVII Onmumnuansl, rog cmepti [lepukina, ot nepsoro B EBporie BO300HOBIEHUS 3TOM
TpareIuu, UIMEHHO 3/1eCh, B CETOHANIHNAN Be4ep Ha AJIEKCAHIPUNCKON CLIEHE, OTICIISIOT
2331 rom m xakue O€3MHBI MUCTOPUHU, KaKue TpoMmaabl MUPOBBIX coObITHi! Beap Bce
XPUCTUAHCTBO JIETJIO MEXY STUMHU JIBYMs MPEICTABICHUSMU, TOTJAIIHUM aUHCKAM U
CETOHSIIHUM TIETEPOYPrcKUM. A MEXIy TeM -- TaKOBa CHJIA PEITUTHO3HON MBICITH --
Tpareaust 3Ta OoJsee xuBasi, 00jee COBpeMeHHas, HOBasi, OTBEYAIOIIas HA CaMble JKI'yuue
31m00bI HS, HAa caMble TaliHbIE TOMJICHHMSI M HEIOYMEHHUS HAIEro AyXa, YeM BEIHKOe
MHOXECTBO MMHhEC, KOTOPHIE HAMKMCAHBI BUEPA U CETOAHS, MO0 BEYHOE BCErJa HOBEE, YeM
ceroaHsmHee. 18

The first performances of Hippolytus in Athens at the Theatre of Dionysus in the fourth
year of the 87th Olympiad [428 BCE], the year of Pericles' death, and its first revival, right
here, tonight on the Alexandrinsky stage, are separated by 2331 years and what abysses of
history, what enormous world events! For all of Christianity lies between these two
performances, the Athenian one of that time and the Petersburg one of today. And yet—
such is the power of religious thought—this tragedy is more alive, more modern, newer,
and responds to the most burning evils of the day, to the most secret languor and perplexity
of our spirit, more than a great many plays that were written yesterday and today, for the
eternal is always newer than the present.

This claim on the eternal power of ancient tragedy is, like his revelation about the Parthenon,
borrows heavily from Nietzsche. It builds on Merezhkovsky’s claim that Hippolytus is the most

Nietzschean tragedy, despite its author. Merezhkovsky uses the Nietzschean argument that tragedy
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uniquely responds to the human need for art to process the struggles of mortality, but applies it to
a tragedy he simultaneously praises for the very qualities Nietzsche criticized in Euripides: that it
feels fresh and modern. Perhaps Nietzsche would respond that Hippolytus feels fresh and modern
because it makes use of straightforward, naturalistic dialogue and Socratic rationality: Hippolytus
is punished by Aphrodite for his refusal to honor her. It is not quite so easy to articulate why
Oedipus or Prometheus suffer. The quality of eternality that Merezhkovsky finds in the Hippolytus
lies in what he identifies as the central question of the tragedy: what is the nature of love, as a
phenomenon of the human and divine world.

In the opening of the play, two statues are described guarding the gates of the palace where
most of the action will occur: a statue of Aphrodite, goddess of romantic love and sex, the stand-
in for Dionysus, facing a statue of Artemis, the goddess of the hunt and chastity, the Apollonian.
When handsome young prince Hippolytus comes on stage, he garlands only the statue of Artemis
and pays it homage, neglecting the statue of Aphrodite. Aphrodite is exactly the wrong goddess to
be paying this type of disrespect, and Hippolytus’s death at the end of the play, strangled by the
reins of his own horses, is her revenge. Merezhkovsky’s speech spends a lot of time with the
character of Hippolytus, even though his stepmother and foil, Phaedra, gets just as much if not
more time on stage. Merezhkovsky animates Hippolytus into a character he thinks will be familiar
to the audience by transforming him into a mirror of Jesus Christ.

Nnnonut—yuenuk Opdes. Mbl 3HaeMm, YTO MEpBbIE XPUCTUAHE B PUMCKUX KaTakomOax

n3obpaxanu mop BugoM Opdes Xpucra. MnmonuT oTpekaeTcss 0T MHPCKHUX CyeT, OT

BIIACTH; )KUBET BIAJIM OT IITyMa U TOJIIBI, B KPYTY “HEMHOTUX M30paHHBIX JIPY3€id,” TOUTH

OTIICIBHUKOM, B THINWHE, B YCIWHCHWHW, TPEIAHHBIA YTCHHWIO, MOJHUTBE, TPyAy U

cozepuanuto. OH—IIOCTHUK: “TOBOJILCTBYETCS PACTUTENBHOIO MUIICI0, OSCKPOBHOIO.”

CBATOM, OTIIEIbHUK, MOCTHUK, JEBCTBCHHUK, >XCHHX HEOecHOW JIeBbI M, HAKOHEII,

MYUYEHUK LEIOMYApHs, MPOIIAIOIIUN U JTIO0SAIINNA Bpara cBOero, youiiyy—pasBe 3T0 He
MOYTH COBEPIIEHHBI 06pa3 XpUCTHAHUHA JI0 XpUcTHaHcTBa? 86
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Hippolytus is a student of Orpheus. We know that the first Christians in the Roman
catacombs depicted Christ under the guise of Orpheus. Hippolytus renounces worldly
vanities, from power; lives far from the noise and the crowd, in the circle of “a few chosen
friends,” almost a hermit, in silence, in solitude, devoted to reading, prayer, work and
contemplation. He fasts: “he is satisfied with vegetarian food, bloodless.” [...] A saint, a
hermit, a faster, a virgin, the bridegroom of the heavenly Virgin, and, finally, a martyr of
chastity, who forgives and loves his enemy, the murderer—is this not an almost perfect
image of a Christian before Christianity?
It is interesting that Merezhkovsky idealizes this Hippolytus of Euripides, a character who
expresses his hubris at length, who possesses a hatred for women and their sexuality not quite in
line with Christlike love or Christ’s choice of companions. In Euripides’ rendering, Hippolytus is
naive and arrogant. After being gently rebuked by a tutor for his hubris in not honoring Aphrodite,
he retorts: “No god who uses the night to work her wonders finds favour with me.”'®” (In
Merezhkovsky’s translation: “IToBeps, ciykuTh He Oyay s 6oram, / KOTOpBIX 4TyT BO Mpake HOUH,

'7’

taifno!”’) Merezhkovsky’s reading would also align Aphrodite, who is recognized within the play
as responsible for the cycles of reproduction and birth and thus must be worshiped accordingly,
with Satan, luring the chaste into temptation. So much for the phenomenon of divine love.
Demonization of Aphrodite in a Christian context is in line with receptions of the goddess from
late antiquity through the medieval period.

Merezhkovsky’s rehabilitation of Hippolytus relates to his greater argument, which is that
Greek literature and Russian literature are connected. He continues in this speech to compare the
plot of Hippolytus with the novels of Dostoevsky, which are also concerned with the opposition
of evil, pagan love, and merciful Christian love. It is worth noting that when he gave this speech
in 1902, he had for the past several years been publishing installments of his famous and extensive

critical monograph “Tolstoy and Dostoevsky” in Mir Iskusstva, in which he sorts through the lives

and literary output of the two authors and how they address what Merezhkovsky sees as the
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struggle between the two principles within Russian literature: the Divine and the Human, or rather
how Tolstoy and Dostoevsky present Christian ideas in their work. Merezhkovsky ultimately
aligns Tolstoy with the “human” impulse and Dostoevsky with the divine. This thinking lines up
with the parallel Merezhkovsky draws in this speech between the chaste Alyosha of The Brothers
Karamazov and Hippolytus, even using Dostoevsky’s phrase for describing Alyosha, “frantic
modesty” (MccTyII€HHAs CTRITMBOCTE), to describe Hippolytus.

With Hippolytus’s death Merezhkovsky makes him a martyr for Artemis, a medieval
knight suffering for the Holy Virgin. This is a medieval “lives of the saints” play, and is not how
Greek tragedy works. Hippolytus suffers in Euripides’s play, fleeing his father Theseus’s
household in disgrace after being falsely accused of raping his stepmother Phaedra, but he never
reaches a place of divinity, even after he forgives his father. The region between human and divine
in ancient tragedy can never be traversed by mortal men, as the Olympian gods never tire of
reminding victims like Hippolytus and Phaedra. Merezhkovsky’s reading arguably avoids much
of the point of Hippolytus. Hippolytus is not sainted after his death; his death is a reminder of
Aphrodite’s power. This speech in front of the audience at the Alexandrinky, however, is not
literary criticism, it is Merezhkovsky’s pitch to Russian audiences that classical literature was not
only compelling and sympathetic but intrinsically connected to Russian culture and nature.

The performance of Hippolytus in 1902 was memorably described by Vasily Rozanov in
the next issue of Mir Iskusstva as “somnambulistic.” Rozanov also notes that Merezhkovsky’s
voice could not be heard from the stage, and only phrases and aphorisms reached the
Alexandrinsky audience. He also disputes Merezhkovsky’s characterization of Hippolytus as an
innocent:

Ham xaxercs, [I.C. MepexKoBCKUI TpeyBeIMUYMBAET, ITpUNuckiBas WNmoauty Takyio
virginitas naturalis [TpypoHas 1€BCTBEHHOCTb (J1aT.)]: U3 Tpareuu IBpUIuia BUAHO, 4YTO
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ckopee UnmonuT mpoxoauT TOJIBKO AEBCTBEHHOCTh 603pacmd, HECKOIBKO 3aCTOSIBIIYIOCS,
3aanuBIIyIocs B HeM. OXOTHHUK, Cpeld TOBApHIIEH, B Jyrax, B JiecaX, OH "HCCTYIICHHO
CTBIUTHB", KaK BCE MbI ObIBAEM MUCCTYIUICHHO CTHIIUIUBHI B 13 -- 14 net. Ckopee Bcero nopa
€ro, IyMaeTcs, -- mpeunodosHas. 88
It seems to us that D.S. Merezhkovsky exaggerates, attributing such a virginitas naturalis
[natural virginity (Lat.)] to Hippolytus: from the tragedy of Euripides it is clear that
Hippolytus rather goes through only the virginity of age, somewhat stagnant, lingering in
him. A hunter, among his comrades, in the meadows, in the forests, he is “frantically
modest,” as we all are frantically bashful at 13-14 years old. Most likely, his time, I think,
is pre-love.
Merezhkovsky’s vision for tragedy to come alive again did come across to viewers at the
Alexandrinsky Theater in October 1902: Rozanov reports seeing a tearful teenager lamenting that
so much of life had fallen since antiquity, and sat next to a theologian who breathlessly exclaimed
“So that’s where our liturgical entrances and exits and exclamations and gestures are taken from!”

This production of Hippolytus was followed by Oedipus at Colonus in 1904, indicating that there

was a receptive audience coming back for Merezhkovskian tragedy.

The poet as teacher

As has been mentioned, Ivanov diverged from Nietzsche in the latter’s rejection of
tragedy’s religious function, but Ivanov aligned with Nietzsche on the idea that tragedy can be a
site of communal learning outside the education system. Ivanov’s focus on the instructive power
of tragedy is not novel, but it is unique in the context of this period of Russian reception of
antiquity, and is an area where he and Annensky, both lifelong educators, converge. “In the era of
popular, ‘great’ art, the poet is a teacher. He teaches through music and myth,” Ivanov wrote in
1904.'% In an essay on Leon Bakst’s painting Terror Antiquus, Ivanov paraphrases a dialogue

from Plato’s Timaeus, in which the statesman and traveler Solon is reminded by an Egyptian high

88 Rozanov, 248
89 lvanov 2018, 710
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priest that the Hellenes were children in comparison to the Egyptians: ““You are still young of age,
o Hellenes, and verily there is not an elder among you,’ the high priest taught. When asked ‘why?’
he answered: ‘because you do not have any tradition or instruction about ancient times, you are
eternally young in soul.””!" This scene from Timaeus is also referenced by Nietzsche in The Birth
of Tragedy, during a description of how even the unsophisticated early musical compositions of
the Greeks (in comparison with Nietzsche’s admiration for Wagner and Beethoven) in
accompaniment to tragedy were able to evoke the Dionysian: “The Greeks are, as the Egyptian
priests say, the eternal children, even in tragic art they remain mere children unaware of the
sublime plaything which has emerged in their hands and which those same hands—smash to
bits.”!! It is easy to replace the Hellenes with late-nineteenth-century Russians in this dialogue.
The beneficiaries of rapid developments in the realms of education and industry, young intellectual
Russians of the fin-de-siecle did not have the near millennia of recorded history that their peers in
western Europe laid claim to. The implications of this dearth of knowledge were greater than lack
of written record or cultural achievements: to Ivanov, the danger of having a citizenry ignorant of
the cycles of history and the greater forces that have controlled the developments and destructions
of human civilizations was for it to be all the easier for their newfound wealth of resources and
information to be wiped out again. The agitation under the surface of a supposedly educated and
advancing society is due to an instinctive “ancient terror” of this perpetually imminent
annihilation. In this particular essay, [vanov argues that the solution to this problem is a return to
the Christian idea of self-affirmation and the Christian concept of the World Soul, concluding with

the idea that comprehending the mystery of the difference between the sexes via holy marriage,
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but elsewhere he follows Zielinski in arguing that understanding ancient culture was imperative
for the continuation of civilization.

The history of tragedy as an instructive text is long, and generally aligned with the
Apollonian drive and the Socratic turn of tragedy under Euripides. It is speculated that a reason
many of Euripides’ plays have made it into modernity is that they were often used as textbooks to
teach Greek to students centuries after his death.!*> His Greek is, as Nietzsche reminds us, clear
and conversational, and overall comprehensible to intermediate students, unlike the idiosyncratic,
complex language of Sophocles and Aeschylus, and perhaps it is correlative that many of their
plays are considered lost to time (although we always hold out hope). For French neoclassicism,
Euripides was sometimes not Socratic enough: Jean Racine, playwright of Phédre and
Andromagque, both adapted from works by Euripides, was compelled by the moralistic second wife
of King Louis XIV, Madame de Maintenon, to switch his source material from the sensual dramas
of the Greeks to the fables of the Old Testament after she observed the scintillating effect
Euripidean receptions had on students.

Annensky hoped to instill in students the power of Euripidean performance. In 1896, for
example, secondary students at Gymnasia No. 8 in Petersburg performed Euripides’ Rhesus, a
lesser appreciated latter work of the tragedian, in Annensky’s translation.'®3 For all his translation
efforts, very few productions of his Euripidean tragedies would be performed in Annensky’s
lifetime. This does not appear to have bothered him. Annensky’s diligent years translating all
nineteen Euripidean tragedies were years he spent at the head of a classroom, and his body of work
can be seen as a gift to his students, whom he hoped would fall just as deeply in love with Ancient

Greece as he had. It was precisely the order, recognizable humanity, and colloquial language of
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Euripidean tragedy which put Nietzsche off, that made Euripides so vital to Annensky as a teacher
and as a poet. In comparison to Ivanov and Merezhkovsky, whose sordid interpersonal affairs are
well documented, Annensky is more of a cipher. While all three men benefited from the familial
wealth of the families they married into, Annensky relied heavily on his salary as a teacher, and
worked until his death in 1909. As mentioned earlier in this chapter, his public foray into the
literary culture of the period was limited to approximately a year before his death, as he was
courted by the founding members of Acmeism, but his body of published work goes back several
decades, consisting of scholarly articles and reviews in the journals @uronocuueckoe obo3penue,
JKypuan munucmepcemea napoonozo npoceewenus, and bubauoepag. The rights to his collected
translations of Euripides were acquired by the publisher Mikhail Sabashnikov, who planned to
posthumously publish the tragedies alongside the complete works of Aeschylus (for which Ivanov
was contracted) and Sophocles (in Zielinski’s rendering). Sabashnikov hoped with this project to
publish the first complete set of Greek tragedy in Russian, but the plan was derailed first by
Ivanov’s tardiness in providing his translations, and then by the maelstrom in culture following
the Bolshevik Revolution. This endeavor will be discussed further in chapter three.

Annensky’s interest in French Symbolism began in the 1880s, but he was immediately
alienated from its Russian variation. He eschewed the mystical philosophies of the likes of
Solovyov and Merezhkovsky and preferred Parnassianism. His continued proximity to the early,
French-inspired Symbolism eventually became the reason “post-Symbolist” poets gravitated
toward him. Boris Eikhenbaum writes,

It was not for nothing that the acmeists put forward as their principal teacher Innokentij

Annenskij, who more than others preserved inviolable the features of early symbolism,

then still called modernism or decadence. Preserved here was the aesthetic position with

which the movement itself began and from which it later deviated when it became involved

in the religious and philosophical substantiation of its artistic tendencies. Extremes meet—
the line of a circle ends in a return to the starting point. By underscoring their connection
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with Annenskij the acmeists were designating themselves the completers of the large circle
known in general as modernism.'**

Annensky admired the French neoclassical tradition, and believed it to be the best model for
modern applications of antiquity. His depth of knowledge on French Hellenism is demonstrated in
the introductions written for each of his translations of tragedy, which reference the Parnassian
poets Stéphane Mallarmé, Paul Verlaine, Catulle Mende¢s, and Joséphin Péladan. He was disturbed
by the popularity of Nietzsche and the noticeable influence of his philosophy on the artistic and
critical work of contemporary littérateurs, writing that “Nietzsche is coming and threatens
tomorrow to become a religion—a religion of masters.”!® Interestingly, he, like Ivanov and
Merezhkovsky, agrees that there is something in Nietzschean Dionysianism that is natural and
inherent to Russians, although Annensky sees this as a negative quality: “Nietzsche called himself
a pupil of Dionysus the philosopher. Note: a pupil. This desire to acquire Dionysian principle is
peculiar to the Slavs. It rushes into both revolution and pornography and produces martyrs and
Sanins.”!® Annensky hoped that the Nietzsche fever raging among the Russian intelligentsia
would be quelled by a wave of attention to Aristotle.
A rigorously intellectual treatment of the moral themes in Aristotle can create in the
interests of the Russian reader a useful counterweight to the influence of the Nietzschean
pathos. Specifically, reading Aristotle is useful especially to the Russians, whose very
temperament rules their life more by emotions and fantasies than by calculation and
reasonableness, and who are disposed toward mysticism even by their literary traditions.'®’
Annensky’s perspectives on the use of tragedy in modernity were articulated in a public

lecture given at a salon of the Circle of Artistic Literature and Music Lovers (Kpy>xka noOuteneit

XYJ0KECTBEHHOTr0 yTeHHs U My3bIkH) in 1902. In this lecture, he moves through the qualities and

194 | junggren, 10
195 | junggren, 25
196 | junggren, 25. Reference to Mikhail Artsybashev’s 1907 novel Sanin.
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characteristics that distinguish the plays of Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides from each other,
acknowledging, as Nietzsche does, the stark contrast between the language of Aeschylus and that
of Euripides, but instead of connecting this difference to the religious or ecstatic function of the
play, Annensky ascribes this difference to the historical and personal context of each tragedian.
While Nietzsche designates the dramas of Aeschylus as representative of the true, original, ritual
function of tragedy and therefore Aeschylus to be tragedy’s most important and effective
practitioner, and attributes the colloquial register and rationalism found in Euripidean verse to the
later tragedian’s adjacence to Socratic thought, Annensky suggests that the “lofty, otherworldly”
language and preoccupation with ethical fatalism of Aeschylus was drawn from his experiences as
a veteran of the Persian Wars, as well as his being an initiant into mystical religious cult, and
simply a member of an earlier generation of tragic playwrights, the greater oeuvre of which is lost
to time, and that these factors contributed to his distinctive poetic voice. It follows that Euripides’s
poetic voice was a natural evolution from Aeschylus, whose work he emulated and extrapolated
upon, as well as the conditions of his own life. Sophocles and Euripides were born a generation or
so after Aeschylus, and all three lived markedly different lives from each other. Neither Sophocles
nor Euripides fought in any wars, and Sophocles achieved success as a tragedian early in life,
defeating Aeschylus himself in the Dionysia when he was around thirty years old (Aeschylus was
likely around sixty). Annensky writes that Sophocles “experienced all the joys life could offer a
Greek.” Euripides, on the other hand, like Annensky, was reluctant to be a public figure, preferring
to keep to his library or else to the company of other intellectuals.

Sophocles and Euripides appear to Annensky to signify two paths in their work: Sophocles,
the master of the psychological portrait, whose plots unfold with intricate precision, demonstrating

the inevitability of fate, belongs to the past, because “the past is always more harmonious and
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poetic than the present with its instability, a heap of trifles, and a motley mixture of ends and
beginnings” (“mpormesamiee Bcerma CTPOMHEH W IMOATHYHEE, YEeM HACTOAINIEE C  €ro
HEYCTOMYMBOCTBIO, TPYA0U MEJIOYeH 1 IeCTPOr CMeChI0 KOHIIOB 1 Haual.”’) Euripides, by contrast,
Annensky sees as the tragedian of the future:

EBpunun, B crity 0COOEHHOCTEH CBOCH PUPOIBI, HAOOOPOT, AeIaCsa TO3TOM Oy AYIIETO.
Jlronn Bpoze MenaHunmel, npornoBenoBaBlieil ¢uiaocoduio AHakcaropa Kak OCHOBY
HPABCTBEHHBIX BO33peHUH, WM AM(UOHA, YMEBIIETO OCTaThCSI B JKU3HU UYHUCTHIM
cosepriarerneM, WM, HaKOHEI, JIIOAW TYIIEBHOTO pa3nana, kak Opect—Bce 3TO ObLIH
KOHTYpHI U3 "Mupa runote3", Mupa Oyaymiero. Hu mud, Hu rpakaanckas oomuHa V Beka
HE YJEJIAIM UM HUKaKoi ponu. %8

Euripides, by virtue of his very nature, became—quite to the contrary—a poet of the future.
Figures such as Melanippe, who championed the philosophy of Anaxagoras as the
foundation of moral outlook; or Amphion, who managed to remain a pure contemplative
amidst the currents of life; or, finally, those souls in a state of inner discord—such as
Orestes—all these were contours drawn from the "world of hypotheses," a world of the
future. Neither myth nor the civic community of the fifth century assigned them any role
whatsoever.

Annensky repeats the adage that Sophocles depicts humans as they should be, while Euripides
shows them as they are. This perspective also pushes back on the Nietzschean view of Euripidean
tragedy, which, again, he describes as being overly rational and logical, with humans facing the
consequences of their actions with far less divine intervention than in Aeschylus. His invocation
of Melanippe, a tragic heroine whose behavior is linked to the moral philosophy of Anaxagoras,
illuminates why he chose her as the subject of one of his own tragic receptions, which is discussed
in depth in my fourth chapter. For Annensky, Euripidean tragedy reflects the disharmony of reality
and the beauty and nuances that exist even in everyday speech.
I'maBHOE mocToWHCTBO peun EBpuIuma 3aKiIr0odanoch B TOM, YTO OTOT TOAT 3aCTaBIISUI
CBOUX I'e€pOEB FrOBOPHUTH OOBIZICHHBIMHU CIIOBAMH, @ CIYIIATEIISIM Ka3aJloCh, YTO ATO TOT e
SI3BIK, KOTOPBIM TOBOPSIT U OHH, HO, BCIYIINBAsICh U BIyMBIBAsICh B MYy3bIKAJIbHBIE CTPOKH
Tpareaui, apuHsHE OoOpeTaan B HUX TaKoe OOraTCTBO OTTEHKOB M TaKyl0 TOHKOCTH B

pasrpaHUYeHHsIX, KOTOPBIX HE MOrja Obl mepefath oOblieHHas peyb. [...] Peusr Codokia
yHacJIe0Bajla ee CHHTETHYHOCTh, CTUIIb EBpunuaa pa3sui u pa3padboTai 6orarble 3aJ1exH
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MBICJIH, KOTOPBIE TAUIIMCh B BELIEM CJIOBE CTapOro chuHkca. MHE KaKeTCs, UTO B SA3BIKE
EBpunuy paspemmn 3a1auy cOr3a MEKIy TTyOOKHM OJYIIEBIEHUEM CTPACTH U SCHOU
ruOKOI MBICTBIO. Ero mosTnyeckas peusb OTKphLIa CBOGOIHYIO apeHy Ul GECKOHEYHOTO
Pa3BUTHA A3bIKa UYCJIOBCUYUCCKHMX YYBCTB, KOI'Jda OHH TMPOXOIAAT HYCpPEC3 IPUMY
aHanusupyomero yma.'”

The principal merit of Euripides’ speech lay in the fact that the poet compelled his
characters to speak in everyday terms; to his listeners, it seemed to be the very same
language they themselves spoke. Yet, as they listened intently and reflected upon the
musical lines of his tragedies, the Athenians discovered within them a richness of nuance
and a subtlety of distinction that ordinary speech could never convey. [...] Sophocles’
speech inherited this quality of synthesis; Euripides’ style, meanwhile, developed and
mined the rich veins of thought that lay concealed within the prophetic utterances of the
ancient Sphinx. It seems to me that, through his use of language, Euripides resolved the
challenge of uniting the profound animation of passion with clear, flexible thought. His
poetic speech opened up a boundless arena for the infinite evolution of the language of
human emotion—specifically as that emotion passes through the prism of an analytical
mind.

In order to evoke the experience of reading Euripides’ Greek, Annensky suggests reading
Pushkin’s 1828 poem “Anchar” alongside Lermontov’s “Valerik,” the poet’s account of his
experience fighting in the Battle of Valerik River in 1840.

Annensky points out that while tragedy as a genre evolved out of religious practice, its
scale, popularity, and possibilities as a public forum also made it an extension of state power and
contemporary politics. This is an idea that is extensively studied and written about by classicists
to this day.??° He writes,

Ho nymatpk, yToOBl Tearp ObLI HEU3MEHHBIM CIYTHUKOM pEIMTHU, 3HAUMIO Obl HE
MOHUMATh HU TOTO, HU Apyroro. Tearp, BOZHUKIIUN MO MPUKPHITHEM IIYTKH U OOMaHa
CaTUpPOB, OYECHb PAHO, HECMOTPS Ha MbUIABIIMN XEPTBEHHUK J[[noHMCa, NOCTUT TOHU
CBOOO/IBI, YISl KOTOPOM PEeNIUTUU TTOTPeOOBaIOCh €/1Ba JIU HE JBE ThICsuM jeT. HukTo He
BMEHSJ DCXWIy B MPECTYIUICHHE YIpeKku 3eBca B THpaHuW, U EBpunmmy Hamo ObUIo
3aXOAUTH YK€ CIHMIIKOM JAJIEKO B OTKPOBEHHOCTH CBOUX PEIIMTUO3HBIX COMHEHUH, 4TOO
MojIBeprarbcs HamajgkaM. AHTHYHBIM TeaTp BOOOIIEe HE JIOOMJI TOJIBKO OOJNBIION
OTKPOBEHHOCTH, U ecnii EBpunuay ctaBuiu B yrpek ero Menranunny wiu I exy6y, TO JIAILIb
3a TO, YTO ATH KCHIIUHBI TOBOPUJIH, OYATO OHU HE 3HAIOT, YTO Takoe 3eBC. MexXy TeMm,
HPOHUYECKOE 3aMEUaHHe TUOCKYPOB HacdeT ATIOJUIOHA, "00 yMe KOTOPOTO OHU HE CMEIOT
CYIUTh, MOTOMY YTO OH HMX Ha4allbHUK, MPOXOAWIO Oe3Haka3aHHBIM. [IpUKPBITOCTD,

199 Annenskii 2000, 35
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MHUCTH(UKALUS, UPOHHS -- BOT T€ (POPMBI KPUTHKH, KOTOPBIE OBLIN OCBAIIEHBI TPAIUIHEH
CIIEHBI U €€ IPOUCXOKIEHUEM U3 KyJIbTa 6OKECTBEHHOTO 0OMaHIIuKa. 20!

Yet to imagine that the theater was an inseparable companion to religion would be to
misunderstand both. The theater—having emerged under the guise of the jests and
deceptions of the satyrs—very early on, and despite the blazing altar of Dionysus, attained
a degree of freedom that religion would take nearly two thousand years to achieve. No one
deemed it a crime when Aeschylus reproached Zeus for tyranny; indeed, Euripides had to
go to extreme lengths in the candor of his religious doubts before he faced any attacks. In
general, the ancient theater took offense only at excessive frankness; if Euripides was
reproached for his Melanippe or Hecuba, it was solely because these women declared that
they did not know who—or what—Zeus was. Meanwhile, an ironic remark by the Dioscuri
regarding Apollo—to the effect that they dared not pass judgment on his intellect, as he
was their superior—went entirely unpunished. Obliqueness, mystification, and irony: these
were the forms of criticism sanctioned by the traditions of the stage and by its very origins
in the cult of the divine trickster.
Annensky disliked the Symbolist conception of the ancient world as a mystical, pagan site of
Dionysian frenzy. Like Merezhkovsky, he felt a unity with Ancient Greece that he wished to
convey to the Russian public, but Annensky’s sense of unity was derived from his conviction that
ancient literature, and tragedy in particular, was a way to experience beauty, “musical beauty” that
“constituted the ideal of ancient tragedy.” Beauty is the key word for all of Annensky’s projects
and is at the center of his literary aesthetics. Apollon was founded on his evocations of the
“beautiful clarity” of Apollonian ethics.???> Annensky concludes this lecture by directly addressing
the question of what tragedy has to offer to modern audiences and readers. This lecture was given
the same year, 1902, as Merezhkovsky’s staging of Euripides’ Hippolytus. Annensky had given
Merezhkovsky’s translation of the play a scathing review in the classical philology journal
Filologicheskoe obozrenie when it was published in 1893, and his opinion did not improve upon

hearing of this staging; in fact, Annensky wrote to his friend and fellow classicist Victor Ernstedt

that he hoped to interfere with production, as he did not think Hippolytus (in Merezhkovsky’s
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rendering) was “fit for modern theater.”2% His answer to the question of tragedy’s modern meaning
can therefore be seen perhaps as a veiled comment on Merezhkovsky’s revival:

Ho 4T0 e nmpuBiieKaTEeIbHOr0 B AHTUYHOM Tpareinu COXpaHseTcs Ui mo3Ta J0
cux nop? Bo-nepBbix, B MUdax ecTb IPOCTOP ISl CAMOI0 IMIMPOKOro ujieanu3Ma. B Hux
€CTh W CHIIYdTHl T€X T'ePOMYECKHUX MOAHMMAIOIIUX Oylry oOpa3oB M CUTyallud, U Te
0J1arOpOTHO-MaKOPHBIE HOTHI, KOTOPBIX HE XBAaTA€T COBPEMEHHBIM TEMaM, U KOTOPBIX MBI
TaK CIIPAaBEIJIMBO XKJAEM OT TeaTpa. A 4TO JIydlle: HACWJIOBATH JIM JNEHCTBUTEIBHOCTD,
OCTaBasiCh B €€ paMKax, UJIM Ha MUHYTY OKUBHUTb BEPY B T€ CKa3KH, KOTOPbIE COCTABIISIIN
HEKOT/[a IyIlly BeJITUKOro Hapoaa?

3areM, HeJb3s 3aKpBIBATh IJ1a3 U HA TO 0OCTOSTENLCTBO, YTO AaHTUYHAS Tpareaus
JABHO YK€ TIOHEMHOTY OBJIAJI€BAET JKEJIAHUAMHU COBPEMEHHOI'O 3pUTENsS, HO YTO JIFOAU
TOYHO OOSITCSI BHICKA3aTh ATH KeJlaHus. Bce Mbl XOTHM Ha CIIEHE TIPEX]Ie BCErO KPacoThl,
HO HE CTaTypHOM M HE JIEKOPATHUBHOM, a KPacOThl KaK TaWHCTBEHHOW CHJIbI, KOTOpas
0CBOOOYKIAET HAC OT TyMaHa M MayTHH XU3HHU U JTa€T BO3MOXKHOCTh Ha MUHYTY MIPO3PETh
HEC03epLaeMoe, CII0OBOM, KPacOThl My3bIKaIIbHOM, a 9Ta-TO UMEHHO KpacoTa U COCTaBJIsiIa
WJean aHTUYHON Tparenuy, MMEHHO OHA CBOMMHU OJIECTKaMH W CJeJiayia Jpamy SJUTHHOB
BETTUKOI 1 OeCCMEPTHOM.

S mymaro, HaKOHeII, 9T0, COOOPa3HO IEeNH, U HEKOTOPHIE MPUEMbl AHTUYHOU CIICHBI
XKIYT CBOCH ouepean Ha Halie. Peysb uymer, KOHEUYHO, HEe 00 OTKPBITHIX TeaTpax, MacKax
WM KOTypHax, a 00 My3bIke U OayieTe, T. €. O IMIMPOKOM Pa3BUTHUU JIUPU3Ma U MUMHKH,
KOTOpBhIe OBUIM TaK JOJTO U TaK HECHPaBEIUIMBO PA300IICHBI C Tpareiuei, 3Toi
YHHUBEPCAIHHON (POPMOIT TBOPUECTBA, MOCKOJIBKY OHO SIBJISICTCS] BEYHBIM NCKAaHHEM TalHBI
Kpacotsr. 2%

But what is it about ancient tragedy that still holds such appeal for the poet today?
First, myths offer ample scope for the broadest idealism. Within them lie the silhouettes of
those heroic, soul-uplifting images and situations—as well as those noble, major-key
notes—that are so conspicuously absent from modern themes, yet which we so rightly
expect from the theater. And which is the better course: to violate reality while remaining
confined within its bounds, or to briefly rekindle faith in those tales that once constituted
the very soul of a great people?

Furthermore, one cannot turn a blind eye to the fact that ancient tragedy has long
been gradually capturing the desires of the modern spectator—even if people seem afraid
to give voice to those desires. Above all else, we all seek beauty on the stage—not a static
or merely decorative beauty, but beauty as a mysterious force that liberates us from the
mists and cobwebs of everyday life, granting us the chance—however fleeting—to glimpse
the unseeable; in short, a musical beauty. And it is precisely this beauty that constituted the
ideal of ancient tragedy; it is precisely this quality, with its shimmering brilliance, that
rendered the drama of the Hellenes both great and immortal.

Finally, I believe that—in keeping with this ultimate aim—certain techniques of
the ancient stage are now awaiting their turn to be revived upon our own. I speak, of course,
not of open-air theaters, masks, or cothurni, but rather of music and ballet—that is to say,
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the expansive development of lyricism and mime. For too long—and most unjustly—these

elements have been severed from tragedy: that universal form of creative expression which,

at its very core, represents the eternal quest for the mystery of beauty.
Annensky’s calls for the beauty and harmony of the language to be the center of modern
understanding of tragedy is not antithetical to Symbolism, but it resists the conventions and cliches
that often entrapped Symbolist thinking and writing. This perspective shows the influence of
French Symbolist thinkers, especially Maeterlinck, who wrote

Indeed, it is not in the actions but in the words that are found the beauty and greatness of

tragedies that are truly beautiful and great; and this not solely in the words that accompany

and explain the action, for there must perforce be another dialogue besides the one which

is superficially necessary.?%
Annensky avoids the apocalyptic mysticism of the Symbolists, but he is interested in going slightly
beyond the veil to experience the enduring mystery that ancient tragedy is able to provide. His
work with tragedy revolved around finding a precise idiom for rendering the ancient texts in
Russian. As he describes in the passage above, he is able to subvert the darker imagery of tragedy
and emphasize its redemptive and life-affirming qualities, and this, to Annensky, is what makes
the tragedies immortal, not their ability to provide a map into the abyss.

This chapter has aimed to introduce the frameworks for interpreting tragedy that were most
influential to the subjects of this dissertation. The following chapter will discuss the translations
of Greek tragedy produced by Ivanov, Merezhkovsky, and Annensky, with a closer look at their

methodological approaches to translation and features of their translations including meter and

alterations to the original text.

205 Maeterlinck, 235
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Chapter Three
Too Vivid a Classical Flower?: Tragedy in Translation

Russia’s history of literary translation is as old as its literature, and translation has remained
tightly intertwined with literary creation. A vast number of the great Russian poets across the past
three centuries have at least dabbled in translation, and many have seriously applied themselves to
expanding access for Russian readers to world literature: luminaries including Mikhail
Lomonosov, Vasily Trediakovsky, Nikolai Gnedich, Vasily Zhukovsky, Konstantin Batiushkov,
Afanasy Fet, Fyodor Tyutchev, Konstantin Balmont, Valery Bryusov, Osip Mandelstam, Samuil
Marshak, and Boris Pasternak translated works from German, French, English, Spanish, Italian,
Latin, and Greek (and more) into Russian while also composing their own original verses. The
creation and circulation of a secular literature began in the imperial courts of eighteenth-century
Russia, and many translations were translations of translations; this is especially true of classical
texts. This practice lasted into the nineteenth century: it is well known that Vasily Zhukovsky’s
translation of the Odyssey was undertaken without knowledge of Ancient Greek, but with the
assistance of a German classical philologist who bridged the gap between the languages and
provided textual support and commentary in German. Zhukovsky’s translation of Thomas Gray’s
“Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard” was a catalyst for Russian Romanticism; Vladimir
Solovyov wrote in 1900 that this poem “can be considered the beginning of truly human poetry in
Russia after the relative rhetorical triumphs of the Derzhavin period.”?% Zhukovsky’s third critical
contribution to the burgeoning world of translation into Russian is his rendering of Gottfried
August Biirger’s gothic ballad “Lenore”: Zhukovsky’s version, retitled “Liudmila,” is also

relocated from medieval Germany to medieval Russia and became an early text in the creation of

206 Baer, 1
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a national literary tradition in Russian Romanticism. These three works by Zhukovsky, who is
among the most important translators of Russian literature, correspond to key components of the
modernist translation project at the beginning of the following century: a sense of Russianness
infused into the translated text to reconstitute it for a Russian audience, and experimentation with
the construction of a medieval national mythos as a palimpsest over centuries of Western reception
of classical antiquity. Vissarion Belinsky, discussing the translations of Zhukovsky, called Greece
the “universal workshop” (BcemupHast mactepckas) through which Russian poets had to pass in
order to learn about poetry.?’

The first chapter of this dissertation discusses the education and translation culture of
Orthodox monasteries beginning in Kievan Rus’: the oldest Greek-Slavonic dictionaries date to

208

the eleventh century.”® Brian James Baer and Susanna Witt write that translation was the “main

semiotic mechanism at work in the transfer of Christian culture from Byzantium to the Eastern

b

Slavs,” a process that led to the development of a Russian vernacular from Greek that was
“functionally defined, leaving the sacred or spiritual sphere (and hence most of the literature) the
domain of [Greek] while [Russian] was used primarily in administrative, commercial, legal, and
everyday writing.”?% While across western Europe Christian liturgy was read in Latin, in Russia
it was translated into Old Church Slavonic, making the sound of this medieval language familiar
to people from all levels of society. Outside of the religious context, Greek was never as
widespread as Latin in post-Renaissance Europe, although Kenneth Haynes writes that fluency in

French “distinguished the gentry” in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Russia in the way that

Latin did across much of Europe.?!® Abram Tertz (Andrei Sinyavsky) quotes a “contemporary of

207 Belinsky, 224
208 Friedberg, 26
209 Baer and Witt, 7
210 Haynes, 29
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Pushkin” saying “We philosophize in German, joke in French, and use Russian only for praying
to God and scolding our servants.”?!! While Greek was included in the curricula of seventeenth-
and eighteenth-century schools and academies across Europe, Haynes speculates that it was “only
in the mid-nineteenth century in England and Germany that the level of literacy in Greek was high
enough for interests of large segments of literate classes to be crystallized around it.”?'? I have
discussed how by the end of the nineteenth century, the expansion of schools in Russia and
developments in educational and cultural policies gave a far greater number of students access to
Greek and Latin than was possible at the beginning of the century. At this point, styles of Russian
translation had generally corresponded to the three dominant literary movements: neoclassicism,
Romanticism, and realism. This chapter is concerned with the development of a modernist strain
of translation practice, and how modernist ideas are expressed through translations of Greek
tragedy. My subjects, Ivanov, Merezhkovsky, and Annensky, all embarked upon verse translations
of tragedy, and their devotion to poetry, especially Russian poetry, is evident in their tragic verse.
In fact, across the modernist translation in Russia, there is a noticeable adherence to metrical, verse
translation. Despite the high volume of writing by the Symbolist theoreticians, there is no
manifesto or treatise establishing a direction in Symbolist translation. Instead, perspectives on
approaches and methodologies of translation in Symbolism and other Russian modernist
movements are found in the polemical articles published in the periodicals discussed in chapter
two: primarily Mir Iskusstva, Apollon, Vesy, Novyi Put’, and Zolotoe Runo.

Dmitry Merezhkovsky began his translations of Greek tragedy in 1892, after returning from
a voyage with Zinaida Gippius to Italy and Greece. The following year, he published “On the

Causes of the Decline and New Trends in Contemporary Russian Literature” (“O mpuunnax

211 Siniavskii, 154
212 Haynes, 11
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ymajKa ¥ O HOBBIX TEUECHHSIX COBPEMEHHOM pYyCCKOii uTepatypbl”), a critically important lecture
in the trajectory of Russian Symbolism, in the journal 7he Northern Herald (Cesepnuiii Becmuux),
in which he argues that Russian literature up to that point lacked coherence and unity, functioning
more as a chain of unrelated authors and movements cresting into public consciousness rather than
an expanding body of national literature. While the necessary elements for a new movement were
already observable in the work of Russian Romantic and realist writers, it fell to the emerging
generation of modernist writers and their collective efforts to take up the task of creating art with
a sense of unity.

HecmoTpss Ha ckyky, Oe3meiicTBue, Mopdy S3bIKa, T'a3eTHO-KYPHAJIBHYIO aHApXUIO,
OTCYTCTBHE KpPYIHBIX TAJAHTOB M HEIOHSATHBIA 3aCTOH, MBI TIEPEKUBAEM OJIMH U3
BOKHEHIIMX MOMEHTOB B HMCTOPHYECKOM pAa3BUTUU PYCCKOM IUTEpaTyphl. ITO --
MO/I3EMHOE, IMOJIyCO3HATEbHOE U, KaK B Hadaje BCSKas TBOPYECKAs CHJIA, HEBHIUMOE
Teyenue. TalHple MOOErMn HOBOMW JKM3HM, HOBOW I1033UMM ¢jaab0 M HEmoOeIuMO
npoOuBaroTcs Ha cBeT boxkuil, Moka Ha MOBEPXHOCTH JOCTUTAET MOCIEIHUX IPEIEIoB
TOPKECTBO JIMTEPATYPHON MONIIOCTH ¥ BapBapCTBa.

Mpl BUJienH, YTO PYCCKHE MUCATENN MPENIIECTBYIOLIETO MOKOJIEHHSI ¢ HEObIBAIOIO
FeHUAJIbHOIO CHJIOI0 BBIPA3WJIM, HECMOTpPS Ha BHEIIHUN pean3M OBITOBOTO pOMaHa,
HEYTONUMYI0 MHUCTHYecKylo norpedHocTh XIX Beka. M B mmpoxux ¢unocopckux
0000mIeHusXx, B cuMmBojiax ['oH4YapoBa, U B XyH0KECTBEHHOH UyBCTBUTEJIBHOCTH, U
HUMITPECCUOHU3ME, B KaxJe (PaHTACTHUECKOIO U 4YyJIECHOTO Y pa304apOBaHHOIO, HU BO
YTO HE BEpPYIONIETO CKeNTHKa TypreHeBa, u riaBHbIM 00pa3oM B TITyOOKOH MCHUXOJIOTHUH
J1oCTOEBCKOr0o, B HEYTOMUMOM MCKaHUM HOBOM IpaBbl, HOBOU Bepshl JIbBa Tomncroro --
BCIOJIy UYyBCTBYETCSI BO3POXKJIEHHE BEYHOI'O MJICAIIBHOIO HMCKYCCTBA, TOJHKO Ha BpeMs
oMpadeHHOTo B Poccuu yTunmTapHO-HApOIHUYECKUM TeITaHTU3MOM KPUTHKH, Ha 3amnaje
rpyOBIM MaTepuanu3MOM SKCIEPUMEHTATbHOTO pomaHa. COBpeMEHHOE ITOKOJICHHUE
MOJIO/IBIX PYCCKHX MHcATesIel MbITaeTCsl MPOJI0JIKATh 3TO IBUKEHUE.

[lepen Hamu—orpomHasi, Tak cka3aTh, IEPEXOHAS U MOATOTOBUTENbHAs padoTa.
Mbl Odondchbl  6cmynums U3 nepuooa nod3uu MeEopyecko20, HenoCpeoCmEeHHo20 U
CMUXULIHO20 8 Nepuod KPUMudecKull, CO3ZHAMeNbHblll U KYIbmMypHblll. DTO JIBa MUpA,
MEXJy KOTOpbIMHU Iienasi O6e3qHa. CoBpeMEHHOE MMOKOJCHHE UMEI0 HecyacTue poJIUThCs
MEXJIy dTUMHU JBYMsI MUPaMHU, MepeJ1 3Toi 0e3qHoi. BoT ueM oObsicHsIeTCsI ero ¢nabocTh,
Oojie3HEHHasl TpeBOra, JKaJHOE€ HCKAHME HOBBIX UJCAJOB M KakKasi-TO PpOKOBas
0ecIIoqHOCTh BceX ycwiuid. Jlyumias MOnOJ0CTh M CBEXKECTh TalaHTa YXOIUT HE Ha
KHBOE TBOPUYECTBO, a HA BHYTPEHHIOIO JIOMKY U 0Opb0y € MPOILUIBIM, Ha IEPEX0/1 Yepes3
0e3qHy K momy Kpaio, K momy Oepecy, K TipeneiramM CBOOOJHOTO O0XECTBEHHOTO
uneanusma. CKOJbKO IOJIeH MOrubaeT B 3TOM MEPEXOJe WM OKOHYATENBHO TepsieT
cunpL!3

213 Merezhkovsky, 501-502
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Despite the boredom, the inertia, the corruption of language, the anarchy of the press, the
dearth of major talents, and an inexplicable stagnation, we are living through one of the
most pivotal moments in the historical evolution of Russian literature. It is an underground,
semi-conscious, and—as is the case with every creative force in its inception—invisible
current. The secret shoots of a new life and a new poetry are breaking through into the light
of day—feebly, yet irresistibly—even as, on the surface, the triumph of literary vulgarity
and barbarism reaches its absolute limits.

We have seen how Russian writers of the preceding generation—with an
unprecedented, genius-level power—gave voice to the insatiable mystical yearning of the
nineteenth century, notwithstanding the external realism of the domestic novel. Whether in
the broad philosophical generalizations and symbols of Goncharov; in the artistic
sensibility, impressionism, and thirst for the fantastic and the miraculous found in the
disillusioned, utterly skeptical Turgenev; or—above all—in the profound psychology of
Dostoevsky and the tireless quest for a new truth and a new faith undertaken by Leo
Tolstoy: everywhere, one senses the resurgence of an eternal, ideal art—an art that, in
Russia, had been only temporarily obscured by the utilitarian-populist pedantry of literary
criticism, and in the West, by the crude materialism of the experimental novel. The
contemporary generation of young Russian writers is striving to carry this movement
forward.

Before us lies a monumental task—one that is, so to speak, transitional and
preparatory in nature. We must cross the threshold from an era of poetry that was creative,
spontaneous, and elemental, into an era that is critical, conscious, and cultured. These are
two distinct worlds, separated by a veritable abyss. The contemporary generation has had
the misfortune of being born between these two worlds, standing right at the edge of this
abyss. This is what accounts for its weakness, its feverish anxiety, its voracious quest for
new ideals, and a certain fateful futility that seems to attend all its endeavors. The very best
of youth and the freshness of talent are expended not on living creativity, but on inner
upheaval and a struggle with the past—on crossing the abyss to the other side, to the far
shore, to the frontiers of free, divine idealism. How many perish in this passage, or lose
their strength once and for all!

In this lecture, Merezhkovsky uses the hypothetical translation of Greek tragedy as an example of
what was wrong with Russian publishing and readership at that transitional moment.

A pycCKHMil YHTaTelb B CamMOM Jele — CHJa TEMHas, CTHUXHilHasg, HEOXUJAHHO
MpUXOTIKBas. PegakTop 4yBCTBYeT Mol cO00i ATy 3bIOKYIO HEKYJIBTYPHYIO MOYBY U HE
noBepsieT eil. Kak y BcexX meHHuTeNel ¢ TpyCIuBbIM OaHAIBHBIM BKYCOM, TTOPAOOIIICHHBIM
TOJITIEe, 3aBETHBIM WAl €ro — BHEIIHAS JIMTepaTypHas Oaazonpucmounocms. IlycTh
XOJIOJTHO, KakK JIeJl, HO 3aTO CTPOXAMIINK 3TUKET COONIO/EH, MyCTh MEPTBO, HO 3aTO B
KOKIOM OypiKya3HO-apUCTOKpaTHYeckoM cayioHe l[lerepOypra MOXHO CMENO YWTaTh
BcayX. Jlo Kakoro neaHTHU3Ma HHOTIA TOXOUT 3Ta 3a00Ta O BHEITHEH KOPPEKTHOCTH IIPH
BHYTpPEHHEM O€3BKYCHH, BUJIHO M3 CIEAYIOIIETO XapaKTEPHOTO aHEKI0Ta, HEBEPOSTHOTO
U, OJJHAKO, BIIOJIHE IOCTOBEPHOTO.
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[Iucatens oTAAET B pEAaKLMIO CEPbE3HOIO XKypHasla MEPEBOJ OAHOM I'PEUECKOM

Tpareauu. [locie BHUMATETLHOTO YTEHUS peJaKkTOp OOBSABISAET:

— IleyaTaTh HEBO3MOXKHO.

— Ilouemy xe?

— Bor Bugute nu... Tparenus Ocxuna -- 3T0, TaK CKa3aTh, CAUUUKOM APKUL KIACCUYECKUL
Y8emoK Ha MYCKIOM NOJe COBPEMEHHOU PYCCKOU OeNIempucmuKi.

— Ho tem nyuine, 4To sSpKui. ..

— 51 Beap ckaszai -- CIMIIKOM IpKUHN Kidaccudeckutl IBETOK — IMIEPEBOJI C TPEUECKOrO.

— Yr0 e U3 TOro, 4To ¢ rpeyecKoro?

— INomunyiite, Mbl B OOIIECTBEHHOI XpOHUKE BCE BpeMsi 60peMcsi IPOTUB KIIaCCHYECKOM
CUCTEMBbI BOCIIUTAHUS, U BAPYT 1ielas Tpareaus Dcxuia.

B cymHoctm — pbIHOYHAs cHUCTEMa TOHOPAPOB, KalMTAIUCTBI-U3JATEIN,
0eCKOpBICTHBIEC, HO JIMIIEHHbIE XYJ0KECTBEHHOI'O UyThbS PEAAKTOPbI — BCE 3TO CHIIBI
TOJBKO BHEIIHHWE, W, KaK HU MaryOHO WX BIMSHUE Ha JUTEpaTypy, OHO HE MOXKET
CPaBHMUTBCA C JCHUCTBHEM BHYTPCHHMX pPa3pyLIMTEIBHBIX CHJI, U3 KOTOPBIX €IBa HE
rJaBHas — KpuThka, !4

And the Russian reader is, indeed, a dark, elemental force—unpredictably capricious. The
editor senses this shifting, uncultured ground beneath his feet and places no trust in it. Like
all connoisseurs possessed of a timid, banal taste—a taste enslaved to the crowd—his
cherished ideal is external literary propriety. Let it be cold as ice, so long as the strictest
etiquette is observed; let it be dead, so long as one can safely read it aloud in any bourgeois-
aristocratic salon in St. Petersburg. The extent of the pedantry to which this concern for
external correctness—coupled with internal tastelessness—sometimes reaches is evident
in the following characteristic anecdote: improbable, yet entirely authentic.

A writer submits a translation of a Greek tragedy to the editorial office of a serious
literary journal. After a careful reading, the editor declares:

“It is impossible to publish this.”

“But why?”

“Well, you see... An Aeschylean tragedy is—so to speak—too vivid a classical flower
blooming in the drab field of contemporary Russian fiction.”

“But surely, the more vivid, the better...”

“I did say: foo vivid a classical flower—and a translation from the Greek, at that.”

“And what difference does it make that it’s from the Greek?”

“Good heavens! In our ‘Social Chronicle’ section, we are constantly campaigning against
the classical system of education—and then, all of a sudden, we go and publish an entire
tragedy by Aeschylus!”

In essence—the market-driven system of fees, the capitalist publishers, the editors
(however selfless, yet utterly devoid of artistic sensibility)—all these are merely external
forces; and, however pernicious their influence on literature may be, it cannot compare
with the impact of those destructive forces that operate from within—foremost among
which stands literary criticism.

214 Merezhkovsky, 443-444
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This “improbable yet entirely authentic” anecdote happened to coincide with Merezhkovsky’s own
period of translating Greek tragedy. Between 1890 and 1896, Merezhkovsky published translations
of Euripides (Hippolytus, Medea), Sophocles (Antigone, Oedipus at Colonus), and Aeschylus
(Prometheus Bound) in the journals The European Herald (Becmnuk Eeéponwt) and The Herald of
Foreign Literature (Becmnux unocmpaunnot aumepamypsi). The Romantic period had already
demonstrated how powerful literary translation was as a tool in cultural change and growth, not
only in the arts but in the wider political and social world. The centering of translation in the
creation of modernist aesthetics demonstrates an understanding on the part of the translators of
how these projects could shape the next phases of Russian literature.

Translators and translation theorists often categorize types of translations based on their
attempted proximity to the original text. John Dryden, England’s first poet laureate, in the preface
to his translation of Ovid’s Epistulae Heroidum (Letters of Heroines) in 1680, organized the types
of translation into three approaches: the literal translation or “metaphrase,” the looser paraphrase,
which hews to the original with slightly more room for authorial deviation, and the imitation,
which is governed most substantially by the translator’s aesthetic mission.?!> The famous
translation competition between Trediakovsky, Lomonosov, and Sumarokov in 1752 was to create
a paraphrastic translation of Psalm 143. Translator-poets often brought characteristics of foreign
verse into their own work: in Symbolism, this can be seen in the Ancient Greek meters introduced
by Ivanov into his original poetry, and in the use of the dol 'nik, a meter associated with folk poetry,
by Aleksandr Blok in his translations of Heinrich Heine.?'® On the subject of cultural transmission
through literary translation, the translation theorist Laurence Venuti writes

In contributing to the canonicity of a foreign text, the translation leaves neither that text
nor the receiving situation unaltered. The foreign text undergoes a radical transformation

215 Friedberg, 74
218 Friedberg, 195
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in which it comes to support a range of meanings and values that may have little or nothing
to do with those it supported in the foreign culture. And the linguistic choices, literary
traditions and effects, and cultural values that comprise the translator's interpretation may
reinforce or revise the understanding and evaluation of the foreign text that currently
prevail in the receiving situation, consolidating readerships or forming new ones in the
process.?!”

Venuti goes on to describe the semiotic transformations that the translator negotiates, and what

they uncover about the translator’s ambition for the project: it is revealing to the reader to notice

which “discursive structure[s]” of the original text the translator focused on recreating, such as the

b 13

meter, the text’s “point of view or the conceptual density of its terms, its representation of human
agency or its pattern of figurative language.”?!®

Approaches to translation in Russian modernism adhered closely to the uniting ideas of the
translator’s literary affiliation. Leon Burnett and Emily Lygo argue that the preeminence of
translation as a literary occupation in the Silver Age is connected to the overarching “aesthetic
theories of transformation and transcendence” in Symbolism, traceable back to Russian
Symbolism’s parent movement in France, and particularly in Baudelaire’s concept of
correspondences. Burnett and Lygo write, “Translation as a symbolic activity could thus be
regarded as a kind of metamorphosis of the body of the text or even a reincarnation of the spirit of
the original impulse that gave rise to it.”?!” Valery Bryusov and Konstantin Balmont, Symbolists
like Merezhkovsky of the first wave, were both prolific translators, and their poetic translations
are central in their bodies of work alongside their own original verse. Acmeist translation theory
pivots away from the Symbolist desire to transfigure oneself through poetry: Gumiliev’s “nine

commandments” for poetic translation return to Dryden’s call for adherence to “1) the number of

lines, 2) the meter and measure, 3) the alternation of rhyme, 4) the nature of the enjambement, 5)

217 Lianeri, 30
218 | janeri, 34
219 Burnett and Lygo, 19
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the nature of the rhyme, 6) the nature of the vocabulary, 7) the type of similes, 8) special devices,
9) changes in tone.”??* This perspective was already present, however, in first wave Symbolist
translation: Bryusov’s unfinished translation of Virgil’s Aeneid was as literal a translation as the
poet could manage, as he attempted to stay so close to the Latin that he eventually gave up. Mikhail
Gasparov wrote about this project in 1971, and connects Bryusov’s dogged determination to render
a thoroughly literal translation to his departure from early Symbolist aesthetics of experimentation
and toward the overarching modernist trend of literalism.??! The literalist approach, as practiced
and experimented upon by Bryusov, Gumilev, and others, would be highly influential upon Soviet
translators, who fell with great seriousness on the task of bringing classics of world literature into
the socialist library. Osip Mandelstam found this style of translation tedious and stifling to
creativity, writing in 1929 about Soviet publishing practices and nascent socialist realist forces in
literature: “The translation itself is treated as if one were pouring grain from one sack into
another.”???

“Translation is a mode,” Walter Benjamin writes in his famous essay “The Task of the
Translator.”

To comprehend it as a mode one must go back to the original, for that contains the law

governing its translation: its translatability. The question of whether a work will be

translatable has a dual meaning. Either: will an adequate translator ever be found among

the totality of its readers? Or, more pertinently: Does its nature lend itself to translation,

and, therefore, in view of the significance of the mode, call for it???
From this perspective, Greek tragedy is not the most “translatable” genre of texts because so much

information is lost from its original context. Scholars believe tragedies were sung and danced,

which Wagner imagined as a Gesamtkunstwerk, but we will never recover these elements of tragic
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performance, stifling the ability of the translator to render an “accurate” translation in another
language. However, translations of Greek tragedy into other languages are also among the first
literary translations in recorded history, an indication of how many generations of translators have
found it meaningful to bring tragedy from Greek into other languages and contexts. The tradition
of ensuring that the most educated members of a civilization were proficient in Greek began in
Rome: Roman poets brought the hexameter into Latin, so Virgil’s Aeneid follows the meter of the
lliad and Odyssey precisely. While adequate translators have existed for millennia, the distance
between ancient literature and the moment of the translator requires a relentless drive of innovation
on the part of the translator in order to bridge it. The texts preserve in amber a way of
communicating rooted in a time and place that will never be wholly accessible to the translator.
Many have pointed out that “faithful translation” is an oxymoron.
To keep to the era of modernism: in 1913, the classicist Jane Ellen Harrison wrote about
the difficulty of creating a translation that produces the same tangible effect on audiences.
Suppose that these choral songs have been put into English that in any way represents the
beauty of the Greek; then certainly there will be some among the spectators who get a thrill
from the chorus quite unknown to any modern stage effect, a feeling of emotion heightened
yet restrained, a sense of entering into higher places, filled with a larger and a purer air—
a sense of beauty born clean out of conflict and disaster.??*
Her contemporary and acquaintance Virginia Woolf appears to have taken this sentiment to heart.
“It is useless, then, to read Greek in translations,” Woolf wrote in 1923. “Translators can offer us
a vague equivalent; their language is necessarily full of echoes and associations.”?? By way of
example, Woolf provides Percy Shelley’s translation of a line from Plato’s Symposium: “ndg yobv

momg yiyvetar ov dv "Epwg dynrar,” which Shelley renders as “for everyone, even if before he

were ever so undisciplined, becomes a poet as soon as he is touched by love.” Woolf finds this
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translation, in which Shelley needed twenty-one words to Plato’s thirteen, to nevertheless be
“spare” and bereft of the life present in the original Greek.??® This attitude toward translation can
ensnare the amateur classical philologist. Maurice Friedberg, author of the seminal Literary
Translation in Russia: A Cultural History, responds to this idea with a reminder that translation is
an art form rather than a science.
The fact of the matter is that literary translation is but one kind of interpretation of the text,
and as such it is necessarily subjective, even if the rendition from one language to another
is as rigorously literalist as the grammar and usage of the target language will allow.
Precisely for this reason, a translation is not viewed as “sacred”—even if the original text
is so regarded.??’
Friedberg continues that translations have granted immortality to the texts from antiquity, which
have long outlived their languages.??® Vissarion Belinsky, the preeminent critical voice of the first
half of the nineteenth century in Russia, similarly argued that translation need not be flawless to
be of value to literary culture:
If the only way to introduce Shakespeare to the public is by disfiguring his texts, well, then,
have no qualms. Go right ahead, distort the text, as long as you achieve your goal, as long
as the two or three or even a single Shakespearean play—however disfigured [iskazhenie]
by you—have instilled in the public respect for Shakespeare. As long as they have paved
the way for better, fuller, and more faithful renditions of the same play, you have
accomplished a noble task. Your mutilation or initiation are a thousand times worthier of
respect than the most faithful and accurate rendition, if the latter, its merits
notwithstanding, hurts the advancement of Shakespeare’s fame instead of spreading that
fame.?%
Woolf concedes that despite the inaccuracy of the language, it is still worth reading classical

tragedy and epic for the shocking familiarity of the emotions and plots. Translation of classical

drama for the plot alone, however, was not the prevailing approach for modernist engagement with
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antiquity: for these translators, finding ways to dress Greek words and phrases in the clothes of
their spoken languages was the center of their achievement.

Translation of Homeric verse is an especially strange task, as it is the translation of a
tradition and performance rather than of an author. Classical scholarship has long accepted the
theory researched and popularized by Milman Parry that the //iad and Odyssey are the products of
an untold number of bards over years (possibly centuries) of oral-formulaic composition. Whether
a man in the Iron Age named Homer had anything to do with their creation is beside the point;
Virgil, on the other hand, a well-documented historical figure who studied Greek literature in order
to write receptions, has more in common with Shakespeare and Goethe than he does with a
historical Homer. It is unique to the Russian canon of translated classical literature that the 1829
translation of the //iad by Nikolai Gnedich and 1849 translation of the Odyssey by Zhukovsky are
still the most widely read and beloved renderings of Homer; in English, preference is split between
the work of Robert Fagles, Robert Fitzgerald, and Richmond Lattimore, among others; more
recently the scholars Emily Wilson and Daniel Mendelsohn have contributed popular and
methodologically diverse translations of Homer to the Anglophone canon.

The Greek tragedians, who all lived within a century of each other in and around fifth-
century BCE Athens, are also relatively well-documented historical figures, to the extent that
scholars can use what is recorded of their lives to make inferences into their artistic choices. For
example, Aeschylus’s experience as a veteran of the Persian and Pelopenessian wars may have
informed his depiction of the aftereffects of war, and his involvement with the cult of the
Eleusinian mysteries sheds light on his references to mystical religion and obscure worship

practices. The tragedians were also, as J. Michael Walton writes, distinct and innovative writers in
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their lifetimes, complicating, as Benjamin suggested, our ability “[t]Jo comprehend” their work “as
a mode:”
The Athenian playwrights each wrote in a highly distinctive manner, constantly foraging,
breaking new ground, making new discoveries about what the power of the theatre could
and might be. One of the factors that makes Greek tragedy and comedy difficult to translate
is that these dramatists were, in their own day, the avant-garde. Aeschylus used coinages
which are not found anywhere else in surviving Greek literature. Sophocles incorporated
emotional contrasts which have physical equivalents. Euripides used a mixture of
colloquial and forensic language that brings mythical issues to the level of everyday
experience. [...] The medium of these Greek playmakers was a different world, a new art
form in a changing society. So, one of the priorities for any translator of Greek plays should
be, but too seldom has been, to have a firm grasp of the playwright’s distinctive features,
as well as of the social, cultural, and theatrical conditions for which each of them was
writing, that their equivalences are rooted solidly in the past before being transmitted into
the present.?3°
It is clear to me that in the context of the Russian modernist translations of tragedy that occupy
this dissertation, each translator felt himself to be sufficiently knowledgeable about the tragedian
he was rendering, occasionally to the point of overidentifying with the subject, and felt that it was
possible for his translation of Greek tragedy to become the definitive translation, and further that
it was his duty to liberate these texts from their places on the mantelpiece of western European
culture, and give them a new, Russian context. The translations by Annensky, Ivanov, and
Merezhkovsky that occupy this dissertation are still among the most prominent translations read
in Russian, alongside a handful of Soviet and even fewer post-Soviet translations.
A further conundrum that Walton sees plaguing translators of Greek tragedy is the urge for
translators to soften the edges of the dramas, out of fear that their audiences would find
“unadulterated Greek tragedy” to be “obscure and alien.”?*! Each of my subjects made alterations

in the text that may not necessarily have been meant to soften the drama, but certainly were

intended to make it more accessible and recognizable to Russian audiences, to varying effect. I
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will discuss how Ivanov worked to recreate the obscurity of his translations of Aeschylus and also
attempted to add Slavicisms into the verse, while also striving to make the plays accessible to a
Russian audience. Annensky was determined to create translations that preserved the beauty and
clarity of the Greek verse, an objective that corresponded well with his choice to render Euripides,
the most colloquial of tragedians, into Russian, although his translations stray often quite far from
the original text. Merezhkovsky and Annensky were both influenced by French Symbolism and
ideas from French poetry are present in their translation. I will be demonstrating how this manifests
in Euripides’ Hippolytus, which both Annensky and Merezhkovsky translated into Russian within
several years of each other. The French writer and Latinist Jacques Perret argued that the differing
importance of genre between antiquity and modernity affects the translation: if Virgil had been
writing in the seventeenth century, he would not be writing epic, therefore a translation should be
read for its canonical importance and not necessarily for what they can communicate to the present
day.?*? I believe that if the Russian modernist translators of tragedy were offered this premise, they
would argue that if Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides lived in early-twentieth-century Russia,

they would still be writing tragedy.

Translation of Greek tragedy in modernism

Western Europe has been negotiating its relationship with the assigned value of classical
literatures since the Renaissance, but while Renaissance artists and writers engaged with antiquity
in terms of its renewal and rediscovered timelessness, eighteenth- and nineteenth-century thought
on antiquity began to contend with the idea that all canonized “classical” literature was worthy of

being brought into modernity, and to problematize the concept of the “eternal” in reception of
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ancient literature. This development required a new categorization for reception of ancient
literature, and Alexandra Lianeri and Vanda Zajko define this category as the “relative classic™: a
“work whose perfection had to be appraised by standards pertaining to its age, rather than universal

233 If the texts of classical antiquity face reevaluation and renegotiation in each new period

ones.
of cultural and intellectual progression, this makes the act of translation the key site for translators
to make their argument for the continued relevance of the text they are bringing into their language,
whether it be the first or hundredth time it has been translated into a modern language.
Conversations on antiquity in European history are built on either interrogating or insisting upon
the enduring mythology that the political systems and philosophical frameworks of modern Europe
are its direct inheritance from Rome, which itself had inherited and refined its systems from
Greece. In his 1944 lecture “What Is a Classic?,” T. S. Eliot calls the work of the Roman poet
Virgil “the universal classic,” as he “symbolises so much in the history of Europe, and represents
such central European values.”?** Eliot asserts that a properly “classic” work of literature is
obvious to the context in which it is reintroduced due to a quality of “maturity”: “that if we are
properly mature, as well as educated persons, we can recognise maturity in a civilisation and in a
literature, as we do in the other human beings whom we encounter.”?3* Frank Kermode responds
to Eliot’s definition of a “classic” as being proportional to its perceivable “maturity” by pointing
out that Eliot is using “the expansive logic of empire” to bestow universal relevance on Virgil. 23
Virgil, Kermode continues, wrote political and prophetic poetry on Rome as an imperial power,

and the stately power of Rome would appear universal to Eliot, perched between the British and

American empires and in the midst of the Second World War. Eliot makes it clear in his lecture
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that he is speaking as an enthusiast of classical literature and not as a scholar, and as a result he is
neglecting the scholarly work that has allowed for his enthusiasm: the work of the translator.
Lianeri and Zajko write,
The “mature” state of language and culture, purportedly achieved by the metropolitan
centre and confirmed through its expansion, requires a process that is more than mere
reiteration and transfer. Texts that become classics move into the periphery through the act
of translation. Yet, this act, far from asserting the finality of the classic, raises questions

about who does the moving, what forms of gain and loss are involved in the process, and
how translating communities actively contribute to this becoming.?’

This chapter is concerned with this act of moving a work of classical literature, a “relative classic,”
into the language and context of another empire, during the “Slavonic Renaissance,” when the
Russian intelligentsia was especially interested in renegotiating their relationship with ancient
literature. I will examine how Ivanov, Annensky, and Merezhkovsky each approached translation
as a literary mode, investigating questions of accuracy, reference, aesthetic choice, intent, and
reach, before turning directly to their translations. More than simply attempts to render the
tragedies in Russian to fill a gap in literature available to Russophone readers, these translations
of Greek drama were responses to greater conversations on national mythology, religion, poetry,
and continuity in the Russian body of literary accomplishments.

The historical context of the early twentieth century, the period in which modernism was
germinating in Russia as well as throughout Europe, is critically important to the process. In the
introduction to The Classics in Modernist Translation, edited by Miranda Hickman and Lynn
Kozak, Hickman points out that “the pioneering cultural works of modernist literature was
pivotally shaped by translations of, responses to, and reinventions of literary and cultural material

from classical antiquity.”?3® Hickman’s volume addresses modernist receptions in the anglophone
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context from poets including Ezra Pound, H.D., and W. B. Yeats, but this is unquestionably true
for the Russian modernists as well. The modernist attraction to translation is articulated by Steven
G. Yao:
Translation represented for the Modernists much more than either just a minor mode of
literary production or an exercise of apprenticeship, though for some writers it continued
to fulfill such a traditional function. Rather, it constituted an integral part of the Modernist
program of cultural renewal, a crucially important mode of writing distinct from, yet
fundamentally interconnected with, the more traditionally esteemed modes of poetry and
prose fiction.?**
Yao argues that modernist writers used translation as a site for working out problems such as the
instability of world political systems, the unreliability of authorities including religion in the face
of these international and domestic conflicts, and the perception among artists that the old forms
of artistic production were not satisfactory for their efforts to depict their circumstances. The result
is a “need to develop new formal and representational possibilities more in tune with the demands
of the expressly modern world.”?*’ Innovative approaches to translation proved to be a fertile
ground for interactions with diverse cultures, ancient and modern, and for shrugging off the
Enlightenment-era norms for rendering art through the frameworks of rationalism and positivism.
Translation of drama as opposed to poetry, epic, or philosophic dialogue also poses its own
unique set of challenges. While tragedy has been collected in volumes and published to be read
for millennia, the translator of tragedy approaches the text with the knowledge that it is meant to
be performed before an audience. J. Michael Walton memorably writes, “While most translation

involves a bond between source as mother and target as child, theatre translation serves as midwife

between the playwright’s pregnancy and a living, breathing performance baby.”?*! Writers with
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“strong beliefs,” Walton continues, “make the worst translators.”?*> This is an unavoidable
dimension of Russian modernist engagement with tragedy: it is never from a “neutral” perspective,
only ever as an existential project by a poet with his own distinctive voice and agenda. After the
Bolshevik Revolution, the occupation of translator began to take on an entirely new context:
translation, especially of obscure, apolitical texts, was a source of income for writers who were
not able to publish their own work under Soviet censorship and surveillance. In comparison, the
two decades of the Silver Age when writers could choose from a global pantheon of artists to
emulate and bring to Russian audiences burn even brighter and seem more ephemeral. Still,
generations of Soviet translators studied and emulated the translations of the Silver Age, so these
eras are not as different as they seem.
A comprehensive discussion of the complexities of rendering Attic tragic meters in Russian
is warranted, but my oversimplified summary of the most critical concepts will have to suffice. A
critically important voice on the subject of the translation of classical texts into Russian is that of
Mikhail Gasparov, a brilliant theorist of Russian versification, and translator himself of texts from
Ancient Greece and Rome. In an article on Gasparov’s translation theory, Barry P. Scherr makes
a brief comment that opened my thinking about modern approaches to translating classical texts.
Yet, despite Gasparov's intensive work as a translator and for all that he explored in depth
numerous topics connected with verse structure, he typically avoided theoretical constructs
in this, as in his other writing. When he was at work on his numerous translations of works
from Greek and Latin, he saw translation less as a theoretically interesting problem in its
own right than as simply inherent to a classicist's basic endeavor, one aspect of delving into
and understanding a work as thoroughly as possible. In fact, he talks of translating from

ancient and medieval literature while traveling, as a way of occupying his time when he
could not do other work.?*
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This insight into Gasparov’s interpolation of intellectual activity into his personal routine, and the
suggestion that this is a philological mode more attuned to classicists than scholars of any other
field, has revealed a gulf in my thought on the translation of texts from ancient languages as
opposed to modern languages. Translating Greek and Latin is the only remaining form of linguistic
immersion possible for students and scholars, so all forms of translation into modern languages
are pathways for the translator to get close to the life of the dead language. To recenter the
translator as the main beneficiary of translation (whether from Greek or Latin or any language) is
to dwell on the process, or perhaps the odyssey, as much as the finished product. I find that this
mode of translation can be observed in all three of my subjects, who embarked upon translation
projects with their own personal edification at the fore. While all three writers translated multiple
genres, their common attraction to translation of tragedy seems to me particularly illuminatory. It
must have been frustrating on a certain level to be interested in Attic tragedy, because of Nietzsche
or Schopenhauer or Wagner or Hegel (etc.), and not have access to the texts in their native language
(despite as I well know their depth of fluency in other languages, and the presence of certain
pedagogical prose translations that predated their projects). Before these translations could become
part of an endeavor to revive communal experience of art and inspire interest in the continued
relevance of ancient myth, they were attempts on the parts of Merezhkovsky, Ivanov, and
Annensky to understand tragedy on a linguistic level.

One of Gasparov’s most important works is 4 History of European Versification (Ouepk
ucmopuu esponetickoeo cmuxa, 1989), a comparative study of verse traditions and evolutions
beginning in antiquity and stretching into modernity and across Europe (and Russia). In this text,
Gasparov discusses the structure and development of choral lyric poetry, which is often (but not

only) found in tragedy.
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Choral lyric poetry—the solemn songs of Pindar or the songs of the chorus that are inserted
into Attic tragedy—were written in much more complex stanzas [than Aeolic Syllabo-
Metrical Verse]: they were very long, and composed of such complex measures that it was
only in the nineteenth century that scholars sorted out their rhythmical structure. In
addition, we find here also the use of purely metrical, isosyllabic substitutions of two short
syllables for one long. How these things sounded in reality is difficult to imagine without
the music.?*
Gasparov goes on to mention that the structure of the choral ode, in which a strophe is followed
by a corresponding antistrophe and then an epode, is found not only in classical tragedy but also
in folk song and ritual dances across cultures and millennia.?*> Concerning the possibility of
rendering these choral odes into other languages, Gasparov simply states that
Exact tonic imitations of the rhythms of classical choral lyrics are encountered
comparatively rarely, because they are so complicated. Usually, in translations the rhythm
of the original is somewhat simplified, and the syntax is modified so as to coincide more
closely with the rhythm.246
Exact imitations in modern languages are complicated (across meters) because of the fact that
Greek and Latin prosody is built upon systems of long and short syllables. In Russian, syllable
length is replaced by stress or accented syllables. My first chapter discussed how the history of
Russian versification is shaped by the influence of Greek and Latin poetics across the centuries,
but Vyacheslav Ivanov is recognized for, as Michael Wachtel writes, a “more authentic Russian
realization of Greek prosody.”?*” The meter most commonly used in tragedy is the iambic trimeter,
a meter that Scherr notes is not commonly used by Russian poets, but can be found in “lighter
genres such as songs, romances, love poems, and other short lyrics” beginning in the eighteenth

248

century.“*® Ivanov maintains iambic trimeter through his translations of Aeschylus, but Annensky

and Merezhkovsky both turn to iambic pentameter, a far more popular meter for Russian poets
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beginning in the nineteenth century. This is the meter in which Pushkin composed Boris Godunov
and the Little Tragedies.
I will now turn to discussion and analysis of the translation projects of my dissertation

subjects, in light of these theories of translation.

A Russian Aeschylus

The story of Ivanov’s decade-long project to translate the entire extant body of work by
Aeschylus and the trajectory of these works to publication is nearly a tragedy itself: the manuscript
was almost finished for years as Ivanov bought himself more time, it was almost destroyed in a
fire in Moscow in October 1917, and it was almost published multiple times by various publishers:
Ivanov tried to find a publisher for the complete set of translations until the very end of his life. It
was only published in its entirety after his death, even though from its inception he was careful to
retain the rights to publish this set of translations in his own collected works. Ivanov knew even
before beginning the project that it would be a key part of his legacy and identity as a scholar and
poet. His work with Aeschylus extends from his conviction that tragedy is the embodiment of the
Dionysian, and subsequently Nietzsche’s identification of Aeschylus as the most Dionysian
tragedian. Beyond that, Aeschylus also represented a form of leverage Ivanov was able to wield
as protection in a rapidly changing world and a reminder of his extreme erudition. In a sea of Silver
Age poets, painters, musicians, and philosophers all deeply immersed in classical antiquity, there
was no one more knowledgeable about the ancient world or more of a fervent advocate for its
continued relevance than Vyacheslav Ivanov (except potentially Zielinski, Ivanov’s frequent
collaborator). I think of Ivanov as a Russian Aeschylus, referring to the complicated process that

accompanied the first complete translation of the ancient playwright’s extant works into Russian,
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and also a way to understand how Ivanov thought about himself. He considered himself, not
without reason, to be the prophetic father figure of a sea change in artistic culture. The classical
philologist Nikolai Bachtin recalled a night during which Ivanov read aloud from his translation
of the Oresteia as “the most intense and decisive experience of [his] life.”?* Evgeny Anichkov
had a similar experience, writing: “This immensity, encompassing all poetry, the poetry of all
periods of Symbolism, was so vividly revealed before my eyes when Vyacheslav Ivanov once read
his heartfelt translation of Aeschylus's Agamemnon in the Apollon editorial office.”?%°

Ivanov was drawn to figures he saw as parallels to himself in other eras: he felt a similar
pull to Dante and Petrarch, Novalis, and Goethe, all underwritten by the thread of the Dionysian.
He was interested in scholarly poets, who were curious about the philosophical and religious
underpinnings of the cultures and civilizations, poets who were teachers and priests, passing
mystical knowledge to audiences of students. Aeschylean tragedy is concerned with order and
disorder. Morality for Aeschylus is an understanding of the limits of the powers organizing the
world, and not doing things that make these powers recoil against you: understanding the limits of
your moira (fate). His plots span generations; he has a god’s perspective. His greatest characters
are both patient and furious. Aeschylean choral odes consist of strophes and antistrophes in a
balancing act with matching rhythmic patterns; his meters are complex and his choruses are
intentionally opaque and ominous. English translators have given up on the idea of rendering these
meters into English verse, often choosing blank verse with thyming couplets. “It is virtually
impossible to translate Aeschylus,” writes Anne Lebeck. “Hence the translator must give some

explanation of intent, define his aim, and apologize for inevitable inadequacies.”?>!
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Ivanov reproduced all of Aeschylus’s meters in Russian, innovating the application of
Greek meter into Russian prosody: the iambic trimeter, also called the tragic trimeter, is the most
common, but there are also more bedeviling meters, such as the trochaic tetrameter catalectic and
dactylo-epitrite, which are often used in Aeschylean choral odes. Aeschylus was invested in poetry
of mysteries: he had been initiated in the Eleusinian Mysteries, the famously secretive cult of
Demeter and Persephone. Ivanov was a religious philosopher, interested in the divine panegyric
of the tragedy. The Agamemnon in particular is suited to Ivanov’s interests in the Dionysian and
the connection between Greek tragedy and the occult and the Eleusinian mysteries. It is
representative of all that is enticing and perplexing about Aeschylean tragedy in terms of its
characterization, choral odes, references to mythology, and use of archaic language, and I have
chosen to use examples from this tragedy to discuss the nature of Ivanov’s translation.

A letter from Vsevolod Meyerhold to Ivanov in 1908 is the first time the idea of an Ivanov
set of Aeschylean translations is mentioned in print.?>? Ivanov had been interested in following
Merezhkovsky in staging a translation of a Greek tragedy at the Alexandrinsky Theater, as
Merezhkovsky had done with the Antigone, Oedipus at Colonus, and Hippolytus. Their
correspondence indicates that Ivanov had originally suggested a staging of Oedipus Rex in his
translation, but Meyerhold informed him that the Imperial Theatres Directorate had a contract with
Merezhkovsky to stage it. No production of Oedipus Rex ensued, and Ivanov never published any
translations of Sophocles. Meyerhold suggested that their production could begin in February of
the next year, but no contract followed; incidentally, a year was not nearly enough time for a
translation of all three plays at Ivanov’s standard rate of production. 1908 was also only a year

after the death of his wife, the writer Lydia Zinoviev-Annibal.
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The plan to translate the Oresteia reemerged a few years later. Ivanov signed a contract on
April 6, 1911, with the publisher Mikhail Sabashnikov in Moscow to translate all seven of
Aeschylus’s extant tragedies into Russian. Like many projects the ambitious Ivanov was entangled
in, this did not go according to plan. The Russian translations of Aeschylus were part of a project
envisioned by Sabashnikov to publish the first complete edition of Greek tragedies in Russian.
Sabashnikov had already enlisted Taddeus Zielinski to translate the works of Sophocles and had
acquired the rights to Annensky’s translations of the works of Euripides. Zielinski had
recommended Ivanov to Sabashnikov as the only appropriate translator of Aeschylus, but
Sabashnikov had been hesitant. Their interpersonal relations may have been strained: among other
reasons, [vanov had tried to seduce the publisher’s sister, Margarita Sabashnikova, several years
earlier. Sabashnikov later wrote:
BsiuecnaBa VBaHOBa st 3HAJT KaK KyHKTaToOpa, HEPEIIUTEILHOIO U MHUTEIBHOTO YeJIOBEKA
M omacalics MPEeJOCTaBUTh €My TaKylo OONbIIyI0 padoTy, Kak MEepeBOJl BCEro DCXuia:
BO3bMETCSI, CBSDKET HAC W HE CJelNiaeT, roBOpwiI s. S ObI Mpearoyes OTBECTH €My 4To-
HUOyp MeHee rpomo3zakoe. Ho @. ®. 3enuHCKHIl yroBOpHUI MEHS OCTaHOBUTHCS Ha
BsiuecnaBe VIBaHOBE Kak Ha €JMHCTBEHHOM B CBOEM poOJie KaHIHIATe, 0Oemas, CO CBOCH
CTOPOHBI, BCAYECKU MOOYKIaTh €r0 HE 3aTATUBATh padoTy. 2>
I knew Vyacheslav Ivanov as a cunctator (procrastinator), an indecisive and suspicious
man, and [ was wary of giving him such a large task as translating all of Aeschylus: he'd
take it on, tie us up, and then not do it, I said. I would have preferred to assign him
something less cumbersome. But F. F. Zielinski persuaded me to settle on Vyacheslav
Ivanov as a unique candidate, promising, for his part, to do everything he could to
encourage him not to drag out the work.
This is, unfortunately, exactly what happened. Ivanov procrastinated, despite Zielinski’s
encouragement. Zielinski remained convinced that Ivanov was the only person capable of

translating Aeschylus. In 1918, Zielinski planned an anthology of Greek poetry and prose and

wrote to [vanov asking for his translations of Cassandra’s scene in the Agamemnon: “I can't leave
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my listeners without Aeschylus... without your Aeschylus, for it's impossible to read anyone else
when you have yours.”?** Ivanov had been willing to sign Sabashnikov’s contract only if his own
conditions were met:
Kpome Toro, XoTenoch oroBOpUTh OJHY HE OrOBOPEHHYIO, HO MHOIO MOJPa3yMeBaeMyIo
MOJIPOOHOCTh, @ ATO YK€ JIeNIajl0 HAamMCAaHWE MUChbMA CKYYHBIM, IIOTOMY 4YTO KakK OBl
CIIO)KHO-JICTIOBBIM. PasyMero BOT Kakyl MOIPOOHOCTB: HEOOXOAMMO B YCIOBHH
YIOMSHYTh, UYTO sl COXPaHSIO MPaBO MEperevyaTku CBOUX MEPEeBOJIOB B COOpaAaHMM CBOMX
counHenuii. M6o, exenu mepeBos OyJeT YIOBJIETBOPSATh MEHS KaK XYIOXKCECTBEHHAs
pabota (a yJOBJIETBOPSATH OH, IO CYIIECTBY 3aJaud, O0J)CeH — WIW HE JOJDKEH
CYIIIECTBOBATh BOBCE), TO OH TAK )K€ OPraHMUECKH IPHOOpPETaeT MECTO B MOEH 0331 H, KaK
Hanpumep, «Omucces» B 1od3un JKyKoBCKOro. >
I wanted to stipulate one detail, unstated but implied by me, and this already made writing
the letter boring, because it was, so to speak, too complicated and businesslike. [ mean this
detail: it is necessary to mention in the conditions that I retain the right to reprint my
translations in collected editions of my works. For if the translation satisfies me as a work
of art (and, by the very nature of the task, it must satisfy it— or it must not exist at all), then
it will organically acquire a place in my poetry, just as, for example, the Odyssey does in
the poetry of Zhukovsky.
Ivanov was engaged to hand over his translation of Aeschylus’s trilogy of plays known as the
Oresteia—consisting of the plays Agamemnon, The Libation Bearers, and The Eumenides—in
roughly a year, May 1912. Despite many delays caused by a variety of Ivanovian reasons, he did
manage to leave behind complete translations of all seven of Aeschylus’s tragedies. Ivanov
finished the Oresteia approximately four years after this deadline, in 1916, according to the preface
he wrote for the Soviet publication of the trilogy that he had proposed, which was also never
published. Interestingly, Ivanov twice used Aeschylus as an escape route. He left Russia in 1912,
likely to avoid social repercussions for the fact that he had just married his stepdaughter, Vera,

who was soon pregnant, in the name of beginning his Aeschylean translations. Ivanov turned over

the completed Oresteia to Sabashnikov in the early fall of 1917, and, as mentioned, the manuscripts
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were nearly destroyed in a fire in Moscow in October, but according to Ivanov, Sabashnikov chose
to save these manuscripts over his other personal possessions, so they survived. In 1920, Ivanov
had finished the Oresteia and was working on The Persians and The Seven Against Thebes, but
now had Bolshevik authorities to contend with in getting his work published.

Ivanov had the ear of Anatoly Lunacharsky, the first Commissar of Enlightenment, who
was similarly invested in the importance of world literature and the necessity of it being readily
available for Russian readers. Sabashnikov signed over rights to the translations to the publishing
house under Narkompros. Lunacharsky had been a visitor at Ivanov’s iconic Wednesday salons at
the Tower fifteen years prior, and now Ivanov gamely served in Lunacharsky’s Narkompros as an
editor of literature and philology at the State Publishing House and in theater organizations, and
in turn attempted to wangle out of Lunacharsky permission to leave Bolshevik Russia and return
to Europe. One reason he gave for the necessity to return to Europe and the libraries of Western
universities was to finish his Aeschylean translations.?>® Vera was ailing and Ivanov and his family
were clearly not suited for life under the Bolsheviks. This application, which was approved by
Lunacharsky, was denied by Lenin. Vera died soon after, in 1920, and Vyacheslav moved with his
children to Baku. As a philology professor at the newly founded State University of Baku, he
lectured extensively on tragedy and used his translations of Aeschylus to teach students Greek and
classical meters. He was aware that he could use this rare level of classical philological fluency as
a currency, and that he would be taken seriously when invoking this project.

When Ivanov was able to permanently immigrate to Europe, he knew the chances of
publishing his translations of Aeschylus were nonexistent outside the Soviet Union. In 1937 he

offered his translations of Aeschylus along with Novalis to a Russian publisher in Paris, but here
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they also languished. Ivanov hoped his translations of Aeschylus would inspire recognition in his
audiences of the unity he believed existed between ancient Greece and Russia, writing
Ecou 61 pabora Obuta ymayHa, B caMOM Jiele, W TPUTOM (B JAaHHOM CcCllydae 3TO
HEO0XO0JIMMO) B JIYHYIIIEM CMBICIIE IOCTYITHA JUISl IIUPOKHUX KPYTOB, 51 ObUT OB BHYTPEHHE
CYACTIIMB; B MPOTHBHOM Clly4yae — HECYACTJIUB. DCXHJ — MEYTal0 5 — JIOJDKEH OBIThH
0O0IIIeHapOTHBIM JIOCTOSTHHEM; OH Oy/JeT MCTUHHO TPEYECKHM IO AyXY, €CJId OH OynieT u
WUCTHHHO PYCCKUM (HE WHTEIUTMTEHTCKUM, HE 3alaIHUYECKUM — T. €. pasrJIsiAbIBACMbIM
4yepe3 MpU3My 3amaJHON MHTEPIpPETaluy, HO YXKe, OHATHO, H HE «CTAaCOBCKHM»). EcThb
cdepa OOUTHOCTH MEXIY SJUIMHCKOW W HAIMOHAIBHOHN Jcu60U CTApUHON, KOTOPYIO MHE
XO0YETCSI OTKPBITh U BOILIOTUTH B 3TUX TIEPEBOJIAX.
If the work were truly successful, and (in this case, this is necessary) accessible in the best
sense to a wide circle, I would be inwardly happy; otherwise, unhappy. Aeschylus—I
dream—should be a national treasure; he will be truly Greek in spirit if he is also truly
Russian (not intellectual, not Westernized—that is, viewed through the prism of Western
interpretation, but, of course, not “Stasov-esque”®’ either). There is a commonality
between the Hellenic and national /iving traditions, which I want to discover and embody
in these translations.?*®
Ivanov aimed to render the foreboding, archaic language of Aeschylus by incorporating
words from Old Church Slavonic and the lofty language of eighteenth-century poetry. The use of
Church Slavonic to recreate the impression of high style in Ancient Greek is referenced in 1829 in
Gnedich’s introduction to his translation of the /liad, in which he clarifies that Homer’s language
does not need this type of linguistic intervention in order to render it in a style of Russian that is
true to the original. Ivanov left behind little writing on his approach to translation and his reasoning
behind certain translation choices. One exception is his introduction to a 1899 translation of
Pindar’s Pythian Odes, which are structurally similar to Aeschylean choral odes. In these
translations, Ivanov also relies on vocabulary from Old Church Slavonic, and he addresses this

decision briefly, stating, “The ecclesiastical and archaic popular elements admitted into the

language of the translation seemed to us to accord with the tone and dialect of the original.”

257 Vladimir Stasov was a 19th century writer and critic who wrote about the need for Russian art to be
liberated from Western influence.
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(“OneMeHThl LIEpKOBHBIE M CTAPOHAPOJHBIE, JOINYIIEHHBIE B SI3bIK MEPEBO/A, KAa3aJIUCh HaM
COTJIaCHBIMH C TOHOM M AUaJeKTOM noiuuauKa.””)>>° This still leaves many questions about how
to interpret the use of these elements in the specific circumstances in which they are employed.
There are several ways to approach Ivanov’s use of terms from Old Church Slavonic in his
translations. Liia Ermakova observes these terms are sometimes interpolated into the verse without
being tied to any equivalent Aeschylean term, but rather serve to synthesize and locate common
practice between Attic Greek and Christian literature, the same Dionysian project that also
occupied Merezhkovsky. In this way, Ivanov makes a case for the connection between Ancient
Greece and Russia on religious, literary, and linguistic levels. An example of this is Ivanov’s use
of the adjective crpactuo#i and the noun crpacrorepnen, which are both rooted in Orthodox
liturgical contexts. Ermakova points out that these terms frequently recur in Ivanov’s scholarly
writing on Dionysus: his two studies The Hellenic Religion of the Suffering God and Dionysianism
and Predionysianism each employ crtpactoreprienr to describe the suffering of Dionysus.
Ermakova writes,
VIBaHOB CO3HATENBHO BBOJUT XPUCTHAHCKUE 110 CBOUM KOHHOTALIUSAM MOHSATHS B JIUCKYPC
O JUOHMCHMCKOM PEIUIMM, YTO CO BCEH OYEBHUJHOCTBIO CIEAYET U3 TEX IAaCCaX el B
«/lnoHuce u MPaTMOHNCUIICTBEY, T/Ie OH CPABHUBACT «SI3BIYECKUE CTPACTHBIC MUCTEPUIY
C XPUCTUAHCKOW MHUCTEPHAIBHOM MIeel cTpacTe XpUCTOBBIX U KYJIbTOM MYYEHUKOB,
KOTOPBIM «IIEPKOBb, TPU 3aBOEBAHHHM €10 S3BIYECKOTO MHpa, HCKajla 3aMEHHTb
crapojgaBHue (GOPMBI KyJibTa sI3bIYECKUX TmpeakoB». «llomstme “‘crpacreit”, —
yTBepxaaeT IBaHOB, — NpsMO MepeIuio U3 JUIMHCKON peIuruy B XpUCTHAHCTBO, BO BCEH
MOJIHOTE CBOETO COZEPIKAHMUS, KAK MUCTHYECKOTO M 0OPAI0BOIrO TepMUHAY, 260
Ivanov consciously introduces concepts with Christian connotations into the discourse on
Dionysian religion—a fact that is patently evident from those passages in Dionysus and
Pre-Dionysianism where he compares the “pagan mysteries of suffering” with the Christian
mystery-idea of the Passion of Christ and the cult of martyrs, with which “the Church, in

the course of its conquest of the pagan world, sought to replace the ancient forms of the
cult of pagan ancestors.” “The concept of ‘suffering’ [passions],” Ivanov asserts, “passed
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directly from Hellenic religion into Christianity, in the full richness of its content, as both
a mystical and a ritual term.”

Ermakova identifies an instance in The Eumenides when Athena calls Orestes Monenbuimk-
crpactoreprerr, when there is no term in the line being translated (cepvog npociktwp &v TpdmoIg
TElovog) in alignment with that meaning.?%! By attributing this epithet to Orestes, Ivanov classifies
him among the suffering, Dionysian heroes of tragedy, while also imbuing him with Christlike
passions.

To examine this phenomenon in Ivanov’s translation further, I will turn to several examples
that I find illuminating from the translation of Aeschylus’s Agamemnon, the first play in the
Oresteia, in which the king of Argos and great warrior Agamemnon returns home after a decade
battling in Troy, accompanied by the Trojan princess Cassandra, whom he has taken as a prize of
war, to find that his wife, Clytemnestra has been scheming to take her revenge on him with the
help of her lover, Aigisthos. I will begin by taking a closer look at the prologue. The play begins
with a thirty-nine-line choral ode composed in iambic trimeter, which Ivanov retains in his
translation. The ode is spoken by a watchman who has been assigned the heretofore tedious task
of waiting to see Agamemnon’s imminent return signaled by flaming beacons. He has been waiting
a year, lying “doglike” on the palace roof, for any sign of his erstwhile ruler. His reaction to seeing
the flaming beacon changes from joy to trepidation over eleven lines, setting up our expectation
for this triumphant return to turn into bloody violence. Eduard Fraenkel’s commentary on the
Greek text notes that the tenor of the speech intensifies as it progresses: “Drop by drop,1 one by

one, ideas and images form in his weary head, and as they come he gives them utterance, advancing
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to clearer and more forceful expression of his experience.”?%? The commentary by David Raeburn
and Oliver Thomas describes the first lines of the tragedy as being “in the language of prayer”:
0g00C PEV aUTA TOVD  AmoAloynV TOVDV

QpoVPAg ETelog UTKOC, iV KOUMUEVOG

otéyang ATpelddv dykadev, Kovog diknyv,

GoTPOV KATOWOO VOKTEP®V OUYVPLY,

Kol ToLG pEpovTaC YETHO Kol 0Epog Bpotoig

AOUTPOVG dLVAGTAG, EUTPETOVTOG aBEPT

aotépac, tav POivooty, AVTOAdS TE TAV.

Before turning to my analysis of Ivanov’s translation, I quote from Richmond Lattimore’s
translation, in order to make clarifications regarding the original Greek.

I ask the gods some respite from the weariness

of this watchtime measured by years I lie awake

elbowed upon the Atreidae’s roof dogwise to mark

the grand processionals of all the stars of night

burdened with winter and again with heat for men,

dynasties in their shining blazoned on the air,

these stars, upon their wane and when the rest arise.?

The first word of the tragedy is Beovg, “gods” in the accusative case. Raeburn and Thomas point
out that the following phrase, T@®vd™ dmaAlaynyv Tévov, “release from these toils” or “respite from
the weariness” as Lattimore translates, is associated with the Eleusinian Mysteries and their
promise of “a happy afterlife,”?%* and this phrase is repeated again in line 20 of this speech, and
again in The Eumenides in a line spoken by Apollo to Orestes. The watchman “gains his release
through the appearance of torchlight”: the Mysteries speak of a processional led by the Furies into
the afterlife.?®> Another reference to the Eleusinian Mysteries can be found in lines 36-37, when

the watchman changes course after saying he welcomes Agamemnon home.

Yévorto & ovV LOAGVTOG EDPIAT yépa
dvaxtog olkmv Tde factacot xepi.

262 Fraenkel, 90
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0 & dAAa oryd: Podg Eml YAdooT HEYaS
Bépnkev:

May it only happen. May my king come home, and I
Take it up within this hand the hand I love. The rest
I leave to silence; for an ox stands huge upon

My tongue.2%¢

Raeburn and Thomas explain that the phrase “an ox stands huge upon my tongue” is a “proverbial

expression ‘keeping mum’; the image of a key on the tongue is also found, associated with the

29267

secrecy of the Eleusinian mysteries. The watchman’s speech concludes by firming up his

resolution to only unlock his words only for those already in the know: “oikog 8" odtdg, &l pOoyynv
AaPot, / capéotat’ av AéEetev: g Ekmv €y / paBodoty addd Kov pabodot Anbouat.” According

to the commentary, “The initiated will understand his hints about the house’s secrets; he is careful

29268

the uninitiated will not. This is a work in which words are carefully calibrated, and that the

watchman is afraid even to speak aloud the topic on his mind reveals the word’s power. “The

play’s compulsive dynamic lies in the accumulation of ominous words,” Raeburn writes, “which

should be perceived as a form of action, with power to influence what happens.”?

This “language of prayer” and reference to secret ritual is present in Ivanov’s translation.
As is possible in Greek and Russian and is (practically) impossible in English, Ivanov’s
Agamemnon begins with the word “gods” as the direct object.

BboroB Moo, 1a KOHYATCS TPY/IBI CUU

Hounsix gozopos! Jloaruii roa, ATpuaos nec,
Jlexxy Ha BBIIIKE, OTICPIINCH HA JTOKOTh, —

W BegoM cTanm MHE KpyroBpaTHBIX 3B€3]1 CO00p,
Hecymux 3HO# 1 X0J10/1, Y3HAIO BIAJBIK,
Bo3aymHsix BeneHoces. "
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While the language of the watchman in Greek is reserved, hesitant to share too much information
about the implications of Agamemnon’s return, Ivanov’s watchman makes his thoughts perfectly
clear, and speaks in a colloquial register. The vocabulary is often rooted in Old Church Slavonic,
adding a lofty tone to certain phrases. I will skip to the verse beginning at line 26.

26. AyapéUVOVog YOVOIKL GNUOIVED TOPDC
€VVIG EMOVTEIACAY G TAYOG OOLOLC
OAOALYUOV 0PN UODVTO THOE Aot
gmopOialerv, gimep TAiov TOAG

30. édAmKeY, OC O PPLKTOG AyYEAAMV TTPEMEL:
avTOG T  EYWYE QPOIUIOV YOPEHLGOLLOL.

0 SeoTMOTMV Yap £V TEGHVTO ONGOpL

Tpic £ falovong THoOE Lot PpLKTMPIOG.

34. yévo1to 8" oDV HoAdvTog EDQIAL Yépa
dvoktog otkmv T110€ factdoat xepi.

0 0" GAAO o1y®: foDG EMl YADGON HEYOC
BéPnkev: oikog & avtdg, i pOoyynv Aéfot,
copéoTat AV AEEEIEV: DG EKQAV £YD
poabodov addd kov pabodot Anbopat.

Ivanov’s translation:

26. Cynpyra AraMeMHOHa — ycCJIbIIIalia Jb?

bery noBegats 3Hamenbe. Upe3 Mur oHa,
BocnpsiHyB ¢ n0xa, paloCTHBIN MOABIMET KUK,
Berpeuas nmukoBaHbeM BOXKACTCHHBIN Ty,

30. 3aromnocut: «Ilobena! Pyxuaysn Bpaxuit Kpeminb!..»
Eli cnaBy neth, a MHE TJIsICaTh NpeaciaBue!

3a HapcKuil 10M 51 TPYKJIBI 1O LIECTH OYKOB

371ech BBIUTPaJ Ha BBIIIKE — CTABKY MOJHYIO!

34. Korpaa ObI TOJIBKO IIEJT U 3/IpaB BEpHYJICS cam!
LapeBy pyKy MUJIYIO COKMY Jib B CBOEH?

O npouem uu nosicnona! IloroBopka ectb:

Cran ObIK OTpOMHBIN Ha SI3bIK — HE CIIBHHEIIb. Bce
Ckazanu 6 9TH CTeHBI, Oy/Ib y CTEH SI3bIK...

KT0 3Ha€T — MOHSI; HEBAOMEK HaMEK Apyrum. 2!
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Ivanov changes the tone of the speech in an effort to elucidate Aeschylus’s words. I will not belabor
each change he makes in his translation of the original text, but I will note changes that appear
particularly interesting, and speculate on possible reasons for Ivanov’s choices. The word cymnpyra,
for example, a formal term for spouse, stands out as a translation of yvvaika, wife, a word that
seems to me perfectly aligned to >xena as terms derived or equivalent to the word for “woman.”
Ivanov often gives preference in these translations to words derived from Old Church Slavonic,
but in this case cynpyra and sxeHa are both originally found in the archaic language. The term c
ynpyra—spouse—does create distance between Agamemnon and Clytemnestra, signaling to the
reader that the watchman knows Clytemnestra is wife in name only to Agamemnon. In the same
line, the watchman asks ycnermana n16? Has she heard? This is a bizarre question, as it is his
responsibility to convey this information to her. In Greek, the watchman addresses Clytemnestra
in the dative: Ayopéuvovog yovaiki onpaivo topdc, “to the wife of Agamemnon I cry out
piercingly.”

Ivanov translates line 30 “3aromnocur: ‘[lobena! Pyxuyn Bpaxuit kpemis!...”” The word
“victory” does not appear in Aeschylus, but the watchman instead wonders if the city of Ilium has
been conquered (£dAwkev). Ivanov’s line has more archaic language, and most notably, the word
kpemutb, while Aeschylus simply calls the Ilium oA, city. The use of the word kpemis, kremlin,
is unmistakably intended to merge Russian and Greek traditions, to build a landscape of the ancient
world in the minds of his Russophone audience that resembled the visible remnants of the medieval
Russian empire. Similarly, in line 34, Ivanov translates yépa dvaxtoc oikwv, the hand of master of
the house, as [lapeBy pyky [Mumnyto coxmy], the tsar’s hand. Twice more in this verse he adds the
modifier napckuii when the corresponding Greek phrase refers to a house (oikog or 6pog) with

no such adjective: first in line 19—Henanno B napckom nome!—and second in lines 32-33—3a
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LAPCKUH JOM s TPHIKIBI IO IIECTH OYKOB / 3/1ech BhIMrpai Ha Bbimke. Phrasing such as “LlapeBy
PYKY MHJIYIO COKMY JIb B cBoei?” also carries an association with the language of folklore or fairy
tale. Repeated use of words with the root cnas- convey images of Church Slavonic and the
language of liturgical worship, notably in line 31: Eii cnaBy netb, a MHe muisicath npeaciasue! To
sing the glory, cnaBy meTs, is ecclesiastical language often used in the context of glorifying God.
The verb rutsicars refers often to folk dance, a narodnyi dance in which someone of the watchman’s
social class would participate. This verb also recalls the group ritual of singing and dancing that
Ivanov emphasizes in his scholarship to be the key to understanding the function of the chorus.
Ivanov has changed the register of the Watchman’s Speech, marking a significant change in a
highly important passage. The opening scene of the Agamemnon sets the tone for the entire trilogy
of plays, and would potentially be a reader’s first exposure to the language of Aeschylus (in
translation). This translation releases the tension and reservation of the watchman in Greek, and
his Russian aligns him with the literature and folklore of Russia pre-Westernization and pre-
industrialization.

Further along in the tragedy, Clytemnestra is also given liturgical language in an
unexpected context. Agamemnon has made his triumphant return to Argos, accompanied by
Cassandra, a silent captive. They are greeted by Clytemnestra and her maids, who are carrying
purple tapestries for Agamemnon to tread upon as she beckons them inside the palace, where she
promises celebratory sacrifices. Ivanov uses the language of biblical sacrifice in these lines from

Clytemnestra in 1056-57:

Khtaypmortpa T LEV YOp €0TIOC LEGOUPAAOL
gotnkev fioN pfAo Tpog ceaydc Tapoc?’?
Clytemnestra At the central altarstone

the flocks are standing, ready for the sacrifice®”3
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The Athenians of the fifth century were very familiar with all kinds of animal sacrifice (the festival
during which the Agamemnon was first performed was likely accompanied by the sacrifice of a
bull), and sheep were among the most frequent and therefore unremarkable animals to be
sacrificed. Clytemnestra refers to pufjia, adult sheep, and we understand her double meaning and
her intended human victims. Ivanov translates the word as “lamb” instead of “sheep.”
Kiauremuecrpa V3K arHusl KIyT
3akIaHus y )KepTBEHHHUKA CPEJIHETO
ITanar napesbix.?’*

Ivanov uses the Church Slavonic word for lamb, aruen, which is used in phrases like “arnerr
Boxwuit” (“the lamb of God”), and is distinct from the conversational words in Russian for lamb
(sruénok/arus). The Slavonic term of course itself derived from antiquity: agnus is lamb in Latin,
a primary source of ecclesiastical language. The word for sacrifice or slaughter employed by
Ivanov, 3aknanmue, is also an archaic, literary term. The implications for these translation choices
are enthralling. Firstly, Isaiah 53:7 describes Christ and his humility in the face of his crucifixion
as brought as a “lamb to slaughter.”?”> In Old Church Slavonic, the phase appears as “arsens
npens ctpurymumMb.” Does Ivanov see either Cassandra or Agamemnon as a Christlike figure? It
would certainly not be Agamemnon, whose crime preceding this tragedy is a link to another
interesting implication for his being a “lamb led to slaughter”: Clytemnestra is moved to murder
her husband as revenge for his decision to sacrifice their daughter, Iphigenia, in exchange for the
strong winds needed to sail their fleet to Troy, putting him in similar territory to Abraham, who

was commanded by God to sacrifice his son Isaac. Isaac is saved at the last moment by God, who

274 lvanov 2018, 105

275 The original Greek of Isaiah 53:7 has TTpoBaTov, “sheep,” leading this translation in a circle. For the
purposes of lvanov’s intention to populate his translation of Aeschylus with words from OCS, the OCS
terminology takes precedence over the original text.
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swaps him for a ram.?’® Perhaps Ivanov is exploring the possibilities of the divine command in
ancient literature, or how the crime of sacrificing a child in the way an animal is sacrificed is
treated across ancient cultures.

One final scene from later in the Agamemnon that I find to exhibit Ivanov’s approach to
translating Aeschylus is the dialogue between Cassandra, the kidnapped princess doomed with
prophetic sight, and the chorus, which follows Clytemnestra’s fatal invitation inside. This is a part
of the play that Aristotle in his Poetics dubbed the kommos: a back-and-forth interplay between
the chorus and an actor that heightens the drama and makes the stakes clear. These are Cassandra’s
first lines spoken in the play, although she has been silently standing by Agamemnon as he is
ominously greeted by Clytemnestra. Once Agamemnon and Clytemnestra leave the stage
(Cassandra having silently rejected Clytemnestra’s invitation to enter the palace), Cassandra’s
prophecy begins spilling out in threnodic song, predicting Agamemnon’s murder and her own. The
members of the chorus are reluctant to listen to Cassandra’s words and respond disbelievingly to
her prophecies, which aligns the audience with the doomed princess and against the chorus, which
is the audience’s representative onstage.

1107. Kaoavopa

1o tdAova, T0d€ Yap TEET,

TOV OHOSEUVIOV TTOGY

AOVTPOTICT PAUOPVVUGO—TIDG PPACH TEAOG;
TAY0G Yap T0d° Eotar: mpoteivel 0E yelp €K
XEPOG OPEYLLOTAL.

Xopog

obmm Euvijka: VOV yap &€ aiviypudtov

gmapyépoiot 0ecpatolg aunyava.

1114. Kaocavopa.
£ &, mamod moamod, Ti TooE Qaivetay,

278 |phigenia in Tauris, a tragedy by Euripides, imagines that Iphigenia was swapped for a deer by
Artemis during her father’s sacrifice, and has survived into adulthood as a priestess for Artemis in Tauris,
or modern-day Crimea, another representation of Scythian territory in the tragic mythos.
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7 dikTvdv iy’ Adov;

A" apkog 1 Evvevvog, N Euvarttia

(OVOV. GTACIG & AKOPETOG YEVEL

KOTOAOALEAT® BVpLOTOG AEVGipOoV.

1107. Cassandra

So cruel then, that you can do this thing?

The husband of your own bed

to bathe bright with water—how shall I speak the end?
This thing shall be done with speed. The hand gropes
now, and the other

hand follows in turn.

Chorus

No, I am lost. After the darkness of her speak

I go bewildered in a mist of prophecies.

1114. Cassandra

No, no, see there! What is that thing that shows?

Is it some net of death?

Or is the trap the woman there, the murderess?

Let now the slakeless fury in the race

rear up to howl aloud over this monstrous death.

These lines are not of a fixed meter, but this section is characterized by an abundance of dochmiacs,
a meter that is used in tragedy to convey expressions of agitation and distress. These can especially
be found in Cassandra’s speech, heightening her pain. The choral verses are also composed in
dochmiacs and choriambs. This is a part of the tragedy that is meant to sound more musical, and
it is easy to imagine foreboding, rhythmic group dance as the chorus tries to interpret and refute
Cassandra’s prophecies. Ivanov’s translation, which in other sections discussed above and
throughout the rest of the tragedy is adhering to the same meter as the original, does not attempt
to exactly match the meter here. Instead, he recreates the effect of these meters by interrupting
lines with frequent exclamations and short, fragmented sentences. This is especially true in

Cassandra’s verses. The responses of the chorus are smoother and closer to regular iambic verse,

although they also reflect their own distress at Cassandra’s words.
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1107. Kaccanapa

CoJiesaTh 9TO — XOYEIThb, TPOKIIATAS?

Toro, ¢ kem Tbl criasna, 3a4eM —

Ero BcTpeuas — B Ganto mosena?.. 3auem?

Uro nane — He Buxky. Criemat. B upto-To pyky

UYro-TO cyeT pyka...

IIpeaBoauTenas xopa

Eme ne pazymero. CioBHO OebpMaMu,

Bemanue 3arajgkamMu MHE 3aCTUT CBeT.

1114. Kaccanapa

Al..al.. ¥VBoI! yBBI! UTO 5 yBHAENA?

Awnna cets! Cekupal

Tomop naByoctpsiii! C HUM OHa, ¢ yOuiIero,

JaBHo cnana... JleMon cembu, Pazmop,

Kaueiit, nukyit! Bapixaii kpou apiM. I'pex cBepien.?’’

Cassandra’s prophetic abilities were given to her by Apollo, who also cursed her to never be
believed when she speaks her visions. Beginning in 1107, Cassandra is receiving and reacting to
the prophetic vision that will be revealed as Clytemnestra murdering Agamemnon. Cassandra,
seeing Clytemnestra through the veil of prophecy, addresses her and asks her how she could kill
TOV Opodéuviov mooty, her husband and bedfellow, Aovtpoict padpvvaca, having cleansed him
with a bath. Ivanov translates this line as Toro, ¢ kem TbI cnana, the one with whom you slept, B
Oanro mosena, and led into the banya. Again, like kremlin, this is a word that paints a specifically
Slavic scene. There is no banya or bathhouse in the original, only a bath. It is also surprisingly
colloquial to call Agamemnon the one with whom Clytemnestra slept instead of one of the two
words for spouse used in the Greek. Naming the relationship between Agamemnon and
Clytemnestra through their extinguished sexual relationship also reminds us that Cassandra is the

forced concubine of Agamemnon, a victim of his violence like Clytemnestra’s sacrificed daughter,

Iphigenia, and his current, unwilling bedfellow. Cassandra calls out in the agonized cries of Greek

277 peschylus 1989, 106
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tragedy € &, mamol momod, e e papai papai, which English-language translators often unconvincingly
render along the lines of “alas!” Ivanov’s Cassandra calls out yBsI, which is at least an iamb like
papai, and nicely anticipates sonically her next phrase, “Yro s yBunemna?”

Several lines later in Ivanov’s translation, Cassandra addresses Clytemnestra again as
JHemon cembr, demon of the family. The phrase that would correspond with this translation in the
original is dpkvg, hunter’s net, as Cassandra is referring to the queen as the snare or net that will
entrap her husband. This is quite different from “demon.” Demon is also a complex word to use in
this context, as a homonym with daipwv, “daimon,” which means god or goddess or divine being,
and does not only refer to an evil entity, only a great one. Socrates called his guiding inner voice
daimon or daimonian, and this was a positive presence in his life. Ivanov certainly knew all this.
It may be a bridge too far to interpret this as a gesture at representing the ambiguity in
Clytemnestra’s character and motivation, which can be understood through the Hegelian
understanding of tragedy: she is righteously angry at Agamemnon for slaughtering her daughter.
Unlike in the Antigone, in which Creon and Antigone each have a version of justice on their side,
Agamemnon and Clytemnestra are each convinced they are justified in their decision to murder.

The next line is completely different from the Greek: XKannbrii, mukyii! Basixait kpoBu
M. ['pex cBepmen. “Greedy one, rejoice! Inhale the fumes of blood. The sin is done.” “Greedy
one” aligns with the Greek dxopetoc, insatiable, but the rest of the line, especially the invocation
of rpex, sin, a return to distinctly Christian terminology. There is no “sin” in the Greek, nor is sin
in Greek literature the same as sin in Christianity, which is rooted in the “original sin” committed
by Adam and Eve. In Greek there is the term apaptio, hamartia, which means mistake or error and
can refer to guilt. The sin is also not done at this point: Cassandra is speaking in prophetic perfect

tense, which is how prophets in the Bible speak. The concept of the prophet and the power of the
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unexpected person endowed with prophetic abilities is present across religions and religious
literature. Endowing Cassandra, a Trojan (Eastern) princess with doomed foreknowledge of the
fall of a Greek royal house which she expresses in the voice of a Christian prophet, certainly seems
to me to fit into Ivanov’s project of connecting ancient sites of tragedy with Slavic history and
religion. I will expand on this tendency in my fourth chapter, as it corresponds with Ivanov’s tragic

dramas Prometheus and Tantalus.

Translations of the Hippolytus by Annensky and Merezhkovsky

After an introduction to the factors at play in Annensky’s and Merezhkovsky’s translation
projects, I will examine a passage from the Hippolytus, a tragedy translated and written about
extensively by both Annensky and Merezhkovsky, Euripides’ Hippolytus, and compare how the
text is rendered in Russian by each translator.

Until 1906, Innokenty Annensky published his poetry under the pseudonym Hux. To— a
reference to the Odyssey that beautifully reproduces in Russian the double meaning of the name in
Ancient Greek. In Book 9 of the Odyssey, Odysseus is preparing to stab out the eye of the cyclops
Polyphemos with a flaming staff, and as he creeps toward the giant creature he speaks in “honeyed”
tones to him: “Cyclops, you’ve been asking me for my famous name and now / I shall tell you—
and then you’ll give me the guest-gift you’ve promised me. / No-One is my name. No-One is what
people call me, / My mother and my father and all my comrades, too.”?’® After being stabbed,
Polyphemos stumbles out of his cave, calling out to his neighbors, “Friends, No-Ore is killing
me—Dby trickery, not force!”?” The word for “no one” in Greek that is used in both of these cases

is “outis" (“oVtic”’). However, his neighboring cyclops use a different word for “no one” when

278 Mendelsohn, 208
279 Mendelsohn, 209
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they call back to him in exasperation: “If no one is doing you harm while you sit there all by
yourself / Well, there’s no way to fend off a malady that comes from mighty Zeus.”?%° Instead of
“outis,” the other cyclops say “mé tis” (“un 1ig”), which also means “no one” or “not any man.” In
addition, however, to this meaning, it is a homophone for the word métis (“pfjtig”) which means
“cunning intelligence.” As he is stumbling around, blinded, Polyphemos hears his fellow cyclops
telling him that it was cunning intelligence that has injured him. This double meaning has proven
impossible for English translators to reproduce. It is a moment of ingenuity and arrogance from
Odysseus, a prank that will further complicate his journey home as he has angered Poseidon
(Polyphemos’s father).

Annensky is a clever linguist, like Odysseus, but his reputation as an educator, poet, critic,
and translator shows that he was a man of humility, erudition, and patience, with the calm authority
of a schoolteacher. Annensky’s reference to this moment is as Homeric as it is Gogolian: he
assumes an identity (within the obvious pseudonym) recognizably Russian while also eschewing
recognition, disguising himself as Hukro, while also boldly aligning himself with Odysseus.
Annensky published semi-anonymously, as a nobody, throughout the 1890s, building a tidy
collection of scholarly articles and reviews as he spent his days teaching at Nikolaevskaya
Gymnasia in Tsarskoe Selo. This pseudonym may also be seen as sadly prescient, as he was little
recognized for his contributions to Russian modernism in his lifetime. After Annensky’s death,
Voloshin wrote about how it took years for him to understand in full all of Annensky’s
contributions to Russian literature, having encountered his criticism, poetry, French and Greek
translations, and more separately, and thought of them as belonging to different entities named

Nikolai, Ivan, and Innokenty.
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Ho MoxHO 51 ObUTO J0TafaThCsi O TOM, YTO 3TOT OKPYKHOH MHCIIEKTOP U JUPEKTOP
TUMHa3uM, OTOT MO3T-MOJEPHHUCT, OTOT KPUTHUK, 3aUHTEPECOBAHHBIH pUTMaMU
baapmoHTa, 9TOT 3HATOK  (paHIy3CKOM JuTeparypbl, K Kotopomy [Hukomaii]
MuxaitnoBckuii obparaiics 3a CB€ACHUSIMH, 3TOT IEPEBOIINK DBPUIIKA - BCE OTHO T TO
xKe TUuo?

Jlnsg meHst 37ech ObLIO OKOJIO JECSATKA Pa3IWYHbBIX JIUL, APYT C IPYTOM HE CXOXKHUX HU
CBOMMH HHTEpEcaMi, HU BO3PACTOM, HU XapaKTepOM JESATEIbHOCTH, HU OOIECTBEHHBIM
nosiokeHneM. OHM CIIMIIUCH TOJIBKO B TOT MapTOBCKUi 1eHb 1909 roxa, koraa s B nepBbIi
pa3 Bomen B kabunetr nHokenTHst denopoBrya U yBUIAI TUIICOBEIE OFOCTBI ['oMepa u
Dppunua.>s!

But could one possibly have guessed that this district inspector and gymnasium director—

this modernist poet, this critic fascinated by the rhythms of Balmont, this connoisseur of

French literature to whom [Nikolai] Mikhailovsky turned for information, this translator of

Euripides—were all one and the same person?

To me, they appeared as nearly a dozen distinct individuals, bearing no resemblance to one

another in their interests, their age, the nature of their work, or their social standing. They

coalesced into a single figure only on that March day in 1909, when I first entered

Innokenty Fyodorovich’s study and beheld the plaster busts of Homer and Euripides.
Voloshin had met Annensky only in the year before the latter’s death, 1908, a bright year full of
new poetic and artistic acquaintances for the long-cloistered Annensky.

Annensky’s experience with Ancient Greek began in secondary school, but became his
focus during university. While he was not as prodigiously accomplished as Ivanov at that age,
Catriona Kelly’s research shows that he was qualified to begin a career as a professor at the
university level. This did not come to pass, however, as the Annensky family was not able to
continue supporting him financially through doctoral coursework, and so Innokenty began work
as a tutor for a wealthy family; he married the widow at the head of that family in 1879. He began
teaching Russian and classical philology at the gymnasium level soon thereafter, which would be
his primary occupation for the rest of his life. Kelly writes, “As Annensky's career progressed, he

became increasingly disillusioned, and began to believe that the only value of his job was that it

offered him a means of propagating interest in classical literature.”?%? The idea to translate the

281 \/oloshin, 524
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works of Euripides, along with introductory articles and commentary, came to Annensky in 1891,
during the two years in which he taught at the Pavel Galagan College in Kyiv. In his introduction
to a volume on Annensky’s translations of Euripides, Mikhail Gasparov paints a compassionate
portrait of a man whose literary preoccupations shaped his reality.

“SI3pIK TpHOYHA ¢ cepieM JJaHu — mucal AHHEHCKHI B CTUXOTBOPHOM HA/IMMUCH K CBOEMY
MopTpeTy. Bpsi i1 KTo U3 unTaTeNnel yCIbIIUT B €r0 CTUXaX U CTaThAX “‘SI3bIK TPUOYHA.
Ho Amnnenckwii 3Haim, o yem roBopmwi. OH Obul cBepctHUK Hazncona, apmmHa u
Koponenko, 6par cBoero Opara HapoJHWKA, BOCIIUTAHHBIA B CaMON IMyOJUIIUCTUYECKON
3MoxXe pycckod  KyiabTypbl. COOCTBEHHBIMM YCHUJMSMM, CKPBITBIMH OT  IJIa3
COBPEMEHHUKOB, OH cJienan u3 ceds Toro odpasmosoro denoBeka fin de siecle, kakum MbI
ero 3HaeM. BHyTpeHHHI1 OpUEHTHUDP Yy HETO UMEJICS, “‘Ceplle JJaHu ~, TIOJIHOE CTpaxa nepen
KHU3HBIO, HE BBIIyMaHO: OH ObUT CMOJIOy O0JIbHOM, BCeria 0] yTpo30i pa3pbiBa cep/la,
HEBPAaCTEHHUK C OCA3aTeNIbHBIMM TajuirouudHanusMu. Ho BHyTpeHHero opueHTtHpa
HEJIOCTATOYHO: “SI3BIKOM CEpIla TOBOPUTH HE TaK MPOCTO, KaK Ka3aJlOCh POMAHTHKAM,
3TOT A3BIK TOXKE HYXKHO CIepBa BblyuuTh. HykeH Obul OpueHTHp BHEMIHUN. Takum
OPUEHTUPOM JUIS HETO cTalu (paHIly3CKHe “NapHacIbl U MPOKIsAThe” — U EBpumm.

B oOpamenun x Qpaniry3am oH Obl1 He onuHOK. Jlpyroit ero cBepcTHUK, II.
SxyboBudy-MenbinH, ToXe nepeBoaua bomiepa, Toxke oT MOTpeOGHOCTH cep/lia U TeEMU
e IpUeMaMu, YTO U AHHEHCKUH. B MUpoB033peHnn AHHEHCKOTO MpayuHblii arHOCTUIIU3M
JlexonTa ne JInns onupancs Ha crapbii arensM [IncapeBa. Ha MogHOE CBEpXUEI0BEUECTBO
Huume y Hero y»xe He XBaTHJIO CHJIBI; OH YCTall OT CAMOBBIKOBBIBAHHUSI, OT TOW MPOIACTH
Mexny Hanconom n Mannapme, KOTOpyro eMy NpUIUIOCH IPE010JIeTh OAHUM 11aroM. Ho
ce0sl OH BBIKOBAJI -- M HOBBIN IMODTHYECKUH A3BIK TOXE. >3

“The tongue of a tribune with the heart of a fawn”—so wrote Annensky in a verse
inscription accompanying his portrait. Few readers, if any, would discern the "tongue of a
tribune" in his poetry and essays. Yet Annensky knew whereof he spoke. He was a
contemporary of Nadson, Garshin, and Korolenko—the brother of a Narodnik, raised in
the most journalistic era of Russian culture. Through his own efforts—efforts hidden from
the eyes of his contemporaries—he forged himself into that quintessential fin de siecle
figure we know today. He possessed an inner compass; the “heart of a fawn”—brimming
with a fear of life—was no mere invention: he had been sickly since youth, constantly
under the threat of cardiac arrest, a neurasthenic plagued by tactile hallucinations. Yet an
inner compass alone is insufficient; to “speak the language of the heart” is not as simple as
the Romantics imagined—that language, too, must first be learned. An external compass
was required. That compass he found in the French “Parnassians and the poetes maudits™—
and in Euripides.

In turning to the French, he was not alone. Another contemporary of his, P.
Yakubovich-Melshin, also translated Baudelaire—likewise out of a heartfelt need, and
employing the very same techniques as Annensky. In Annensky’s worldview, the somber
agnosticism of Leconte de Lisle found its foundation in the old-guard atheism of Pisarev.

283 Annenskii 2007, 7-8
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He no longer possessed the strength to embrace Nietzsche’s fashionable concept of the

Ubermensch; he had grown weary of the ceaseless self-forging—weary of that chasm

between Nadson and Mallarmé which he had been compelled to bridge in a single stride.

Yet he had indeed forged himself—and, in the process, a new poetic language as well.
Gasparov’s suggestion that Annensky’s embrace of French Parnassians over realism or the
German Romantics was the result of his lifelong physical and emotional fragility is compelling,
but not fully convincing. Annensky’s predilection for both French Parnassians and Euripides are
united by his attention to clarity and beauty in lyrical verse. Despite his physical ailments,
Annensky spent decades in a demanding career, declaiming to generations of students the
importance of learning the languages of ancients until they could recognize their beauty. Outside
of teaching hours, Annensky continued to strive to instill interest and excitement about classical
literature in his students, which coincided with his translation endeavors. In 1893, he staged a
student production of Euripides’ Rhesus, using his own translation. Rhesus is a lesser-known
tragedy that takes place during the Trojan War and imagines the events of Book 10 of the /liad,
when Odysseus sneaks into the Trojan camps. Kelly points out that despite Annensky’s reputation
as a highly trained classicist, his publications on the area were largely for popular consumption or
for educational use, and he made little original scholarly contributions to the field.?** His Greek
was also imperfect: Zielinski admitted to amending Annensky’s translations before he considered
them fit to publish.?®

Annensky’s translations were known and well regarded during his lifetime, although the
majority of his work remained unpublished for years to decades after his death. His first volume

of poetry, Tikhie Pesni, was published in 1900, after over a decade of publishing translations and

scholarship. Other than Greek, he translated primarily from French, focusing on the Symbolist
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poetry of Rimbaud, Verlaine, and Mallarmé. Annensky translated poetry by the Parnassian poet
Lesconte de Lisle, a classicist who had himself translated Aeschylus, Euripides, Sophocles,
Homer, Hesiod, and Horace into French. Gasparov suggests that de Lisle’s prose translations of
Euripides may have been an aid for Annensky’s translations of Euripides, adding that “no one has
investigated this yet.”?%¢ (I shall not rectify this gap in Annensky studies: I have no French.)
Annensky began his project of translating all nineteen of Euripides’ extant plays in 1890, and had
only recently finished the last translation, of the Medea, in the year of his death, 1909. Of a planned
three-volume series of the Teatr Evripida, only one volume was published during his lifetime. This
volume, published in 1906, contained his translations and comments on the Alcestis, Medea,
Hippolytus, Ion, Cyclops, and Herakles. After Annensky’s death, the project was taken up by
Zielinski, who worked with Sabashnikov to acquire the rights to the publication of the collected
tragedies. Between Annensky’s death and his departure for Poland, Zielinski edited his translations
of the tragedies and added his own critical commentary to publish alongside Annensky’s
introductions to each play. Sabashnikov and Zielinski published four volumes of Annensky’s
Euripidean translations but this project was left unfinished when Zielinski left Bolshevik Russia
for Poland in 1922.2%7

In his approach to translation, Kelly asserts that Annensky is more in line with the
Symbolists than not. “The main effect of the Symbolists' contact with the ancient world,” Kelly
writes,

was to make them timid and defensive about translating Greek and Latin literature. They

wrote introductions to their classical translations, which they had not felt it necessary to do

with their translations from French, and made ostentatious reference to their own erudition,

as if to justify their handling of forbidden material. [...] The semi-academic character of

Annensky's translations is typically Symbolist. His translations of French and German
poetry were done privately, and he appears not to have thought of publication at first. But

286 Annenskii 2007, 8
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his translations of classical poetry were specifically for publication, and most were
published shortly after they were written. The Symbolists' attitude to classical poetry was
more faint-hearted than to contemporary poetry. They argued here for the very technique
of bukval'nyi perevod [literal translation] they had attacked elsewhere. Annensky was the
sternest advocate of this.?®

While Annensky sternly advocated for literal translation, his own translations, as I shall
demonstrate, were far from literal. Gasparov, writing fifteen years after Kelly, also differentiates
between Annensky’s approaches to translating French and Greek verse.

B paGote HaJy 5TUM HOBBIM S3bIKOM Y HET0 ObUIO J1Ba psiAa yIpaKHEHUH — Oojiee JIerkue u
6onee TpynHble. boee nerkumu ObUTH TIEPEBOJIBI U3 (PAHITY3CKHX MOITOB: 37€Ch HY>KHO
ObUIO TMpeonoJieBaTh COMPOTHUBIIEHHWE MaTepuajia B ceOe, M3IaMbIBaTh MPUBBIYHBIN
HA/ICOHOBCKMH (B JydumieM ciy4yae (EeTOBCKHil) s3bIK MO 4YyXuM oOpasuam. boree
TPyAHBIMA ObUTM TepeBOAbl M3 EBpumnmpa: 3aech HYXHO OBLIO MPEOIOJICBATh
COTPOTHUBIICHUE MaTepuaa rnepes coooi, IepeaeabBaTh MO TEM K€ HOBEHIIIMM 3aIiaTHBIM
oOpa3nam SI3bIK QHTUYHOM Tpareiuu, emie ropasfgo MeHee mnonatiuBbiil. (Kakum
MOJICTIOPbEM JUII AHHEHCKOTO IMpPHU 3TOM ObUI JIGKOHTOBCKHI IMpPO3anvecKuil MepeBox
EBpunupaa, torma 3HaMeHUTHIH, a Temepb 3a0bITBIMA, -- ATOrO MOKAa €Il HHUKTO HE
nuccaenoBan.) @®paHiy30B AHHEHCKHMH TIEPEBOJMI Ha HWMEIOIIMICS PYCCKHHA S3BIK,
npeobpaxas ero; EBpunuga oH nepeBoAuJI Ha HOBBIM, TPEOOPaKEHHBIH PYCCKUN S3BIK,
0€3 OMOpHI Ha TPAJUILIUIO, KaK IIEPBOIpoxoel. >

In working on this new language, he undertook two distinct sets of exercises—one easier,
the other more difficult. The easier exercises involved translating from French poets: here,
he had to overcome the resistance of the material within himself—to wrench his habitual,
Nadson-esque (or, at best, Fet-esque) idiom into conformity with foreign models. The more
difficult exercises involved translating from Euripides: here, he had to overcome the
resistance of the material before him—to refashion the language of ancient tragedy (an
idiom far less pliable still) according to those very same, cutting-edge Western models. (To
what extent Leconte de Lisle’s prose translation of Euripides—then celebrated, though now
forgotten—served as an aid to Annensky in this endeavor remains a subject no one has yet
explored.) Annensky translated the French poets into the existing Russian language,
thereby transfiguring it; he translated Euripides, however, into a new—already
transfigured—Russian language, forging ahead like a pioneer, without any reliance on
tradition.

In 1899, theater scholar and classicist Boris Varneke read Annensky’s translation of

Iphigenia in Aulis, which had been published in 1898 in the Journal of the Ministry of Public
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Education (Kypnane Munucmepcmea napoonozo npoceeujenus). Varneke shared it with Yury
Ozarovsky, who had directed Merezhkovsky’s Antigone earlier that year and was looking for
another project in which the storied theater actress Vera Kommissarzhevskaya would be interested
in starring. Iphigenia in Aulis depicts Agamemnon’s decision to sacrifice his daughter, Iphigenia,
in order to receive winds to sail with his army to Troy, and his deception of Iphigenia and his wife,
Clytemnestra, a crime for which he will be repaid in the events of the Agamemnon. According to
Varneke’s memoirs, Annensky was delighted by the idea of his translation being staged, and
Ozarovsky agreed to direct the tragedy and brought it to Kommissarzhevskaya, who was cast as
Iphigenia. In an interesting turn, Kommissarzhevskaya dropped out of the production short before
its run and was replaced by Ozarovsky’s wife; Varneke speculates that her decision to leave the
production was “perhaps influenced by the intrigues of Merezhkovsky and Madame Gippius”
(“ezBa J1v HE MO/ BIMSIHUEM HHTPUT MepexkoBckoro u m-me [ummyc”).??° This is an intriguing
supposition, a bit of Petersburg gossip that I wish was further documented. It is not difficult to
imagine that there would be tension between Annensky and Merezhkovsky after Annensky’s
negative reviews of Merezhkovsky’s translations of tragedy and of Daphnis and Chloe, but I have
not encountered any other sources on this smaller staging of Iphigenia in Aulis beyond Varneke’s
recollection that would corroborate this reason for Kommissarzhevskaya’s absence. She was
replaced by Ozarovsky’s wife, the actress Daria Musina-Pushkina, and the performance took place
in March 1900 at Pavlova Hall (3an [1aBmoBoit) on Troitsky Street in Petersburg. On Annensky’s
participation in the production, Varneke writes,

He 6mmxe, uem KommsipeBckuii [Petersburg literature scholar and husband of the actress

playing Clytemnestra], crosi1 k TeaTpy U caMm nepeBoquuk MuHokeHTHii @enopoBuy, Ha

MEePBOH K€ YNTKE 3asBUBIINN, YTO OH OYEHb JaBHO HE ObIBaI B Tearpe. [...] OH oKazaycs

OYCHb HCCTOBOPYHUBBLIM aBTOPOM, C 0010 OTCTAaMBaBIINM HCIIPUKOCHOBCHHOCTDb KaKI0I'0O
OIIUTECTA. HOBTOMy BCC H€O6XOI[I/IMBIC 3aMCHBbI U KYITIOPbI NPUXOJUIIOCH ACIIATh Y HCTO 3a
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CIIMHOM, MPENOJHECS UX €My B BHJE CIOPIPH3a YK€ Ha CAMOM CIIEKTaKJIe W BCSKHMHU

XHTPOCTSIMH HE ITyCKasi €ro Ha TOCIeAHIo perietuiio. Ho yxe torma, B pasrap pabor

HaJI TIOCTAHOBKOW €ro mepeBoja, si yoemwiics, Kak riIyOOKO M TOHKO 3Hal OH U CBOETO

moOuMIa DBPUIIKA, ¥ BOOOLIE IPEYECKYIO 03310, 2!

Innokenty Fyodorovich—the translator—stood no closer to the theater than Kotlyarevsky

[Petersburg literature scholar and husband of the actress playing Clytemnestra]; indeed, at

the very first reading, he declared that he had not set foot in a theater for a very long time.

[...] He proved to be a most intractable author, fiercely defending the inviolability of every

single epithet. Consequently, all necessary substitutions and cuts had to be made behind

his back—presented to him as a surprise only at the actual performance—while various
stratagems were employed to keep him away from the final dress rehearsal. Yet even then,
in the midst of working on the production of his translation, I became convinced of just
how deeply and subtly he understood both his beloved Euripides and Greek poetry in
general.
This performance of Iphigenia in Aulis is arare instance of Annensky’s work, either original drama
or translation, being staged during his lifetime. Varneke notes that in 1901, Annensky dedicated
his next published drama, Melanippa-filosof, to him in gratitude for initiating the performance of
Iphigenia in Aulis. In his obituary for Annensky, Varneke again mentions that for all his devotion
to tragedy in terms of its translation and accessibility to students and aesthetes, he was not
particularly interested in the modern theater.

Dmitry Merezhkovsky’s translations of Greek tragedy are characterized by his persistent
adherence to his claim that the tragedies performed in fifth-century BCE Athens could only be
understood in Russia within a Christian framework. Bernice Glatzer Rosenthal divides
Merezhkovsky’s prolific career into three stages, drawn from the prevailing forces influencing his
output during that period. The first Rosenthal calls his “aesthetic stage,” beginning in his university
years and lasting until 1899; the second, from 1899 to 1905, is his “religious search”; and the third,

beginning in 1905 in the wake of the revolution and lasting essentially for the rest of his life, is his

“theocratic stage.”?°? His translations of tragedy all took place during this first stage, as a young

291 Skatov, 72
292 Rosenthal, 11
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man heavily influenced by Nietzschean philosophy and his exaltation of “aesthetic creativity and
solitary greatness,” motivated by an irresistible attraction to Hellenic antiquity. He was also not
very many years out from secondary school and university, years in which he intensively studied
Ancient Greek. His first known translation of tragedy is an excerpt from Euripides’ Electra, which
was published with his first poetry collection in 1888 under the title The Death of Clytemnestra
(Cmepms Knumemmnecmpot). The translation, which is around one hundred lines and matches up
roughly to Electra 1165—1200, is dated to 1885, when Merezhkovsky was only twenty.

Merezhkovsky’s first complete attempt at a tragic translation was Aeschylus’s Prometheus
Bound in 1891. It is likely that his interest in this drama stems from its importance to Nietzsche,
as well as its presence in Romantic literature, including its English translations by Elizabeth Barrett
Browning (1833; revised in 1850) and by Percy Bysshe Shelley, whose reception Prometheus
Unbound (1820) is a sequel to Aeschylus’s drama (which is the only remaining play of what
scholars believe was a trilogy in the style of the Oresteia). In 1891 he visited Europe with Gippius
for the first time: they traveled through Poland and Austria and made their way through Italy and
then around Greece and Turkey by sea. Merezhkovsky was especially inspired by his trip to Athens
and the Parthenon.?3 While not impressed with Crete or with Athens in general, he described his
experience visiting the Acropolis as “a sensation such that I will not forget to my dying day.”?%*
In a passage recalling the ideals of ancient harmony espoused by Johann Winckelmann,
Merezhkovsky wrote that he found the beauty of the Acropolis to be in the harmony of the
architecture and the natural environment.

Here man has added nothing of his own to Nature. The beauty of the Parthenon and of the

Propylaea is but a continuation of the beauty of the sea, the sky, and the stern, sharp outlines

of Hymettus and Pentelicon. [...] Here is the fullest harmony between the works of Nature
and those of the hands of men, a harmony that never since has been repeated; the great

293 Bedford, 42
294 Merezhkovsky 1909, 18
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reunion of these two principles that are eternally opposed, the works of men and the works
of the gods.?%

The influence of Nietzsche and The Birth of Tragedy is clear in this passage; it is also parallel to
his argument in “On the Reasons for the Decline and New Trends in Russian Literature” on the
necessity of learning from the old forms and from them creating a new, Russian version. The idea
of singularity between the Russian (and himself in particular) and the Ancient Greeks can also be
found in this essay:

As in every great unique contingency of our existence, it seemed to me that I had seen all

this before, somewhere and at some time long, long ago, and had not experienced it in

books alone. I looked and remembered. It was all so intimate, so familiar to me. I felt that

thus it was inevitable, that otherwise it could not be; and in this feeling was deep joy.?%°
Merezhkovsky concludes this reflection with religious devotion: back at his desk in Petersburg, he
looks upon pieces of the Parthenon filched from the site “with the superstitious love of a pious
pilgrim gazing upon some holy relic that he has brought back from a distant land.”?°7 The Acropolis
would be published in his first volume of literary criticism, The Eternal Companions (1896).

The Prometheus Bound was the only work of Aeschylus that Merezhkovsky attempted to
translate; the rest were split between Euripides and Sophocles’s Theban plays. Merezhkovsky
translated the Hippolytus, Medea, Oedipus Tyrannos, Antigone, and Oedipus at Colonus between
1892 and 95. I can only speculate why he chose these dramas and not others; The Bacchae is
notably absent despite the Dionysian interests of the translator. Kelly suggests dramas such as the
Hippolytus and Medea were chosen for their enduring popularity and thus the familiarity of the

wider public with their plotlines.?*® The Hippolytus and Antigone also are led by characters whose

obsessions with honor, virginity, and proper adherence to ritual could be interpreted through

295 Merezhkovsky 1909, 24
2% Merezhkovsky 1909, 19
297 Merezhkovsky 1909, 28
298 Kelly, 157
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Christian thought. In my second chapter, I quoted Merezhkovsky’s disappointment that Russian
audiences had not responded to the Antigone appropriately, and his conclusion that while they
were not prepared for the complexity of Antigone’s character, they would find more of value in
the eponymous hero of the Hippolytus. While I have not been able to uncover any corroborating
sources, | speculate that Merezhkovsky chose to translate the Antigone because of its importance
to the theories on tragedy of Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel. In Hegel’s The Phenomenology of
Spirit, he discusses the Antigone in terms of the dialectic enacted between Creon and Antigone,
who each represent compelling arguments for their own understandings of justice: For Creon,
justice must be found in the law of the city, and for Antigone, it is within the law of family. These
two sides of the conflict can each be understood and found legitimate, and set up questions of
ethical order and of human law as opposed to divine law. Hegel was also interested in reading
through tragedy to address aspects of Christianity, much like Merezhkovsky would later.
Merezhkovsky wrote a short play in 1917 called The Romantics (Pomanmuxu), in which a father
chastises his son over his preoccupation with Hegel and German Romanticism.

Outside of tragedy, Merezhkovsky also translated Daphnis and Chloe by Longus during
this period, a pastoral novel thought to have been written in the second century AD, during a period
known as the second sophistic. In an essay from The Eternal Companions on Daphnis and Chloe,
Merezhkovsky argues that authorial choices in Daphnis and Chloe make it clear the novel is to be
read as an act of nostalgic literary conjuring, as a Hellenistic fantasy influenced by the early
Christian aesthetics of late antiquity. Merezhkovsky writes that this novel was created by someone
similar to himself:

OHO HaIlMCaHO HC JJUIMHOM, a 2/IuHUCnmom, T.C. YCIOBCKOM, IJI1 KOTOPOIO BJma;[a ==
BECCIIME, MOJIHOTA U IPCICCTh SI3BIYECKOM JKHU3HH, SA3BIYCCKOTO JyXa ABJIAIOTCA YKE HE
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JEICTBUTENILHOCTBIO, a IPHU3PAKOM; HE HACTOALIMM, a 0oJiee WIM MEHEE IaJeKuM
HPOILILIM; HE TEM, YTO €CTh, 4 TEM, YTO ObLIO U JOJKHO OBITh.>%°

not by a Hellene, but by a Hellenist, those men for whom Hellas is the joy, entirety, and
pleasure of pagan life. This pagan spirit is no longer a reality, but a phantom; not the
present, but the more or less distant past; not what is, but what was and should be.

Merezhkovsky goes on to articulate precisely the alignment he perceives between Longus, his
audience, Merezhkovsky himself, and Russian literary society:

Ho nis nac, mogei XIX Beka, 0)KMAAOIMIKX B CyMepKax HOBOTO, €1I€ HEBEJOMOT0 COJIHIIA,
MIPEeIYyBCTBYIOIIUX, YTO Benuxutl [lan, ymepminii NsSTHAALATH BEKOB TOMY Ha3al, CKOPO
JIOJKEH BOCKPECHYThb, THXas IpycThb Mo3Mbl JIoHTyca aenaer ee 0COOEHHO OJIU3KOM,
MMOHSITHOMN Y IJIEHUTEILHOM.

OHU — 3TH CTpaHHbBIE, OAMHOKHUE U YTOHUEHHBIEC ICTETUKU, PUTOPHI, COPUCTHI, THOCTHKHU
IV Beka — momu ri1y0OKO-pa3IBOEHHBIC, JIOAM MPOIUIOTO W OyayIIero, TOJBKO HE
HacTosmero. JIep3HOBEHHBIE B MBICIIAX, POOKHE B JCUCTBUSAX, OHM CTOAT Ha pyOexe
ctaporo u HoBoro. OHu — oM YTaaka u BMecTe ¢ TeM Bo3poKaeHus; B OJTHO U TO XKe
BpeMs THOHYIIIHE, TOBOSIINE YTOHUEHHOCTh JAPSIXIIOr0 MUpa 10 O0NEe3HH, 10 Oe3yMHust —
Y BO3POXKIAIOIIHMECS, MPEAPEKAOIINEe 3HAMEHbIMH U 00pazaMH TO, Yero HENb3s ewye
cka3ath ciaoBamu.>

But for us, people of the nineteenth century, [...] the quiet sadness of Longus’s poem makes
it especially close, understandable and captivating. They are these strange, solitary and
refined aestheticians, rhetoricians, sophists, gnostics of the fourth century—people deeply
divided, people of the past and the future, but not of the present. Daring in thought, timid
in action, they stand on the borderline of the old and the new. They are people of Decline
and at the same time of Renaissance; at the same time perishing, bringing the refinement
of the decrepit world to illness, to madness—and reviving, predicting with signs and
images what cannot yet be said in words.
The first readers of Daphnis and Chloe were living through conditions that would repeat at the end
of the nineteenth century, and were reacting to their circumstances by creating art that responded
to their reality and contextualized their experience within the greater body of work of their literary
tradition. Merezhkovsky plainly identifies with Longus, whom he imagines as a city-dwelling

Roman in apocalyptic times, at once inspired by Hellenic culture and burgeoning Christian

theology. It is easy to project onto Longus like this, because nothing is known of his life or

299 Merezhkovsky, 16
300 Merezhkovsky, 17
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circumstances, and Longus may not even be his name. It is through this persona, a Longus-type
“on the borderline of the old and the new,” that Merezhkovsky’s receptions of tragedy can be
understood. Merezhkovsky framed his attempts to revive tragedy as though he were a citizen of
late antiquity, in a declining empire, seeking reconciliation between Christianity and pagan
religion. Another way of saying this is that he perceives Longus as a Russian Symbolist. He also
finds Euripides to represent Symbolist interests, in his efforts in tragedy to reconcile man’s desire
to find religious meaning while also finding pleasure in sexuality.

Merezhkovsky’s perspectives on the intersections between Hellenic religion, the tragic
genre, and Orthodox Christianity shifted between years and with different audiences in mind. In
“On the New Significance of Ancient Tragedy,” he represents Hippolytus as a Christlike figure
who martyrs himself for Artemis, choosing the goddess of virginity over Aphrodite, the goddess
of sexuality and “sin.” He represents the conflict in Hippolytus differently in his essay on Antigone,
“The Tragedy of Chastity and Sensuality” (“Tpareaust nemomynpust u ciagoctpactus’). This
essay was written after Antigone was staged in 1899, and three years before Hippolytus would be
staged in 1902. During this period, Merezhkovsky experiences what Rosenthal sees as a shift from
his “aesthetic” stage into his “religious search,” which “grew out of the inability of aesthetic
individualism to provide firm values needed for a satisfying life style.” Rosenthal continues:

It was an attempt to find a more definite faith which would guide and inspire both life and

art. Art and religion were to be united in a new synthesis based on an interpretation of

Christianity which included paganism. On the larger scene, this was the period of the

discovery of Vladimir Solov’ev, of Dostoevsky as a religious writer (previously he had

been regarded primarily as a social critic, of the revival of Kantian ethical idealism, and of

a general interest in religious questions.3(!

It was during this second phase that Merezhkovsky’s translations of tragedies were staged at the

Alexandrinsky Theater (Antigone in 1899, Hippolytus in 1902, and Oedipus at Colonus in 1904),

301 Rosenthal, 11
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and Merezhkovsky approaches these performances of his work from the prior decade with a
notably changed, often contradictory perspective on the value of the tragedies and their meaning
to modern Russian audiences. He plumbs the tragedies not for their representations of the
Apollonian and Dionysian, but instead for evidence of, as he calls them in 1902, “Christians before
Christianity.”

During his search for, as Rosenthal puts it, “a new religious consciousness,”3%? the
influence of Hegel on Merezhkovsky’s thinking becomes increasingly apparent. Merezhkovsky
references the Hegelian dialectic in a speech that he gave at the eighteenth meeting of the
Religious-Philosophical Society, a discussion group he had founded alongside Gippius, Dmitry
Filosofov, and Vasily Rozanov, among others, intended to foster discussions between members of
the clergy and the intelligentsia on topics of religious and philosophical importance; Rosenthal
notes the conversations often ended up revolving around romantic and sexual love.?% In this
speech, Merezhkovsky discusses the iterations in his life and thought of the Holy Trinity, which
ranged from highly blasphemous to slightly less blasphemous. In his personal life, he and Gippius
were involved romantically (or perhaps some other relation stranger and more dialectical) with
Filosofov, and had vowed to operate as an inseparable triad.>** Merezhkovsky saw trinities across
material and spiritual areas of his life, which he interpreted through Hegelian “threefold thinking”:

MBI 3HaeM, YTO 3aKOH TPUAIHOCTH 3aKIIOYAETCs HE B OJHOM XpucTtuaHcTBe. Emie panee

XPUCTHAHCTBA PA3JIUYHbIC PEITUTUH U GUI0CO(CKHUE CHCTEMBI TTOIXOAMIH K 3TOMY 3aKOHY

— HEeu30eKHOT0, TPOHCTBEHHOTO MBIIIJICHUS O BCEM CylecTByiomieM. Jlymaro, 3TO

MOYKHO HaWTH ee y rpekoB. Y IlnaroHa sicHO BbICKa3aHa TPUAIHOCTh, TPOMCTBEHHOCTh

HAIIIEr0 MBIIUICHHs. 3aMe4aTeIbHO, YTO HOBbIe (DUI0CO(]BI TaK:Ke BEPHYJIUCH K ITOMY.

Cawmplit rmyOokuii Metadusuk, I'erenb, mpumien K TakOW TPUATHOCTH, TPOWCTBEHHOMY

MbIIUIEHUIO. MIHaUe Henb3s HU 0 YeM JIyMaTh, Kak Tpoulien, Tak ckazarb — TPOsCh. UTo

9TO 3HAYUT? A BOT MBI Iiepeiifem k npeamety. bes Tpowurer u B. B. Po3anos He mobenur,
HE HalJIeT HACTOSIIEH OCHOBBI JIJIsl CBOUX PEJIMTUO3HBIX yOBaHUN. OH OJIKEH MPUHATD

302 Rosenthal, 87
303 Rosenthal, 98
304 Rosenthal, 98
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OJIHOBPEMEHHO U BO Bcel noiHoTe Bee Tpu Mnocracy, Bee Tpu Benukux [Ipunnuna (Te3uc,
AHTUTE3UC U CUHTE3), OO JKU3Hb MPOXOAUT IO ITOMY TPOMUHOMY 3aKOHY: MOJIOKEHUE,
[POTHBOIIOJIOKEHHUE U coyeTanue. ToNbKO Tak Bee ABMKeTCs. 3

We know that the law of the triad is not limited to Christianity. Even before Christianity,
various religions and philosophical systems approached this law—the inevitable, threefold
thinking about everything that exists. I think this can be found even in the Greeks. Plato
clearly expressed the triad, the triplicity of our thinking. It is remarkable that new
philosophers have also returned to this. The most profound metaphysician, Hegel, arrived
at such a triad, a threefold thinking. Otherwise, it is impossible to think about anything
except as a Trinity, so to speak—in triplicate... He [Rozanov] must accept simultaneously
and in their entirety all three Hypostases, all three great Principles (thesis, antithesis, and
synthesis), for life proceeds according to this threefold law: position, opposition, and
combination. Only in this way does everything move.

Merezhkovsky is intertwining the Christian concept of the Hypostases (the three distinct persons
of the Holy Trinity: the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit) and the three stages of the Hegelian
dialect, which he names above. This triad can be seen in his discussion of the Hippolytus in the
1899 essay “The Tragedy of Chastity and Sensuality,” in the dynamics between Aphrodite,
Artemis, and Hippolytus.
In this essay, Merezhkovsky represents Aphrodite and Artemis in the Hippolytus as equal
forces engaged in power struggles that each lay claim to a reasonable argument, following a
Hegelian dialectical pattern, while in “On the New Significance of Ancient Tragedy,” written three
years later, he depicts them through a Nietzschean framework as chaotic lust and divine chastity
personified, with chastity prevailing.
Adpoaura-—cuia, clagocTpacTHe U KpacoTa—HuIeT IPOTUB APTEMHUIbI, IEIIOMYAPEHHOMH,
CTpOTOH, HEKHOM M TakoW e CUIIbHOM M mpekpacHoil. O0e OHM paBHO MPEKpPacHbl — U
MIOTOMY paBHO IpaBbl. BeuHas 60pbba WX HE OKAHYMBAETCS U HUKOT/Aa HE OKOHUYMTCS B
TpareIuy MHUpa MOPaKEHUEM OJHOMW, 1modemoil apyroil, u 3Ta Ooppda HEe HapyIIAET UX
OJIMMITMACKOM THIIMHBI U SICHOCTH, COBEPINASCh MO/bKO BHH3Y, Ha 3eMIIe, B Cepalax
4esoBeYecKuX. [...] bopr0a mpogomkaercss B 0ECKOHEYHOCTD, U 10JIe OUTBBI BCE TO Ke —
cepJilie 4YeaoBeka. EBpUIuU MOHMMAET, YTO 3Ta OOphOa OOroB €CTh MCTHHHAS KU3Hb

JIIOJIEH, 9TO OHAa — OMEHUE X Cep/Iia, ABUKEHbE KPOBHU, YCHIINE U 1ToOena MbIciu. Mup --
JIBE Yalllid BECOB, BEYHO KOJIEONIIOIINXCS, IBE pa3HbIe U PaBHBIE YaIllH, C OJHOM TPENeTHON

305 pglovinkina, 392-393
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CTpeJIKOI\/JI CBCpPXY. U Ttonbsko ABC, COCAUHCHHBIC U NAJICKHWC, OHU MOI'yT CyIICCTBOBATD,

0OpeUYeHHbIE Ha HUYTOKECTBO, OJHa O3 apyroi.

Aphrodite—power, sensuality, and beauty—stands opposed to Artemis: chaste, austere,
tender, yet equally strong and beautiful. Both are equally beautiful—and therefore equally
right. Their eternal struggle does not end, nor will it ever end within the tragedy of the
world through the defeat of one and the victory of the other; moreover, this struggle does
not disturb their Olympian stillness and clarity, taking place solely down below, on earth,
within the hearts of men. [...] The struggle continues into infinity, and the battlefield
remains ever the same: the human heart. Euripides understands that this struggle of the
gods constitutes the true life of humanity—that it is the beating of their hearts, the coursing
of their blood, the striving and triumph of thought. The world is a pair of scales, forever
wavering—two distinct yet equal pans, surmounted by a single, trembling pointer. And
only as two—interlinked yet distant—can they exist; for, one without the other, they are
doomed to utter nothingness.

This reading leads Merezhkovsky to a variation of his reading of the early Christianity present in
this play. It is also a distinctly Hegelian reading, as Merezhkovsky does not ascribe goodness or
evil to either side of his set of scales; Artemis and Aphrodite are “equally strong and beautiful.”
According to this reading, Euripides’ representation of endless conflict between warring gods was
meant to convey to mortal men the need to refuse participation in this cycle of violence, which can
be sustained only by immortal energy. For mortal men, a solution to this conflict was in submission
and humility:

EBpunua kak OyATO 32 MHOTO BEKOB ITPO3PEBAJl HEBEIOMOE, HOBOE YUEHHE U HOCUJI €T0 B
JyIIe CBOeH. DTO CMyTHO 4yBCTBOBAJIH JIFOJIU CTapoil pycckoit Llepksu, Tuxue u riryookue,
Oosiee Hac OJM3KME K TaifHEe KHU3HH, TOTOMY YTO OHHU B 3Ty TaillHy XOTEIH NPOHUKHYTH,
TOT/Ia KaK CPEIHHMM 4YeloBEeK (IMOJ KOpOW COHHOM HEXPUCTUAHCKOW M HESI3bIYeCKOU
MOLIIOCTH) K Hell paBHOAyIIeH. Hamm apeBHME MKOHOMUCIBI M300paxain S3bIY€CKUX
MYZpPELOB, MO3TOB U CUBWIUI, npeaseniaBminx Meccuro. I B Bs>KMIIKOM MOHACTBIpE, B
xpame cBstoro Huxonas (1462) nmon Cnacurenem, CUASIIMM Ha MpecTolie, U300pakeH
"Tpacux Depunuduti” co CBUTKOM: “A3 uaro HenpukocnogeHnomy pooumucs om /lesvi u
sockpecumu mepmenvis u naxu cyoumu um. >’

It was as if Euripides, centuries before, had glimpsed an unknown, new teaching and
carried it within his soul. This was dimly sensed by the people of the old Russian Church,
quiet and profound, closer than we are to the mystery of life, for they desired to penetrate
this mystery, while the average person (under the crust of a sleepy, non-Christian and non-

306 Merezhkovsky, 299-302
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pagan vulgarity) was indifferent to it. Our ancient icon painters depicted pagan sages,

poets, and sibyls who foretold the Messiah. And in the Vyazhishchsky Monastery, in the

Church of St. Nicholas (1462), beneath the Savior seated on the throne, is depicted the

"Tragician Euripides" with a scroll: “I hope the inviolable will be born of the Virgin, and

will raise the dead and judge them again.”

This surprising anecdote appears to be true: an iconostasis at the St. Nicholas Convent of the
Vyazhishchsky Monastery outside Velikii Novgorod features a number of philosophers and artists
from antiquity, including Plato, Hermias, and Euripides, bearing short quotations such as the one
Merezhkovsky quotes, which of course is not from any of Euripides’ tragedies, but is rather rooted
in medieval Orthodox negotiation with ancient drama, which will be addressed at greater length in
my fourth chapter.

In the same essay, Merezhkovsky suggests that the specifics of the translation and its
modern performances matter less than the overarching unity that exists between the ancient
literature and contemporary audiences, which allows them to connect with the “soul of the great
poet.”

Bce MenouHoe, BpeMEHHOE YXOIUT C BPEMEHEM, OCTAETCsI JIMIITh BEYHOE, U ICHOO JOJDKHA

OBITh TOJIBKO 1I€TTh, COSIUHSIIONIAsT HAIIIM TIOMBICIIBI M JKEJIaHUs C AYIIOH BEJIUKOTO M03Ta

1 npopoka.>%®

All that is petty and transient fades with the passage of time; only the eternal remains, and

the sole link that must shine forth clearly is the chain connecting our thoughts and desires

to the soul of the great poet and prophet.
I have discussed at length Merezhkovsky’s later writing on the Hippolytus, the essay “On the New
Significance of Ancient Tragedy,” in the previous chapter, as I find it to illuminate
Merezhkovsky’s vision for what a revival of tragedy could mean in Russian culture. I also

mentioned that Annensky reviewed Merezhkovsky’s translation unfavorably, and I have no

evidence that Merezhkovsky read Annensky’s translation, which was published several years after

308 Merezhkovsky, 303
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his. Annensky also wrote an essay on the importance of the Hippolytus, which was published
alongside his translation is his first volume of The Theater of Euripides (Teamp Eepunuda) in
1906. This essay reveals an entirely different reading of the tragedy than that of Merezhkovsky.
Merezhkovsky does not discuss the characterization of Phaedra, having chosen Hippolytus to
represent as a Christlike figure. Annensky focuses much of his article on the experience and words
of Phaedra, in whom he finds the soul of Euripides himself. Annensky compares Hippolytus to
The Bacchae, observing that both tragedies center around religious extremism and demonstrate
how “the god-fighter is punished” (“kapaercs 6orocoper3?); like Merezhkovsky, Annensky sees
something Christian in Hippolytus’s solemn piety and devotion to Artemis that is not found in the
ecstatic religiosity of the maenads in The Bacchae. Unlike Merezhkovsky, Annensky moves on
quickly from Hippolytus to Phaedra, whom he describes alongside her nurse, who serves as her
interlocutor in this tragedy, as “the conscious and unconscious sides of the female soul”
(“co3HaTenbHYI0 M GeCCO3HATENbHYIO cTOpoHY »keHckol aymm’).3!% As Goethe gave his own
characteristics and traits to his Faust, so Euripides, Annensky writes, imbues Phaedra with shades
of his own personality.
B ®enpe He pa3 CHABIUTCS OT3BYK JUYHOW >KM3HM CaMOro I0ATa, €r0 HWCKAaHUM H
6oJie3HEHHOT 0 qynIeBHOro pasnazaa. Korna, nanpumep, napuua (ct. 375-380) roBopur, 4to
OHa YK€ J[aBHO TPOBOAUT OECCOHHBIE HOYM HaJ BONPOCOM O NPUYHHE TOPYH
YeJI0BEUYECKOH KHU3HH, H KOT/Ia [IOTOM, TOYHO rosieMu3upysi ¢ COKpaToM, OHa yTBEPIKIALT,
YTO 3HATh JOOpoe (TO KPNOoTQ) €lle He 3HAYUT €ro TBOPUTh, TO U3-TIOJ PO30BOW MacKu
KCHIIMHBI HAa HAC TJISANT 33yMYUBBIA 00pa3 EBpumnuaa, cToip 4ykI0ro cepaieM Bcemy,
B YeM HET TpereTa HICATbHOW MBICIH;, HO HaM Ha30WJIMBO BCIIOMHHAETCS W TOT
TparMyHEHIIUi M3 MOITOB MHpa, KOTOpbII ¢ OONbIO cO3HaBal Bce Oeccuine
¢dunocopckoro yma HajJ HECHYACThSIMH W s3BaMu ku3HU. [...] Ho Baymaiitecp B
conepkanue Opena Deapsel, BB U 371eCh Pa3IMINTE 32 HEW T109Ta, KOTOPBIA OAyXOTBOPSIET

cTpajarolmii 06pas CBoel repoOMHH GOJIBbI0 COOCTBEHHBIX, YacTO Oe3HaIE/KHBIX MOMBITOK
BOIUIOTUTL MEYTY U FOBOPUTH FOJIOCOM 4y3KOTO cepna.’!!
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In Phaedra, one repeatedly catches echoes of the poet’s own life—of his questing spirit and
his painful inner discord. When, for instance, the queen (lines 375-380) declares that she
has long spent sleepless nights pondering the causes of the corruption of human life—and
when, subsequently (as if in direct polemic with Socrates), she asserts that to know what is
good (ta kpnota) is by no means the same as to do it—then, from behind the rosy mask of
the woman, there gazes out at us the pensive figure of Euripides: a soul utterly estranged
from anything devoid of the vibrant pulse of ideal thought. Yet, at the same time, we are
insistently reminded of that most tragic of the world’s poets—he who, with aching
awareness, recognized the utter impotence of the philosophical intellect in the face of life’s
misfortunes and afflictions. [...] Yet if you delve into the substance of Phaedra’s delirium,
here too you will discern behind her the poet—one who imbues the suffering figure of his
heroine with the anguish of his own, often hopeless attempts to give form to a dream and
to speak with the voice of another’s heart.

Annensky’s sympathies, and he clearly believes Euripides’ sympathies, lie with Phaedra over
Hippolytus, whom, through his reading, the playwright has inscribed with the intellectual and
philosophical powers of Socrates and his descendents in modern thinkers and poets. These were
thoughts and emotions that were already being modernized in antiquity by Euripides, the most
modern of tragedians. The same Socratic rationalism that Nietzsche saw as the bane of modern
artistic creation Annensky perceives to be Phaedra’s only method of battling inner torment.

HpaBCTBeHHaﬂ OTBCTCTBCHHOCTbH I[eﬁCTByIOHIHX JIAI[ Tparéauu €CTb, B CYIIHOCTH, TOJIBKO
xynoxectBeHHas (uknus. OHa -- He Oosiee, Kak OTOJECK HPABCTBEHHBIX TPeOOBaHHM
ypTaTenei. Kak >KMBONUCH TOBOPUT KpPACKaMM, TaK Tpareads TOBOPUT OOMIAMH H
CTpagdaHUuAMH, U €CJIM BbI XYJ0XKCCTBCHHO IMIEPCIKUIIN TPpaArcamnro CDerI)I, TO HE MOXCTC HE
COTIIACHTHCS CO MHOKO, 4TO Ka3Hb WNmonuTa, B CYIIHOCTH, €CTh JIMIIb BO3ME3/NE 3a Ty
KJIEBETY, KOTOPOIO OH IPEKIAEBPEMEHHO OCKOpOMI Denpy U ¢ HEM LEIyr0 MOJOBUHY
YEJI0BEYECKOTO POJIA.

Htak, MOXKET 1M HAlle HPABCTBEHHOE YYBCTBO OCYAUTh MECTh DEIpPhI, ECIIH OHO
Tpebyer ee nocaeacTBuii?3!?

The moral responsibility of the characters in a tragedy is, in essence, merely an artistic
fiction. It is nothing more than a reflection of the moral demands of the readers. Just as
painting speaks through colors, so tragedy speaks through affronts and suffering; and if
you have experienced the tragedy of Phaedra on an artistic level, you cannot fail to agree
with me that the execution of Hippolytus is, in substance, merely retribution for the slander
with which he prematurely offended Phaedra—and, through her, fully half of the human
race.

Thus, can our moral sense condemn Phaedra’s vengeance if it is that very sense
which demands its consequences?

312 Annenskii 1979, 394
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Annensky’s perspective on Phaedra’s innocence and the inevitability of Hippolytus’s punishment
is profoundly modern and anticipates feminist readings. He also expresses impatience with
Merezhkovsky’s Christian interpretation, writing, “I would still not dare to limit Euripides’
conceptions to this sentimental premonition of Christianity.” (“s ObI BCe k€ HE peIIICS
OrpPaHUYMTH KOHIENIUK EBpUIINIa 5TUM CEHTUMEHTAIBHBIM IIPEIYYBCTBUEM XpUCTHAHCTBA,”) 13
Hippolytus does, however, contain premonitions of many modern works of literature: Annensky
cites formal similarities in the text of the tragedy to works by Goethe, Shakespeare, Dostoevsky,
and Jules de Goncourt.

To analyze and compare the translation approaches of Annensky and Merezhkovsky to
Euripides’ Hippolytus, 1 turn to a monologue by Phaedra. This monologue is the first time in the
tragedy that she speaks at length, and she is addressing the chorus, which is made up of women
from Troezen, her husband Theseus’s subjects. This is the same monologue Annensky references
in the quotation above in which Phaedra is pondering the meaning of goodness. At this point in
her speech, Phaedra has concluded that her passion for Hippolytus, which was given to her by
Aphrodite (Cypris) against her will, makes life unbearable, and Phaedra has resolved to commit
suicide. Her language is clear and eloquent: her horror is organized into poetry. From their writing
about poetry and tragedy, it is clear that Merezhkovsky and Annensky value different aspects of
Euripidean drama. Merezhkovsky is interested in the unity between antiquity and modernity,
which he characterizes as a “chain” connecting the ancient poets to modern readers. I provide first
the Greek, then an English translation by Gilbert and Sarah Lawall, followed by the respective

translations of Annensky and Merezhkovsky of this passage.
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391. Aé€m 8¢ kai oot TG UG YvduNng 006V.
Enel 1 Epwg ETpmoev, E6KOTOVY OTMC
KGAMOT EvEykay’ adTov. PEAUNY HEV oDV
€K TODOE, o1ydv TNVOE Kol KPUTTELY VOGOV.
YADGOOT YOp 0VOEV TOTOV, 1 Ovpaic pev
epovnuaT  Avop®dV voubetelv émiotatal,
adT) & VY’ VT TAETGTO KEKTNTOL KOKAL.
10 Sedtepov 8 TV dvolay gD Pépetv

TG GOPPOVEL VIKOGH, TPOVVOGAUNV.
Tpitov 8, €medn 1o1oid’ ovK EENVLTOV
Konpw kpatiicat, kathoavelv £60EE pot,
Kpdriotov—ovdeic avtepei— Povigvpdtov.
guot yap &in unte AavBavev Koo

AT aicypd SpdON UAPTLPAG TOAAOVG EYELV.

Phaedra (trans. Gilbert and Sarah Lawall)

I will tell you the path my thoughts have taken.

When love first wounded me, I looked to see how

I might best bear it. I began by

keeping silence about my illness and hiding it.

For the tongue is not to be trusted; it knows

how to advise the thoughts of other men,

but when it speaks for itself it gets only trouble.

Second, I planned to bear my senseless passion properly
by overcoming it with virtuous restraint.

And third, since I did not succeed in conquering

Cypris by these means, I resolved to die—

the best of all plans, as no one will deny.

May it be my luck not to go unnoticed if I do good deeds,
and not to have many witnesses if I do shameful ones.?'*

Annensky’s translation:

Ho s xouy ¢ To60t0 mpocieanTsb
Pemenss xon... Koraa Dpora xaino

S B cepaue onrytuia, Kak €ero
[lepeHocuTs, 5 cTana gyMaTh YECTHO...
W navana c Toro, 4to0 3aTanTh

Ero xak moxxHo rioy6xke. [Ipoky mano
Jnst Hac B pevax. [lycTs MHOTIA SI3BIK
[TomoxeT HaM APYroro o0pa3yMuTh,
Ho panbl HeT OonbHEH, 4eM OT HETo.
(ITay3a.)

S nymana motom, 4To MbUT O€3yMHBII
Ocuro 1oOpoaeTensio. . .

314 Euripides, 43
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U Bor,

Korna uu taitna, Hu 6opb0a k moodene
He npuBenu meHs -

(THX0)

ocTajach CMepTh

U 510 nyummii Beixoa. Her, He Hazio
Meue Bo3paxats. JlJis ciaBbl Mbl XOTUM
CBHETENEA. .. I TOPS TOJIBKO TaiHbL...> 1
Merezhkovsky’s translation:

N BOT KakuM myTeM s 1114, BHUMANUTE:
Korna B rpyam mMoeit 3axriach J11000Bb,
Uto06 nerye cTpacTh MEPEeHECTH, MbITATACH
S, oT IIOAEN COKPBIB €€, MOTYaTh:

KTo s13bIKYy BBEpSET TalHBI ceplia,
Jlpyrum BpeauT u camomy ceoe.
[Ipeonosiets s pazyMoM xoTena

JIto60Bb Moto0. Ho TmietHo. U Teneps

S ymepets pemuia, U He MOXKET
Ilocnennero ucxona y MeHs

OtHaTh HUKTO! [lessHui G1aropoaHBIX

51 He Taro, HO HE X0Uy UMETh

Ceuereneii mocTbIIHOT0.310

I have chosen this passage as I find that it demonstrates the translation approach that each translator
adheres to for the length of the tragedy. Both are composed in iambic pentameter, a familiar meter
for readers of Russian poetics, while the Greek is in iambic trimeter, the tragic meter that Ivanov
retained in his translations. Merezhkovsky’s translation is significantly closer in literal translation
and in register to the original. It seems to me like Merezhkovsky is restraining his Symbolist
poetics in order to deliver an accurate translation that is both pleasant to read and conveys as
similar a set of images to the original as possible. Annensky’s translation is far less literal, but he
touches on compelling phrases in his own style. For example, the phrase in line 395, yA®con yap
o0V motov (the tongue is not to be trusted), a line that speaks to Phaedra’s estrangement from

her physical body and its desires. In Merezhkovsky’s translation, this line shifted to “Kto s3pixy

315 Annenskii 1959, 345
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BBEpsieT TallHBI cepaua, / Ipyrum Bpeaut u camoMy cebe,” but retains the unusual image of the
tongue. Phaedra’s ominous stoicism in this moment is not found in Annensky’s translation.
Annensky’s language is loftier than the language of Euripides, and the lyricism is aligned with his
own poetic voice. While the meter is the same as Merezhkovsky’s, Annensky’s lines are more
fragmentary; this is not how Euripides sounds in these lines. In his essay on Hippolytus Annensky
stresses Phaedra’s philosophical rationality, and this monologue in the original Greek is a profound
example of this aspect of her character; however, the voice he gives her is that of, as Kelly writes,

“an introverted modern neurotic.”3!’

It is an innovation in Annensky’s translation to integrate
original stage directions into the text, a hint of modern theatrical influence, particularly that of
naturalism. In the above monologue, Annensky inserts a pause between lines, and instructs
Phaedra to drop the volume of her voice mid-line when she announces her intention to kill herself,
heightening the neuroticism Kelly identifies in the language. Annensky’s Phaedra also engages
more deeply with the chorus, waving off their potential efforts to stop her from killing herself:
“Her, ne Hago / Mue Bo3paxats.” Merezhkovsky does not heighten the drama of this monologue,
and this is not where the drama exists in the original tragedy. Merezhkovsky’s translation of this
monologue and of the play in general is marked by its clarity and adhesion to the original text.
These two translations represent the two prevailing sides of Symbolist translation, although
the two translators are not on the side I would have predicted before reading this translation. Kelly
has already pointed out that “Merezhkovsky and Annensky’s Symbolist readings of Hippolytus do

not seem to have affected their translations.”3!® Annensky’s extensive writing about tragedy and

particularly Euripidean tragedy stresses accuracy: his review of a translation of tragedy by
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Merezhkovsky scolds him for minor errors in his understanding of the text.*!” Despite this, his
translation takes artistic liberties that I interpret as being founded in Annensky’s deep-seated belief
that his poetics and thought were aligned with that of Euripides, allowing him to speak in
Euripides’ voice in Russian. This is representative of the Symbolist and modernist
Merezhkovsky’s translation, in my estimation, is aligned with the tendency of Symbolist
translators to be conservative and careful in their translations to adhere closely to the original
material, primarily out of a sense of respect toward the author of the text and an academic drive to
show deep understanding of the text in its original language. The nuances of the translation of the
Hippolytus into Russian by these two classicist-modernists is worthy of further study, which would
pay more attention on the level of the word throughout the play, and address more deeply the gulf
between each writer’s literary perspective toward the subject matter and his rendering of it in
Russian; I hope to embark on this project in the future.

Merezhkovsky’s lifelong and sometimes contradictory project to find a modern religion
between the pagan and the Christian was effectively summarized by Ivanov in 1949, the final year
of Ivanov’s life; Merezhkovsky had died in 1941.

[MpomoBemyst Bepy W HaxolIs B TO JK€ BpeMs, 4TO crapas Bepa Oe3aeiicTBEeHHa,

MepeXKOBCKUH, 0U4eBUIHO, OOpeTCs 3a Bepy HOBYIO M IEHCTBEHHYI0; HOBOE OTKPOBEHHUE

JIOJDKHO, OYEBUIHO, BOIUIOTHTHCS B HOBOM JeWicTBHHM. HO ecian MMeHHO NeHCTBUSA U HE

OKa3bIBACTCS HU HA MPAKTUKE, HU B CAMOW JOKTPHHE, BCSI HOBM3HA KOTOPOH B TOM, YTO

CTapoMy JEWCTBUIO HaBS3bIBAETCS UY)KEPOJIHBIH €My MOTHUB, -- He OOS3bIBAIOT JM HAac

OCHOBOITOJIOKEHHSI CAMOTO BEPOYUHTEIS K BEIBOJLY, YTO €0 OTKPOBEHHE -- HE OTKPOBEHHE

1 Bepa ero -- TOIbKO kaxaa Bepbl? Ho MepexKoBCKH HENPECTaHHO HUCIIOBEIYET CBOIO

Bepy. "And Brutus is an honourable man" S cBuaeTeNnbCTBYIO, YTO HE UMEK HU TCHH

COMHEHHMS B IIPABIUBOCTH ITOT'O HCIIOBeNaHus. B yem ke TyT neno? B uem cymecTBo sToi

3arajgkd, MYYUTEIbHOM, KaK s CKaszau, Ijs Jirojaeu, Jroosmmx MepexkoBckoro? He

CII/IyeT JIM MPEIIOJI0KHUTh, YTO B CAMOM aKTE BEpPbI COBEPIIMIACH Y HErO (OBITH MOXKET,

0ecco3HaTeNbHO) KaKasg-TO POKOBasi MOJIMEHA UK u3MeHa? BbITh MOXKET, caM OH He cTall

OBl OTPHIIATh, YTO KAaKOW-TO BHYTPEHHUH YKJIOH BOJIM, KaKOe-TO TIyOOKOe HapyIlleHHe

ObUI0O MM JIOMYLIEHO KaK EIMHCTBEHHBIM MpPEICTaBUBLIMICA €My IyTh CII€JI0BaHMS
Xpucty. CinyxeHue yepe3 Tpex, MOCIylIaHue Yepe3 OCIyIIaHue -- TaK HY>KHO ObUIO OBl

319 Kelly, 156
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03HAYUTh 3TO AHTUHOMHUYECKOE COOBITHE €r0 BHYTPEHHETO OIbITA. 51 He Oyy TOBOPUTH O
TaKOW YCTaHOBKE PEJIUTHO3HOTO CO3HAHUSI, PETMIUO3HOM COBECTH IO CYIIECTBY; HO ACHO
OJIHO, -- YTO TAKOrO POJid AHTUHOMUYECKUE PEIIEHHsI MOI'YT MPHUTS3aTh Ha ONPABIAHKE
JMIIb B TOM CllydYae, KOTJa OHU HEMOCPEICTBEHHO OCYLIECTBISIOTCS B TPAarkyecKoM
NEWCTBMHN; 00PAIAsCh B IPUHIMITMAILHBINA TPU3bIB, OHU ITPEICTABISAIOTCA HCKAKEHUEM U
MOAMEHON. PeNUTHO3HBIA  MMIEPATHB JIOJDKEH ObITh  KATErOPUYECKUM, a HE
AHTUHOMMYECKUM 110 (hOpMe; Tparequio (CymIHOCTh KOTOPOH €CTh aHTHHOMHYECKOE
JEWCTBHE) MOXKHO MEPEKUBATH, HO 3AIIPETHO MPOIIOBEN0BATE. 2

While preaching faith—yet simultaneously finding that the old faith is ineffectual—
Merezhkovsky is evidently striving for a new and active faith; this new revelation must,
clearly, find its embodiment in new action. But if precisely this action proves to be absent—
both in practice and within the doctrine itself (the entire novelty of which consists merely
in grafting a motive alien to it onto an old form of action)—do not the very premises laid
down by the teacher of this faith compel us to conclude that his revelation is no true
revelation, and his faith merely a thirst for faith? Yet Merezhkovsky ceaselessly professes
his faith. “And Brutus is an honourable man.” I bear witness that I harbor not the slightest
shadow of doubt regarding the sincerity of this profession. What, then, is the matter here?
What constitutes the essence of this enigma—so agonizing, as I have said, for those who
love Merezhkovsky? Must we not surmise that, within the very act of faith itself, some
fatal substitution or betrayal took place within him—perhaps unconsciously? Perhaps he
himself would not deny that some inner deflection of the will—some profound
transgression—was admitted by him as the sole path toward following Christ that presented
itself to him. Service through sin, obedience through disobedience—such is how one would
have to characterize this antinomian event within the landscape of his inner experience. |
shall not here address the intrinsic nature of such a stance regarding religious consciousness
or religious conscience; yet one thing is clear: such antinomian resolutions can lay claim
to justification only when they are realized directly through tragic action; when transmuted
into a principled appeal, they appear instead as a distortion and a substitution. The religious
imperative must be categorical in form, not antinomian; Tragedy (the essence of which is
antinomian action) may be experienced, but it is forbidden to preach it.

Ivanov wrote these observations some years after Merezhkovsky’s death, perhaps anticipating his
own end and the afterlife of a man whose life was wrapped around tragedy. By the time of his
death, Merezhkovsky, living in exile in Paris, had done irreparable damage to his legacy by voicing
his support for Benito Mussolini in 1937 and Adolf Hitler in 1939. The specter of this moral
betrayal is present in Ivanov’s postmortem assessment of Merezhkovsky’s character and purpose.

It is generous for Ivanov to interpret the ideological dialectic that animated Merezhkovsky’s life

320 |yanov 1994, 77-78
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between Hellenic mysticism and Christianity, an area most familiar to Ivanov, within the
framework of tragedy and its “antinomian action.” It is tempting to follow this thread and cast
Merezhkovsky as a tragic hero, exiled from his homeland and drawn toward a death cult, although
Ivanov too was in this position, and he suffered professional repercussions living in Italy under
Mussolini by refusing to join the Fascist party. I am left pondering these final words, which aptly
blend Christian and Hellenic premises one last time: tragedy may be experienced (lived through?

survived?) but cannot be preached.
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Chapter Four
The Moral Choir: Receptions of Tragedy in Drama

“I'me Ham 110 (hpaHIy30B?—B Hac elle CIUIITKOM MHOTO CTENH, CKU(CKON JTF0OBHU K TIPOCTOPY.
Tonbko Ha ckU(CKYIO TyITy HACIIOWIACh TOXKE JIaBHSISI BU3aHTHICKas OyKOJIMKa C ee

BEpTOIrpagaMu, MacTtbIpsAMHu, 60FOpO}II/IIIBIHI>IMI/I CJIC3KaMH H 30JI0YCHBIMH 3aCTaBKaMU.

U 5710, BEPOSATHO, CaMblIii [TyOOKHHI KyJIbTYpHBIH CII0M Hamied gymu.” 32!

NnnokenTnit AuHeHckui, 1909

“How could we ever measure up to the French? There is still far too much of the steppe within
us—that Scythian love for open spaces. Yet, layered atop this Scythian soul lies an ancient
Byzantine bucolic tradition as well—with its walled gardens, shepherds, ‘Tears of the Mother of
God,’” and gilded ornamental headpieces.

And this, in all likelihood, constitutes the deepest cultural stratum of our soul.”
Innokenty Annensky, 1909

“Perhaps Russia never needed self-consciousness as much as now,” Vasily Rozanov wrote
in 1904. “Who are we? What are we in the world? Why do we exist? Is there a little star
[zvezdochka] burning in our soul? One involuntarily wants to ask about this when a sort of fog is
rising around the existence of Russia, blocking our horizon from all sides.”*?> These urgent
questions on identity were published in Novyi Put’, the journal founded by Merezhkovsky and
Gippius to operate alongside their newly formed Religious-Philosophical Society, where they
hoped to seat poets by Orthodox clergymen in order to find common ground between their artistic
interests in mysticism and Christian doctrine. This line of existential inquiry was precisely what
the citizens of fifth-century BCE Athens turned to tragedy to answer. John J. Winkler posits that
the “notional learners of [tragedy’s] lessons (paideia) about the trials of manhood” were “the

young men of the city,” who were also possibly the performers in the tragic chorus.3?? Imagining
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tragic performance as a venue for young members of society to witness and, in a way, practice
suffering communally opens a window into how ancient Athenians looked for answers to
Rozanov’s questions. In turn-of-the-century Russia, anxiety around identity and community, on
individual and national scales, was heightened by the revolution in 1905 and defeat in the Russo-
Japanese War. Modernist writers looked to artistic traditions across empires and civilizations to
answer these questions, and it is the aim of this dissertation to follow the paths that led them to the
Attic tragedy and the creation of a Russian idiom of tragedy. While the previous chapter examined
translations of the ancient tragedies of Aeschylus, Euripides, and Sophocles into Russian, which
overwhelming aspired to faithfully recreate the effects of the dramas in the original, this chapter
will discuss receptions of tragedy, which in this context refers to the dramas composed in Russian
using tragic structure, motifs, and myths. The settings of these projects span periods of antiquity,
and incorporate eclectic elements from Romanticism, neoclassicism, and modernist innovations in
literature and theater. I will be primarily discussing the dramas of Vyacheslav Ivanov (7Tantalus,
Prometheus) and Innokenty Annensky (Melanippe the Wise, King Ixion, Laodamia, and Thamyris
the Citharode). Following this, I will move to a survey of adjacent projects in modernist theater,
poetry, and prose that rely on one or another of the aforementioned elements of tragedy. This
includes Dmitry Merezhkovsky’s Christ/Antichrist trilogy of novels and his experiments with the
drama, although these do not fit as neatly into the tragic schema of the Annensky and Ivanov
receptions. All of these projects are sites of literary negotiation and experimentation with the
possibilities of the tragic, and it is the aim of this chapter to take from these receptions an idea of
the Gesamtkunstwerk that Hellenist modernists envisioned. These are literary products borne out
of the theory of tragedy discussed in my first chapter and the deep familiarity with the original

Greek dramas examined in my second chapter. Presently, I will examine how these writers
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reshaped tragedy to make it fit the cultural moment by using tools such as language and myth from
Russian Orthodox liturgy, primitivism, and the style and poetics of French Symbolism. Modernist
receptions of tragedy replaced the Athenian polis with evocations of narodnost’, the creation of a
Russian national idea, drawn from mytho-historical understanding of the Russian empire’s distant
(or not so distant) past. These were Russian tragedies composed for a new century: expressions of
national character that were, as they always had been up to this point in Russia, made manifest in
the form of literature.

Rozanov wraps up his article in Novyi Put’ by connecting these existential questions to
redemption through art, a solution to isolation and despair that originated in the ancient world:
“All Russians come together in their respect for the Russian word, art, poetry and in general for
the Russian spirit in its fundamental characteristics, which have existed for millennia and spread
everywhere.” In an article for Apollon in 1909 titled “Archaism in Russian Painting (Roerich,
Bogaevsky and Bakst)” (“Apxausmb Bb pycckoit xuBonucu (Pepuxs, boraesckiit u bakcts)”),
Maximilian Voloshin discusses a similar urge to look backward and find something recognizably
Russian: “The dream of the archaic is the last and most cherished dream of the art of our time,
which looked into all historical epochs with such inquisitiveness, searching within them for what
was rare, heady, and secretly similar to it...Like a multifaceted mirror, artists and poets spun world
history, in order to see in each facet a fragment of their own particular face.”3?* In these articles,
Rozanov and Voloshin are not only engaging with primitivism, or “native antiquity,”3?’ in the form
of Slavic folklore, dance, music, and painting, but drawing from Greco-Roman antiquity, for its

literature as well as its ruins and artifacts. The nineteenth century had seen archaeological miracles
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in Greece and Turkey, making the world of Homer and Hesiod tangible. The presence of Cretan
pottery and Bronze Age Mediterranean jewels in the center of the Russian cultural world allowed
boundaries to blur, between ancient and modern, between Russian and Greek. These receptions
are the literary representative of such blurred boundaries.

First, it will be useful to discuss the scholarly approaches to reception and classical
reception in particular that have provided frames of reference for understanding new tragedies of
modernism. Hans Robert Jauss, whose theories on literary reception have greatly shaped
contemporary scholarship on the subject, proposed in his article “Literary History as a Challenge
to Literary Theory” (1970) opening up the study of literature up to include the experience of its
readers, and applying philological importance to study of how the passage of time affects
understanding and the projected significance of a text or author. Jauss followed the school of Hans-
Georg Gadamer, whose study Truth and Method (1960) argues that “interpretation always takes
place within history, and is subject to the contingencies of its historical moment.”3?¢ Responding
to Lukacs and Bakhtin, who designate readers as perceiving subjects within the social order who
may rise to the occasion of engagement with literary text, but not as participants in the literary
project on the level of the author or the political and social conditions of the original date of
publication, Jauss suggests through a series of seven theses it is indeed the experience of the reader
that gives a text continued meaning, creating a “triangle of author, work, and public.”*?” Jauss uses
the term “horizon of expectation” (“Erwartungshorizont”) to explain how literary analysis of a
text may facilitate the reactions of both its first readers and its readers of a different time period:

The way in which a literary work, at the historical moment of its appearance, satisfies,

surpasses, disappoints, or refutes the expectations of its first audience obviously provides

a criterion for the determination of its aesthetic value. The distance between the horizon of
expectations of the work, between the familiarity of previous aesthetic experience and the
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“horizonal change” demanded by the reception of a new work, determines the artistic
character of a literary work, according to an aesthetics of reception.3?

The character of a literary work can be received along this horizon in two ways. If there is not a
sufficient gap between the text and its receiving audience, the text may be read as “entertainment
art,” or “Unterhaltungkunst” (kitsch or poshlost’), popular but forgettable and low-style,

recognizable for its adherence to the “ruling standard of taste.”3%

If the text was originally
designed to be alienating or surprising to its first audience, however, but has since entered into a
“classical” canon of literature, it may be more challenging to read the text as it was originally
received, and to access the first horizon along which the art was received. Jauss uses the example
of Gustave Flaubert’s Madame Bovary, published in 1857, the year before Ernest Feydeau’s novel
Fanny: while the latter novel was fantastically successful in the year it was published, it is the
former that has since earned a place in the canon of French literature. Jauss posits that this is the
result of Flaubert’s innovative use of “impersonal narration,” a tenet of realism, while Feydeau’s
novel, with its reliance on a passé “flowery style” and storytelling cliché, has led to its
disappearance from conversations on the mid-nineteenth-century French novel.?*° Working toward
a “reconstruction of the horizon of experience” is a useful but challenging tool for analysis of
ancient literature, to bridge the two-millennia gap between the creation of the texts and the present,
and also to push back against the ever dominant neoclassical paradigm, a vision of the ancient
world still firmly rooted in the Western imaginary. The neoclassical approach to classical reception
originated in Johann Winckelmann’s eighteenth-century writing about antiquity, in which he

situates the reception of ancient literature and art within his perception that the ancient world was

ruled by unity and harmony, an idea visually represented by a perfectly preserved bust carved from
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milky white marble. This picture of antiquity was disrupted by the emergence of the Romantic
tradition out of the Athenaeum of the Schlegel brothers, who overrode the image of the marble
bust with that of a crumbling ruin, an invitation for our imaginations to conjure a lost world that
remains only in fragments. This change in the horizon of expectation allowed Romantic poets to
inhabit genres from antiquity, such as the elegy and the ode, anew.

It is obvious that classical texts were not “classical” at their moment of origin, and the texts
of interest to this dissertation, Attic tragedies, were innovative receptions themselves,
reappropriations of Homeric myth for citizens of a city-state at the zenith of its power. Characters
and plots from Homer were universally known among Athenians and could be endlessly
reimagined and expanded in tragedies to be performed at the Dionysia. The events of Aeschylus’s
Oresteia, the downfall of the house of Atreides, for example, were written by numerous other
tragedians but have been lost to time. The tragedies questioned and renegotiated what it meant to
be Athenian as much as they interrogated morality, familial responsibilities, and the power of their
rulers. The Dionysia was a political project: while it was hosted by the city to honor Dionysus, the
vast majority of attendees were (as far as scholarship can tell) male, active in voting and other city
activities, and were Athenian citizens, meaning no foreigners from other regions or city-states (or
at least very few) were ever witness to these performances.®*! Josiah Ober and Barry Strauss write,

The concerns of Attic dramatists were, of course, not merely political: they encompassed

the broadest and most profound of human subjects, among them the erotic, the divine,

kinship, family authority, and the relation of nature to culture. It is, nevertheless,
characteristic of Attic drama that these suprapolitical concerns are often dramatized
precisely through political action and political speeches.?*?

Taking tragedy out of Athens already strips them of a central tenet of their meaning, and leaves a

void that receptive audiences in the future are called to fill either with a reimagining of the ancient
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world or with a unique setting oriented toward the modern ambitions of the text. This chapter will
use the Jaussian model, in short, the use of texts as “communicative phenomena,”3*3 which may
convey any number of meanings to the reader, to examine how the horizon of expectation morphed
again in the early twentieth century, when the Symbolists, who may be referred as neo-Romantic,
began to reinterpret ancient literature against the backdrop of social unrest across Russia and
looming revolution. Jauss writes,

A literary past can return only when a new reception draws it back into the present, whether

an altered aesthetic attitude willfully reaches back to reappropriate the past, or an

unexpected light falls back on forgotten literature from the new moment of literary

evolution, allowing something to be found that one previously could not have sought in
it.334

I argue that both of these conditions are met in the context of Russian modernist reception of
antiquity: one important element of literary evolution that made this moment of reception possible
was the newfound access of more students to classical texts in the original Greek and Latin as the
number of students in Russian schools and universities grew exponentially through the nineteenth
and into the twentieth century. This created an opportunity for a new class of writers to reckon
with ancient words without a German or French intermediary, in conjunction with the “altered
aesthetic attitude” that was rippling through artistic culture as it turned away from realism and
positivism. The literary landscape that Merezhkovsky identified as unstable in 1893 provided
fertile ground for eclectic renewal of canonized texts.

In his seventh and final thesis, Jauss addresses the social function of literary reception: the
experience of the reader as an interpreter of literature is inextricable from “the horizon of

expectation of his lived praxis” and has “an effect on his social behavior.”333
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The relationship between literature and reader can actualize itself in the sensorial realm as
an incitement to aesthetic perception as well as in the ethical realm as a summons to moral
reflection. The new literary work is received and judged against the background of other
works of art as well as against the background of the everyday experience of life. Its social
function in the ethical realm is to be grasped according to an aesthetics of reception in the
same modalities of question and answer, problem and solution, under which it enters into
the horizon of its historical influence.33
Tragedy, perhaps more than any other genre of literature, originated to fulfill a social function,
and, as has been examined my first and second chapters, it is the gulf that widened between this
original function and its modern reception, in the form of the neoclassical tragedy, that Wagner,
Nietzsche, and, in Russia, a handful of eccentric and scholarly modernists envisioned bridging.
During the Renaissance, the horizon of expectation for tragedy was governed by the preeminence
of Aristotle’s Poetics, in which he asserts that plot is the most important element of tragedy:
“Tragedy is an imitation [mimésis| of an action that is serious, complete, and of a certain magnitude
[...] through pity and fear effecting the proper purgation [catharsis] of these emotions.”*37 To
neoclassical receivers of tragedy, it was rather the depiction of redemption and justified retribution
that animated tragedy. In the preface to Phedre, Racine emphasized his commitment to using
tragedy as a way to administer lessons on moral order: “I have written no play in which virtue has
been more celebrated than in this one. The smallest faults are here severely punished; the mere
idea of a crime is looked upon with as much horror as the crime itself.”3*® Nietzsche in The Birth
of Tragedy returns to the moment of catharsis, to emotional turmoil and relief, as it could be
brought on by bearing witness to the Apollonian and Dionysian drives in the dialogue and choruses

of the tragedy. Ivanov dismisses the Aristotelian lens on tragedy, writing in “Freedom and the

Tragic Life” that Aristotle would rather read tragedy than see it performed, implying that the
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philosopher failed to understand the Bacchic ritual at the heart of the drama.*° The horizon of
expectation for tragedy as a genre and social tool has continued to morph in the present:
contemporary scholarship considers tragedy in the context of decolonizing the classics and
viewing ancient literature through the frameworks of race and gender.

While Jauss’s theories on reception are applicable across philological fields, they were
taken up quickly by classicists who were interested in creating scholarship that could invigorate
their field and bring it into conversation with other modern literary disciplines. The term
“reception” is relatively novel, and the same idea of the study of classical influences through
history has also been referred to as the Nachleben (afterlife) of the texts, or is simply encompassed
into the “classical tradition.” “Reception studies” as an alternative way of thinking about this area
of study offers a discursive critical framework for interpreting academic inquiry into the ancient
world, a historiographic approach instead of historical. Charles Martindale observes that a
“dialogic model” between classical and modern literary studies “provides mutual illumination of
each other.”**" Simon Goldhill suggests that there are

at least three types of reception study in classics. The first takes a work of the ancient world

— the Aeneid, say or the Antigone — and sees how it has been adapted by later artists. It

derives its logic and its focus through a linear genealogy — a sequence of works descended

from an original text, interrelating with each other. The second type takes a post-Classical
author and sees how this particular artist works with a classical paradigm — Dante’s
antiquity, Wagner’s Greeks. It derives its logic and focus in the vision of a single artist,
reading antiquity. The third type takes a more general cultural model and explores how
classical antiquity has provided models and inspiration in a time in history or in a genre or
an artistic movement: the Victorians and ancient Greece; modernism and the classical
body. In this case, there is potentially a more diffuse focus and potentially a wider set of

cultural questions. The specific problem for contemporary reception studies is how these
three models fit together.34!
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It is clear that the engagement of Russian modernists with antiquity touches on each of these types
of reception; Ivanov, Annensky, and Merezhkovsky were engaging with antiquity through serious
scholarship of their own period, which differentiates their receptions further from other Russian
modernists who approached antiquity solely from an aesthetic perspective. Of course, Symbolists
and Acmeists were participating in dialectics that had already stretched over the nineteenth
century, beginning with Schopenhauer and Hegel, to Wagner, Nietzsche, and Rohde, and were
self-consciously building their own intellectual tradition. One of the most famous instances of
classical reception in the twentieth century would come decades after the modernist project in
Russia had been convoluted and tamped down by authoritarian government: Bertolt Brecht’s
staging of Antigone, in 1948, reacted explicitly to the violence of fascist government, and is
adapted from the German translation by the Romantic poet Friedrich Holderlin. In this way,
Brecht’s Antigone shares a common ancestor with the Russian Symbolists, who were deeply
indebted to German Romanticism, a framework equally as important as Hellenism to modernist
reception projects.

Another way of approaching these receptions, this time in regard to genre, is posited in
Distance Manipulation: The Russian Modernist Search for a New Drama by Joanna Kot. Kot
examines the concept of “distance” in theater, which she defines in this context as “the position of
the work vis-a-vis the recipient.”3#? Distance in the theater is a tool for the playwright, director,
and actors to negotiate the level of emotional identification the audience may expect to experience
during the performance. The majority of the dramas that will be examined in this chapter were not
performed in the playwright’s lifetime (or since, as far as I have been able to discover), so my

discussion of “distance manipulation” will be restricted to a reading of the authorial intention,
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determined by adherence to and deviation from the structures, forms, and themes of the genre the
work is receiving. Kot identifies a tension between distancing techniques, which lead to an
estrangement between the performance and the audience in line with what Brecht called
“techniques of alienation,” and the audience’s ability to recognize and identify with what they are
seeing, leading to “shifting distance,” which Kot argues to be “the distinguishing feature of
twentieth-century literature and, more important, drama.”3*} A reception of a tragic drama is a
natural fit into this dynamic of emotional shift, as it navigates between a defamiliarizing setting
and highly stylized narrative structure, and the enduring stories of human emotion and experience.
My analysis of these reception projects reaches for the presence of these cues for distance
manipulation, and whether they operate in accord with an intention to exist in alignment with
contemporary theater or an intention to faithfully replicate the estranging norms of ancient drama.
Like Jauss, Kot emphasizes the necessity of considering the recipient in the classical reception
project, and defines several forms in which the recipient may be imagined: “(1) the virtual
recipient,” understood as the reader or viewer whom “the author encodes into his text, expecting
that this recipient can rely on the same codes that the author himself is using,” followed by “(2)
the contemporary recipient of the second half of the twentieth century” (this refers to Kot’s
inclusion of herself in the reception project, which I extend to include myself and my own
experience as recipient in the first half of the twenty-first century), and “(3) the modernist recipient
of the turn of the century.”3#

A recurring problem for my dissertation subjects when it comes to these dramatic
receptions was the question of how to merge their own scholarly and poetic identities into the

highly structured models created by their ancient inspiration. These negotiations between ancient
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form and modern language can be seen shifting between dramatic works as years went on. This
question of authorial identity as it concerns the creation of tragedy is not new. Modern scholars
question whether it is possible to ascribe “authorship” to the Athenian playwrights in our modern
understanding of the term. Oddone Longo writes that it would be “a mistake to view the dramatic
author” as a “discrete individual™:
His access to the theatrical area does not come about as a matter of personal right but in
the context of a collective trial, within the bounds of group (namely, that of competing
poets), a group which acquires some degree of de facto homogeneity in virtue of its
members’ mutual conditioning or the positive constraints of the context itself (one only
reached the stage through a competition, and in observance of the rules of the genre.
In other words: the concepts of artistic autonomy, of creative spontaneity, of the
author’s personality, so dear to bourgeois esthetics, must be radically reframed, when
speaking of Greek theater, by considerations of the complex institutional and social
conditions within which the processes of literary production in fact took place.3*’
This contributes to the atmosphere of communality, at the cost of a loss of artistic identity, and is
an element of classical reception that is at odds with the modern construction of literary identities.
Symbolist theater projects sought to address this element of ancient creative practice by extending
collaboration, which can be seen beautifully enacted in many arenas, from the publication of
literary journals that were full of articles, poems, photographs, and illustrations by artists of various
affiliation, under the editorship of visionary thinkers, to the staging of plays, operas, and ballets
against the backdrop of sets painted by important artists.

This ethos of collaboration is certainly not unique to this movement or period of time;
rather, I am interested in examining how modern and ancient methods of fostering communality
in the creative act intersect with each other, and if the creative act in the modernist setting,

especially as it was concerned with reviving antiquity, could ever shed its preoccupation with

authorial identity. This series of questions will manifest as an investigation of how much authorial
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identity can be found in these reception projects: writerly trademarks, or references to other authors
or works. Ivanov wrote extensively about theater as a pathway to sobornost’, but could he separate
himself from the tragic dramas he wrote, in the name of the polis? On the scope of the dramatist,
Ober and Strauss write,
The Athenian tragic playwright was in no narrow literary compartment: his subject was the
life of the polis. If the characters were mythical, if the setting was usually out of Athens, if
the dramatic date was ancient, nevertheless the rhetoric of politics in tragedy is largely the
rhetoric of contemporary democratic Athens. Both tragic poets and political orators could
see themselves as teachers: both aimed at the improvement of the citizen, both
communicated through rhetoric.3#6
It would be too simplistic to replace Athens as the polis in question with the city of St. Petersburg,
where all three of my subjects spent the majority of their time while living in Russia. Their
community consisted of their own intellectual class, a citizenry engaged in the artistic life of their
city: attending the theater, reading Mir Iskusstva and Apollon, buying books published by Mikhail
Sabashnikov’s press. Their receptions update the content of tragedy to the problems and rhetoric
of their contemporary Russia.
I turn now to a discussion of the intertextuality between Greek tragedy and medieval
Christian literature, to demonstrate that Symbolist use of an aesthetic framework built on the

overlap between these sources is a natural response to living within a religious tradition that has

its foundations in genres, forms, and myths of ancient Greece and Rome.

Tragedy in the development of Christian literature

Christian literature has been in conversation with Greek and Roman drama from its origins:
the Christian and the pagan aesthetic traditions overlapped and intertwined through the Roman

empire, and on to Byzantium and, of course, the Renaissance. Their reunion in the reception
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projects of Russian modernism was a natural development for a deeply erudite culture looking for
inspiration in ancient mysticism and myth. I have sought to illuminate elsewhere in this project
how revival of tragedy in Russian modernism was often mediated through the aesthetics of Slavic
medieval religious literature, often through language (notable in the Aeschylean translations of
Ivanov), as well as through reference to liturgical ritual and philological analysis (as seen in the
staging of Merezhkovsky’s Hippolytus and article “On the New Significance of Ancient
Tragedy”). John Parker discusses the concept that the classical tragedy floundered during the
medieval period, which Renaissance-era scholars of antiquity claimed to be a result of a decline in
literacy and increase in religious authority. This idea was also referenced by Nietzsche, who saw
Christian teachings as meager, moralizing medicine for a population in need of the pathos and
dynamism of the tragic chorus. Parker argues instead that
ancient tragedy can be said to disappear in the Middle Ages only because the Middle Ages
so thoroughly absorbed, to the point of worship, its aesthetic for glorifying pain. Of all the
pagan materials and customs spoliated or otherwise repurposed by the iconoclasm of the
early church (its transformation of despised theater masks, for example, into the Trinity’s
personae), tragedy was an especially alluring genre insofar as it promised audiences the
sublime satisfaction of watching a semi-divine protagonist come to horrific grief.3*’
In fact, tragedy was never rejected by Christian theology, despite its “pagan” content. Early
Christian communities included Greek poetry, prose, and theater in their school curricula. Their
acceptance of Hellenistic, Hellenic, and Roman literature into their educational programming can
be interpreted as an interest in the same educational and cultural value systems as their non-
Christian counterparts: these texts taught grammar, rhetoric, logic, debate, and the mythos that
animated most cultural life outside their religion. This exposure to texts including tragedy

continued for centuries, despite an edict from Emperor Julian (Julian the Apostate, remembered

for converting from Christianity back to Roman religion) in 362 AD banning Christians from
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teaching pagan literature.>*® Despite this ban, Christian students still studied alongside their Roman
counterparts in schools. Basil of Caesarea, a fourth-century Roman Christian bishop and
theological writer, quoted from Euripides’ Hippolytus and Rhesus in his writing, but tragedy comes
up far less than Hesiod, Homer, or Socrates in his body of work.?#** His brother, the theologian and
later consecrated Eastern Orthodox saint Gregory of Nyssa, mentioned anecdotally in his memoirs
that their mother forbade their sister, Makina, from reading tragedy and comedy specifically, for
their lurid depiction of sexual relationships and violence, particularly suicide.*>°

Carol Symes suggests that the forces that have made tragedy an unstable genre for
reception and interpretation in modernity were already in place in late antiquity, including, for
example, as it concerns the canon of remaining tragedies that we have today, which are the work
of centuries of scholars reconstructing the texts and comparing manuscripts passed down from
antiquity through the medieval period.**! The tragic drama has the possibility of being understood
both as a text and as a performance, and whether or not it could be best understood as one or the
other was a source of passionate debate among the modernists; a millennium earlier, the same topic
was contentious for scholars of the late Roman empire, as tragedy shifted from a medium
transmitted orally to one that could be written down and compared against other transmissions. In
late antiquity, Symes writes, Christian theologians and bishops “were trying to forge a new
religious identity that could compete with older Hellenic ideals blended with contemporary
Hellenistic cosmopolitanism.” At the same time, their peers were “trying to create an alternative

pedagogy that built on—without being engulfed by—ancient models.”*? These religious thinkers
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wished to carve out a theological and artistic niche for themselves in Roman life, but did not wish
to excise the greater pagan culture from their world; I consider the classical reception projects of
the Russian modernists to represent an inversion of this balance. Ancient texts including tragedy
were also highly valued for their instructive possibilities, both in the moral circumstances
presented, more simply, as tools for studying high Greek style, as well as and opposed to the
simple, koine Greek of the New Testament. >3 Medieval advancements in the transmission of Attic
drama on the page included the incorporation of lowerclass letters and diacritics in the ninth
century, and the centuries that followed saw the unfolding of rigorous scholarly compendia,
including commentaries, pronunciation guides, and collections of plays with introductions which,
Symes writes, were “all designed to help the student come to grips with texts that were
simultaneously familiar and strange.”3%*

In the first and second centuries AD, Latin overtook Greek as the “vehicle of conversion

and instruction,”%’

and dramas by the Roman playwright Terence were among the most commonly
read and performed into the early Middle Ages. The scholarship of Byzantine monk Michael
Psellos led to a renewal of interest in Greek literature, including tragedy, between the tenth and
eleventh centuries, creating a generative atmosphere for reception projects in contexts such as
monasteries and imperial courts. One such reception is the Christos Paschon, a Christian
Byzantine drama from c. eleventh-twelfth centuries, which is, according to Sandro Sticca, “the
only authentic dramatic expression of the Byzantine religious theater.”3% For centuries the work

was attributed to the theologian Gregory of Nazianzos, but modern scholarship challenges the

veracity of this claim, as the text has been dated to the twelfth century, and Gregory lived in the
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fourth century.’’ Christos Paschon is a cento, a tragedy composed from adaptations of verses
written primarily by Euripides (specifically the Hecuba, Orestes, Medea, Hippolytus, Troades,
Rhesus, and Bacchae), but also by Aeschylus and Sophocles. Sticca writes that the Christos
Paschon is the “only extant attempt to put together in dramatic form the passion, death, and
resurrection of Christ.”3%® Scholarship since the eighteenth century has noted the clear alignment
in this text of Christian liturgical rites with tragic choral odes. By the nineteenth century, the
development of the medieval religious drama out of the Greco-Roman tragic genre was
incorporated into histories of the modern drama by E. du Meril and Charles Magnin.?>° Sticca
observes that “in both worlds, the Greek and the Christian, the tragic intuition focuses on a final
assertion of a divine order within the universe to which man must conform.”*%° The Christos
Paschon ends with an angel meeting Mary Magdalene and the Virgin Mary at Christ’s tomb, where
the angel reassures them that Christ is risen, and the women exult. Sticca writes that this moment
exemplifies the meeting of the classical and Christian: “The Christian experience here is very close
to that of the classic Greek audience when, at the end of the tragic presentation, it found again its
pristine soul unencumbered by sin and affliction.”*®! Symes notes that one of the earliest
manuscripts of the drama had the subtitle “‘according to Euripides’ (xat’ Evpuidnv), wording
that ranks this favorite tragic poet among the evangelists of the gospels.”?%? A similar moment in
modernist reception of antiquity is Hofmannsthal’s Elektra, which the author described on its title

page as “freely after Sophocles.”*% Both dramas use the ancient text primarily as inspiration for a
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new interpretation of the form and lyric style that suited the contemporary moment, a type of
reception that differs from that of Annensky and Ivanov.

During the same period of time (the tenth and eleventh centuries), Byzantine Orthodoxy
was spreading through central and eastern Europe, bringing with it complex systems of reception
and repurposing of classical literature. One more compelling example of Christian reception of
tragedy is the work of Hrotsvitha of Gandersheim, a tenth-century canoness of the Saxon Imperial
Abbey who wrote hagiographic dramas in medieval Latin that were adapted from Greco-Roman
tragedy, specifically works by Terence. Hrotsvitha wrote in a preface to a volume of her dramas
that she employed “permissible and even desirable imitation and aemulation of pagan learning
[...] for the purpose of Christian instruction.”3** She continued, “Many Catholics can be found—
and we cannot fully exculpate ourselves of this crime—who for the eloquence of cultivated
language prefer the vanity of pagan books to the usefulness of sacred scripture.”*% Her dramas,
which were early versions of the saint or mystery plays, included the conversions and persecution
of early Christians by Roman generals and Julian the Apostate (Gallicanus), the martyrdom of
holy virgins under Diocletian (Dulcitius, Sapientia), and a retelling of St. Abraham’s (an Orthodox
and Syriac saint of the fourth century) rescue of his niece Mary from prostitution and into the arms
of the Lord (Abraham). Sticca writes that Hrotsvitha likely turned to the collection of Greek
hagiographic writing called the Vitae Patrum for inspiration, a volume that “had a profound
liturgical character for it was meant to involve in its totality the entire community in a spiritual
comparticipation similar to the mystical catharsis experienced by the early Christian

community.”366

364 Hrotsvitha, 1
365 parker, 93
366 Hrotsvitha,, 2

200



Hrotsvitha’s dramas are written as “imitatio” of Terence, who wrote plays most directly
influenced by the Attic comedies by Menander and Apollodorus of Carystus, who wrote in the
fourth century BCE. Her intention was to use the structure and lyric verse developed by the
Athenian and later Roman playwrights to create Christian dramas that would satiate the need for
theater she sensed in her religious, literary community. Parker points out that a key difference
between medieval tragic receptions and their Attic ancestors is that the medieval drama depicts a
martyr’s journey to eternal life in Christ through their sacrifice, proving their devotion through
their willingness to die, while heroes in ancient Greek tragedy face death as an end.’®” Parker
writes, “The foundation of all hagiographical writing concerned with saints who die by violence
is that Christian redemption must be purchased with pain, and the pain, for that reason, frequently
erupts into bliss: ‘the more bitterly I am tortured,” says Irena [a character from the drama

999368

Gallicanus], ‘the more gloriously am I exalted. The exaltation of these martyrs and saints is

its own type of catharsis, but is unique to Christian receptions, differing from the catharsis through
the communal experiencing of despair and subsequent release that Nietzsche identifies. Leo Aylen
writes,

There is a body of historical material which would serve a Christian writer in almost exactly
the same way as the Greek myths served the Greek tragedians. We have very much the
same attitude to the history of the Middle Ages as the fifth-century Athenians had to the
period of their myths. We look back from a sophisticated, rational, urban, and democratic
culture to a primitive, irrational, rural culture governed by kings. We look back from a time
when everyone goes to law, on a time of moral articulateness and directness, when gods
walked the earth. We interpret life analytically, and look back on a time when it was
interpreted through ritual.%

A similarity between the Attic tragedy and the medieval Christian tragic reception is the idea that

theater could be a theological and political pillar in a community that taught as much as it could
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be considered to have entertained. This urge to revive tragic forms with the interpolation of
Christian liturgy, out of at once an irresistible draw to ancient drama and out of an avowed mission
to better one's literary public, would be reborn in Russian modernism.

Discussion of Renaissance reception of tragedy is not necessary for the focus of this
dissertation, and the first chapter examined Slavic medieval interactions with classical literature,
which, as far as I could discover, did not include texts that were borne of direct contact with Greco-
Roman tragedy. These medieval receptions are closely related to the reception projects of Ivanov
and Merezhkovsky, who drew upon Russian medieval aesthetics and religion in distinct ways.
Martha M. F. Kelly calls the urge of Russian modernist poets to merge Orthodox traditions with
their own poetry the “sophianic task,” and defines it as an “impulse to unite: earthly and heavenly,
human and divine, flesh and spirit, secular and sacred.”3”° While the “sophianic task™ is explicitly
a response to the philosophy of Vladimir Solovyov and his search for the Divine Sophia, Kelly
points out that each Symbolist went about this task in his (or her) own way.

The philosopher Lev Lopatin called Solovyov the “first truly original Russian philosopher,
just as Pushkin was the first Russian national poet.”3”! At the risk of oversimplifying their parallel
influence on Russian Symbolism, one could say that like Nietzsche, Solovyov rejected the
prevailing movement of positivism in nineteenth-century philosophical discourse, but while
Nietzsche sought to move away from established traditions of Christianity, Solovyov inaugurated
a return for intellectuals to Russian Orthodox via mysticism. Solovyov initiated a mode of
collaborative thought between early Christian theology, itself intertwined with pagan theosophy,
and Russian Orthodoxy, enumerated in his theory of bogochelovechestvo, God-manhood, his

concept of the divine meeting the human, and in his writing on the Divine Sophia, a mystical
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presence whom he encountered through his visions and represented through poetry and
philosophy. Solovyov modeled for the Symbolists the mingling of Orthodox theological thought
and modernist poetry and art. Kelly points out, however, what I find to be an important element of
modernist reengagement with Orthodoxy: that while modernists (especially Symbolists) interacted
with the work of Solovyov and often responded to his ideas in their own art, they were also
responding to a “larger impulse in their epoch that Solovyov’s work represents.”3’> This impulse
manifests differently across various writers’ artistic output, but I will focus on how it appears in
the work of Annensky, Ivanov, and Merezhkovsky.

Russian literature of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries was preoccupied by the life of
the narod—the peasants whose way of life appeared to the upper classes as to have remained static
for centuries at a time, and who represented the true “Russian soul.” This can be seen in Nikolai
Karamzin’s Poor Liza (beouas Jluza) in 1792, throughout Tolstoy’s oeuvre but especially in the
chapters devoted to Konstantin Levin in Anna Karenina, and in the art produced by the artists of
the Abramtsevo Colony. This is not to say there is not an abundance of humanist and realist
literature on the experience of the serf and peasant classes, particularly in the writing of Ivan
Turgenev and Anton Chekhov. This line of thought is especially associated with the Slavophile
movement of the nineteenth century. The experience of the narod is inextricable from their
religion, leading artistic journeys to rediscover or reconnect with “Russianness” directly to the
liturgical language and medieval aesthetics of Russian Orthodoxy, itself seemingly unchanged
since before the Westernizing efforts begun by Peter the Great in the seventeenth century. For
religious-philosophic thinkers including Solovyov, Merezhkovsky, and Ivanov, among many of

their peers, the aesthetics of narod could be brought together with select strains of Western art and
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philosophy to create a genre that represented both their difference and distance from the West and
their deep knowledge and adoration for the Western canon of art going back to antiquity. This
attitude 1s also entrenched in mistrust of urbanization and industrialization, and these anxieties
would only grow as the nineteenth century ended and the twentieth began. In short, modernists
under the wing of Solovyov found themselves in the same position as their counterparts in the
Roman empire and medieval period, wary of progress and the ills of urban life, and following in
their footsteps, they consciously built a new horizon of expectation to receive the ancient texts
through their Russianness. This mode of reception was imbued with Orthodoxy as it could be used
as a stand-in for “traditional Russianness,” while earlier generations of writers in the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries had received antiquity in spite of their Russianness. This reception could
be seen as shallow, of course, and primarily occupied with the medieval aesthetics of the church
and its rituals, and with a rosy perception of life in the countryside. Russian modernist reception,
as Kelly emphasizes, “endowed art and beauty with a role more essential than in (at least modern)
Western Christianity.”?7

Many of these ideas about the experience of the Russian peasant overlap with the aims of
the modernists in reviving tragedy: the peasants of the narod appeared to Slavophiles to be
endowed with the quality of sobornost’ that was sought by Ivanov in his reception projects. Dmitry
Pisarev wrote that “the Russian peasant is perhaps still not able to raise himself to a conception of
his own personality, to rise to national egoism and respect for his own personality.”37* The concept
of preserving the universality of peasant thought and experience in Slavophilism is in opposition
to the ambitions of the Westernizers, who equate progress with the development of individualistic

personality. Slavophiles saw the Orthodox Church as a site for the “surrender of personal identity,”
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as Catriona Kelly and David Shepherd write.3”> Konstantin Aksakov connected the religious unity
of the peasant and the concept of the Greek choir in 1851, and he planned to write a drama that
had a chorus, which he described as “an element of Greek drama to which alone could Russian
drama bear any similarity. The choir is the principle of Russian life.”*’® Aksakov borrowed the
image of the Greek chorus and associated it with folk music and dance, and references the

“khorovod,” a group folk dance based in ritual that can be found in the cultures of many Slavs,

during which the dancers are able to “[merge] their separate identities into the narod.””’

Five decades later, in 1904, Ivanov published an essay in Vesy titled “The Poet and the
Crowd” (“TToaT u uepnb”)3’8, in which he imagines a mob of peasants waiting to hear the prophetic
word of the Poet. Art has suffered, he argues, with the rise of individualism and the subsequent
isolation of the Artist-Poet from his public. Ivanov mentions Lermontov and Tyutchev as poets
whose art suffered as a result of their solitude. The reunion of the poet and the crowd would be the
accomplishment of Symbolism:

WctuHHBI cuUMBOMU3M JODKeH mnpumuputTh Ilosta um UYepHp B 0Oonbiiom,
BCEHAapOJHOM MCKycCcTBE. MHHYET CpOK OThEAMHEHHMs. MBI HIEM TPOIOW CHUMBOJIA K
Mudy. bonbiioe HMcKyccTBo— HCKycCTBO MHQOTBOpUeckoe. M3 cuMBOia BBIpAcTET
WCKOHH CYIIIECTBOBABIINK B BO3MOYKHOCTH MH(, 3TO 00pa3HOe pacKphITHE MMMaHEHTHOMN
UCTUHBI JyXOBHOTI'O CaMOYTBEPKACHHS HAPOJHOIO M BCEICHCKOro. Pa3Be xpucTuaHcKas
JyIIa Hallero HapoJa, MPOHUKHOBEHHO U MU(HUUECKH Ha3BaHHOTO OOIOHOCLIEM, HE Y3HAET
cebs B mudorBopueckux crtuxax TrordeBa? [...] Toibko HapomHBIA MU( TBOPUT
HapOJIHYIO IIECHIO U XPaMOBYIO (ppecKy, XOpoBbI€ JeiicTBa Tpareauu U Muctepuu. Mudy
IIPUHAJUIEKUAT TOCIIOACTBO HAX MUPOM. XYAOXKHUK, Pa3pellUTeNb y3, HOBBIA JEMUYPT,
HACJICIHUK TBOPSIIEH MaTepH, CKIIOHUT TOCITYIIHbIA MU TOJ] CBOE Jierkoe uro. M6o mud
— MOCTYJIaT MUPCKOro co3HaHus, U Muga Tpebdosana ot [losTa He 3HaBIIAs cama, Yero
oHa xouer, YepHb. BaxkHoro, BepHOro, HEOOXOJUMOIO ajKkanga OHAa: TOJBKO BBIMBICI
MU(PHUYECKUI — HENPOU3BOJIBHBIA BBIMBICENI M BEPHEHMIINH «TbMbI HU3KHX HCTHH». K
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CHUMBOJYy >X€ MH( OTHOCUTCS, Kak Ay0 K »xemyqo. W «kiaroudm TaiiH», BBEPEHHBIC

XYIOKHHUKY, — HPEXKIE BCEr0 KIIFOUM OT 3aMOBEAHBIX TAWHUKOB JyIIX HAPOIHOM.>””

True Symbolism must reconcile the Poet and the Crowd in a great, national art. The
time of separation is over. We are following the path of symbol to myth. Great art is a
myth-making art. From symbol will emerge the myth, which has always existed as a
possibility, this figurative revelation of the immanent truth of spiritual self-affirmation,
national and universal. Does not the Christian soul of our people, so penetratingly and
mythically called God-bearer, recognize itself in Tyutchev's myth-making verses? [...]
Only folk myth creates folk songs and temple frescoes, the choral performances of tragedy
and mystery. Myth holds dominion over the world. The artist, the liberator of bonds, the
new demiurge, the heir of the creative mother, will bend the obedient world to his easy
yoke. For myth is the postulate of secular consciousness, and myth was demanded of the
Poet by the crowd, which did not know what it wanted. It craved something important,
true, and necessary: only mythical fiction—an involuntary fiction and the truest of the
“darkness of base truths.” Myth relates to symbol as an oak relates to an acorn. And the
“keys to secrets” entrusted to the artist are, first and foremost, the keys to the sacred
recesses of the people's [rnarod’s] soul.

Performance of tragedy is the apotheosis of the great, national art Ivanov is imagining in its
capacity to restore sobornost’. Returning to an artistic culture in which the identities of the artist

and audience merged would be true to the Slavic national idea of communality, what Aksakov

9380

called a “moral choir, as well as true to their even more ancient ancestors. Ivanov also argued

that “Greco-Roman antiquity did not know individualism in our sense.”*8! Tvanov even staged the
khorovod among his friends and acolytes in Petersburg.

On May 2, 1905 in Petersburg N. M. Minsky’s apartment, the people gathered there undertook to
conduct a “rite” [deistvo] as proposed by Ivanov. They did a “rhythmic circle dance” [ritmicheskii
khorovod], and they performed symbolic sacrifices. They pricked someone with a pin and drank
his blood, which had been squeezed out into some wine, calling this a “collective communion”
[soprichastie]. 3%

While I do not believe this ritual was what Aksakov had in mind in 1851, the cross-pollination

between the nineteenth-century intellectual polemics of the Slavophiles and interest among
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Russian modernists in seeking a renewed understanding of the preindustrialized world through art
corresponds with a greater pattern developing in cultures around the world at this time. Many
versions of modernism formed during this period share a common strain of finding inspiration in

“primitivism.” David Richards writes,

To seek to renew an exhausted culture with a primitive alternative is a motive as ancient as
culture itself; what makes modernist primitivism different from its predecessors is the
greatly increased variety and accessibility of primitive models that nineteenth- and
twentieth-century global empires made available.3®3

In Russia, primitivism thrived in the realms of painting and poetry. The painter Natalia
Gonacharova was influenced by Scythianism and Slavic folk tradition, through which she could
reinvent abstraction in painting. To the Ancient Greeks, who prized proximity to “civilized”
society, Scythians were considered barbaric and primitive. The tension that forms between
movements or generations of artists engaged in evolving waves of progress and then a return to
tradition is nothing new. There is proverb from fifth-century BCE Athens that is recounted by
Plutarch in his “Symposiacs”: “When Phrynichus and Aeschylus developed tragedy to include
mythological plots and disasters, it was said ‘What has this to do with Dionysus?’” This led
spectators to joke that the tragedies, which were no longer entirely based around venerating the
wine god, were “Nothing to do with Dionysus.”*%* The receptions of tragedy that were borne out
of the maelstrom of change and influence in Russian fin-de-siecle culture may be described as

“Too much to do with Dionysus.”

Annensky was perplexed by the Slavic-nationalist mysticism taken to heart by his fellow

poets and scholars. In a 1909 essay for Apollon titled “On Contemporary Lyricism” (“O
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coBpemeHHoM nupu3Me”), Annensky surveyed the field of modernist poets publishing in Russia,
discussing the work and personae of Vyacheslav Ivanov, Valery Bryusov, Aleksandr Blok, Fyodor
Sologub, Maximilian Voloshin, Sergei Makovsky, Andrei Bely, Viktor Gofman, Mikhail Kuzmin,
Sergei Rafalovich, Boris Sadovsko, Ivan Rukavishnikov, Aleksandr Kondratiev, Sergei Solovyov,
and Nikolai Gumiliev. Annensky concludes that only Konstantin Balmont, Bryusov, Ivanov, and
Sologub possess “fully established types of lyricism,”*% notices that much of modernist poetry
concerns urban life, and registers the influence of French poetry and that “[o]ccasionally, attempts
at Slavic-Byzantine stylization arise, a bizarre return to antiquity.”3%¢ (“Hspenxa Bo3HMKaroT
MOTIBITKA ¥ CJABSHO-BU3AaHTHICKOW CTHJIM3AlMU, MPUYYIIUBBIA BO3BpaT K crapune.”) The
descriptor “Byzantine” functions as a pejorative throughout this essay, as Annensky tartly notes
that the words “decadence” and “Byzantine” are synonymous to the French. In the context of
modernist applications of antiquity, this appears to me to be a rejection of a strain of the “native
antiquity” path to classical literature that many of these poets were traversing, which connected
Russia to Ancient Greece through the Byzantine Empire and Orthodox Christianity. In particular,
this type of creative exercise was encouraged by Ivanov, and while Annensky does acknowledge
the depth of Ivanov’s aesthetic world and his literary skill, he is critical of Ivanov’s reappropriation
of classical language and myth in his poetry, which he describes as teaching Greek to the
Hyperborean (a reference to the mythical land in the far north from Ancient Greek myth) maenad.
Annensky analyzes a poem published by Ivanov in the literary magazine Ostrov titled “Trial by
Fire” (“Cyn oras’), which draws from the myth of the Thessalian king Eurypylus, who fought on
the side of the Achaeans in Troy. Ivanov’s poem receives a myth told by Pausanias, a Greek

traveler and writer of the second century AD, of the downfall of Eurypylus, after he opened a
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cursed chest in which he found an icon of Dionysus and subsequently went mad. Annensky
questions Ivanov’s use of a relatively unknown figure and story from myth without any additional

context.

Otuero Obl TO3TYy, B CaMOM Jiele, HE JaBaTb K CBOMM BBICOKOIIEHHBIM Ihecam
KOMMEHTapus, Kak Jejan B cBoe Bpemsi, Hanmpumep Jleomapau? W pa3Be oHM YK Tak
3aBUJHBI, ATOT TOJIYCO3HATEIBHBIM BOCTOPTr M POOKHE IMOXBAlIbl M3 CPEIbl JIHUIl, HE
YCIEBIIUX 3arisHyTh B bpokray3-EdpoHa, U moxuMaHus TUI€YaMH CO CTOPOHBI IPYTHX,
BOBCE Y HE HAMEPEHHBIX “pajiyl KaKUX-HUOYb CTULIKOB™ TyJa 3arjsablBaTh?

Ho mnemantusm BsdecnaBa lBamoBa MemiaeT IIOHMMAaTh €ro IIO33MI0O—YTO
“noHuMaTh”’? IBIIATH €F0—HE OJHUM OTCYTCTBHEM KOMMeEHTapus. Jleno B TOM, 4TO Hall
03T He co3aeT, kak Credan Mamrapme, ocoboro cuatakcuca. [...] Ero cypoBsie peueHus
CLIETIEHB] KPENKO,— MECTaMU OHU KaKyTCs JIa’Ke CKOBAHHBIMM. S’

Why shouldn't a poet, indeed, provide commentary on his highly valuable plays, as
Leopardi, for example, once did? And are they really so enviable, this half-conscious
admiration and timid praise from those who haven't had a chance to visit Brockhaus-Efron,
and the shrugs from others who have no intention of visiting "for the sake of some verses"?
But Vyacheslav Ivanov's pedantry hinders one from understanding his poetry—*“to
understand” what? To breathe it in—not merely through the absence of commentary. The
fact is that our poet, unlike Stéphane Mallarmé, does not create a unique syntax. [...] His

stern utterances are tightly knit—in places they even seem constrained.
Annensky even quotes a newspaper parody of Ivanovian verse, which ends with the line “We
haven’t read Aeschylus — what are we to do?” “MsI He uuTanM JcXUaa—uTO XKe aenars!” 388
(This review was written before Ivanov embarked on his translations of Aeschylus.) This is an
interesting perspective from Annensky that further illustrates how crucial the role of the educator
was in his promotion of classical reception. Annensky not only employed lesser-known myths
himself in his receptions, he was particularly interested in figures from Thessalian myth, such as

Eurypylus: these projects will be discussed later in this chapter. These receptions, however, were

prefaced with Brockhaus-Efron-style articles with historical and literary context.
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I find these two perspectives delineated in essay form from Ivanov and Annensky to be

fitting prologue to my discussion of each of their receptions of classical tragedy.

Innokenty Annensky’s closet dramas

Annensky wrote four original dramas, which were all receptions of Greek tragedy, between
1900 and 1906. The first three are tragedies: Melanippa-filosof was published in 1900, followed
by Tsar Ixion in 1902; Laodamia was written in 1902 but was published in 1906 in the journal
Severnaya rech’. The final play, called Famira-kifared, was written in 1906, but with a different
subtitle than the prior three: this was a “Bacchic drama,” which to Annensky meant it was not quite
as neoclassical as the prior tragedies, but showed more decadent aesthetic influence. Annensky
had published little outside of pedagogical scholarship before 1900, despite having been translating
extensively from French and Greek and writing original poetry throughout the 1890s. These
receptions intertwine with the translations of Euripides that Annensky was immersed in at the same
time. Like his translations, the dramas are composed in unrhymed iambic pentameter. In terms of
tragic structure, Annensky continues to adhere to Euripidean style by using the choral sections not
for religious solemnity and mystical language but for interaction with the tragic hero or heroine
that deepen and complicate the choices presented in the plot. Like the chorus in Euripidean
tragedies such as the Medea, the chorus expresses moral outrage at the actions of the hero. While
Ivanov’s tragedy revolves around the chorus, the heart of Annensky’s tragedies is in his
characterization. In the preface to Tsar Ixion, Annensky writes that these dramas were designed to

“utilize classical models, despite the modernization of the myth's psychological development.”38°
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This intention is immediately evident when reading his receptions, beginning with his choice of
protagonists. Torlone writes,

All Annenskii’s tragic protagonists are united by common characteristics: they are all

young and wholesome beings driven by and loyal to their callings, who carry in themselves

a creative spirit that clashes with the base matter of life, and for a fleeting moment they

each subjugate that matter and become triumphant.3%

Famira-kifared would become his best-known drama when it was published in 1913 and staged in
1916 at the Kamernyy Teatr in Moscow. Despite the fact that his first three tragic receptions were
never staged, and it does not appear Annensky took any measures to try and stage them even in
his classroom, his dramas all include extensive stage directions and descriptions of elaborate sets
drawn from his research on ancient performance.

These receptions are built around fragments from incomplete Euripidean drama.
Interestingly, Annensky appears to have been drawn to myths centered around figures from the
Greek region Thessaly. During this period, Annensky was also translating the Alcestis, a
Euripidean tragedy set in Thessaly, which he published in 1901. In the Mycenaean period of the
Bronze Age (1750 to 1050 BCE), Thessaly was known as Aeolia, and the Aeolians were one of
the four tribes of Greeks (alongside the Achaeans, Ionians, and Dorians——classifications familiar
to readers of the //iad). Their mythical ancestor was Aeolus, one of the seven sons of Hellen (the
forefather of all Hellenes). In Euripides’ Melanippe fragments, she is the daughter of Aeolus,
although this relationship does not exist in other sources of myth. In ancient literature, Thessaly is
often characterized as a region associated with witchcraft and the occult.’' It is also the

mythological homeland of the heroes Achilles and Jason. Maria Mili’s study of religion in

Hellenistic Thessaly finds the topos of Thessalian land—populated with mountains, valleys, and
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coastlines—and the fertility of the land in particular to also be part of its distinguishing
characteristics.3*> While Athens and Sparta prided themselves on their powerful militaries, the
various cities and settlements that populated Thessaly were united in their shared pride in
agricultural abundance. It follows, therefore, that both Dionysus and Demeter were widely
worshipped, as deities ruling the fertility of the earth. Mili finds that local worship of Dionysus
had an “old Thessalian pedigree”: artifacts dated to the fifth century BCE describe him as
“Dionysus Karpios,” derived from karpos, meaning fruit.>> A form of ritual dance from Thessaly
is called “karpaia,” possibly in reference to Dionysus Karpios.3** Other emblems of Thessalian life
were horses (Thessaly is considered the mythical homeland of the centaur) and corn, which, like
Dionysus and Demeter, also points toward pride in the fertility of the land and its inhabitants.3%’
Mili also identifies uniquely strong cults of Heracles and Hestia in various Thessalian regions.3%

Melanippe, Ixion, and Laodamia are figures from myth who recur throughout antiquity in
the works of Ovid, Lucian, Catullus, and Virgil, but are not the subject of any (extant) dramas by
Aeschylus or Sophocles. Accounts of the parentage and fates of these figures differ, but
Annensky’s plots and characterizations are largely based on scholarly reconstruction of Euripides’
vision, which he determined through examination of the remaining lines, reference to the dramas
in antiquity in literature, and with the help of ancient and modern classical scholarship. Much of
extant Greek tragedy revolves around figures and settings related to the Trojan War (Aeschylus’s

Oresteia; Sophocles’ Elektra, Philoctetes, and Ajax; Euripides’ Helen, Andromache, Orestes, The

Trojan Women, Hecuba, Iphigenia in Tauris, and Iphigenia in Aulis) or the house of Oedipus in
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Thebes (Aeschylus’s Seven Against Thebes; Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex, Antigone, and Oedipus at
Colonus). It 1s significant that Annensky chooses to receive dramas that are somewhat removed
from these universes of myth (with the exception of Laodamia, who is the grieving widow of the
first warrior to be killed in Troy, Protesilaus). Ixion and Melanippe are part of the body of myth
that predates any “historical” past such as the Trojan War, similar to the setting of Aeschylus’s
Prometheus Bound. Euripides’ Melanippe is the daughter of Aecolus and thus the great-
granddaughter of Prometheus, the subject of Ivanov’s second tragic reception. Annensky spends
nearly half of his Antichnaya Tragediia lecture vividly imagining the first performance of
Prometheus Bound at the Dionysia, and quotes extensively from dialogue between Prometheus
and Hermes. His purpose, he explains, is “to illustrate, through at least one example, what ancient
tragedy was and what the ancient Greeks understood by the word tragic.” (“Mue Hago ObLIO
TOJILKO XOTs1 ObI HA OJJTHOM MPUMEPE IMOKa3aTh MOUM CIIYIIATENISIM, YTO TAKOC aHTHYHAS Tpareaus

)37 In his dramas, Annensky

Y YTO TIOHUMAJU JPEBHUE SJUIMHBI 11O UMEHEM TParun4eckoro.
returns to this time and place, to a mysterious, primitive era of Greek civilization, during which
mortals were not bound by common understanding of laws and behaviors that are implicit in
tragedies built around the Trojan War. Annensky recognizes that this atmosphere is inherently
Aeschylean, so he grounds his receptions in a more recognizable “reality” by drawing from
Euripidean fragments, creating his ideal tragic space between the two playwrights. By making this
space Thessaly, Annensky links his dramas to early Greek myth and distances it from military
violence and the contemporary politics of the kings Agamemnon and Oedipus. Instead, Thessaly

represents Annensky’s non-Symbolist vision of the Dionysian. In a Thessalian context, Dionysus

can be linked at once to fruitful harvest, ritual dance, and local occult practice, which are all
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characteristic of the Russian countryside and traditional culture in the imagination of Slavophilism,
or as I believe to be more accurate in Annensky’s case, the broad interest of modernists in primitive
cultures.

Melanippa-filosofis inspired by Melovinry n Zopn (Melanippe the Wise), a tragedy written
by Euripides c. 420 BCE. Melanippe gives birth to twins fathered by Poseidon, whom she conceals
from her father, Aeolus. This tragedy is usually discussed as part of a pair alongside Melanippe
the Captive, and a total of 170 lines remain out of both plays. In the preface to his reception,
Annensky introduces not only the myth and the lost play, but his approach to writing neoclassical
drama (forgive the length of the quotation, I find it all to be relevant).

B necareix romax V Beka g0 P. X., B AduHax, 3HAMCHUTBIA TparudecKui IMHUCaTelb
EBpunun, yxe crapukom, OCTaBUJI HA CLIEHY MbECY, KOTOpasi HOCUJIa TO e Ha3BaHUE, UYTO
U TomernIaeMasi Hrke, — ‘Menanunma-¢uiocod”. Ita meeca He monuia g0 Hac. O0 Hei
COXPaHWJIUCh TOJIBKO JOBOJIBHO PEIKHE OT3BIBBL, Ja U3 Hee nutuposanu 13—16 crpok. Ilo
CYACThIO, MU}, TOUHEE OCHOBA JPAMaTUUYECKOTO CIO’KETa, XOTS M HE BIOJHE, COXPAHHIIACh
y oAHoro ucropuka antuyHou 3psl (I Beka no P. X.), luonucus ["anukapHacckoro, u y
Bu3anTuiina XII Bexa Hamreit spsl, ['puropus Kopurdckoro. ABTop BOCIONIB30BaJICS ITHM
MHU(DOM, a paBHO M BCEM, YTO OCTAJIOCH OT JereHapl 0 Menanumnmne u Donunax. Ho storo
OKa3aJIoCh CJMIIKOM Majo Jaxe A KOHTypa, U aBTOpy HPHUILIOCH OBITh HE TOJBKO
IpamaTyprom, Ho u Mudyprom. Hu pacnuchsle Bas3bl, HU capkodaru He MOMOTAIA eMy
mpu AToM. CXEMBI OH B35J1 aHTUYHBIE. JTO ObLIO HE CIy4YailHO, U YK€ BO BCAKOM CITydae
HE TOTOMY, 4TOOBI aBTOp B3sUI Ha ceOs HEOJIAroapHyIO 3a/1ady IOJJIENbIBAThCS ITO]
Espurnuna. Ilo ero rimybokomy yOekIeHNIO, aHTUYHBIM MU} OPraHUYECKH CBSI3aH C TOIO
dbopMoii, B KOTOpoi OH wH300paxancs Ha cieHe aQUHCKUMH Tparukamu V Beka.
HlexciupoBckre (HOpMBI  IpaMbl  CYIIECTBYIOT Ui Oojiee  CIOXKHBIX  (hadyi.
Oepanuuennocms 8pemenu (B 3TOW Tpareauu OKojio 18 4acoB), KOTOpPYIO, €CIIU XOTHUTE,
MO3KHO Ha3BaTh eOUHCIBOM 8peMeHU, IMeNia JUI aBTOpa BeChMa CYIIIECTBEHHOE 3HaUCHHE.
OH npencraBisin cebe Tpareauio HE B KOMHATE, a MOJ YUCTHIM HEOOM; a pa3lIndHbIe ee
CTaJIuy - B CBSI3M C MOJIOKEHUEM COJIHIIA HAa TOPU30HTE WJIM 3a TOpU30oHTOM. HaunHaeTcs
Tpareaus B MCXOJ€ HOYM; B JKAPKUM TOJIJIEHb 3aBSI3BIBAETCS €€ CTPAlIHBIM y3edl.
TporarenbHblil 3akar cBsizaH ¢ anodeocoil U T. A. EOuncmeo mecma BBI3BIBAIOCH
JKEJIAaHWEM aBTOpa COXPAHUTH B Tparenuu xop. Ho xop HoBoM “MenaHunmsl’” COBCEM HE
TOT, 4TO ObUT B aHTUYHOMN Tpareauu. OH UHANBUAYAIU30BaH, COCTABIISISI TAPMOHUUYECKOE
JOTIOJTHEHUE K TepouHe Tpareauu. Ho eciau Mbl B COBpEMEHHOM JipaMe Tak 4acTO HEBOJIBHO
XOTHM MY3BIKH, TO HE BITOJIHE JIU €CTECTBEHHBIM OKa3bIBACTCS JKEJIAHUE aBTOpa TpareIuu
BBECTH JINPUYECKUN MY3bI-KaJbHBIM 3JIEMEHT B KA4ECTBE OINPEIEICHHON YacTH B COCTaB
cBoero npousBeaeHus? CoaepkaHne XOPOBBIX MapTHH 1O OOJNBINEH YacTH MH(PUIECKOE,
HO OHO NOHSTHO 0€3 0cOoObIX 00bsiCHEHUU. YnuTaTenb MONMET TakXke, YTO B HEKOTOPbIE
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MOMEHTBHI, /ISl TOTO YTOOBI OCIIA0UTH M3JIUIIIHEE HAIPSKEHHE HEPBOB U OCBOOOIUTH JyIILY
JUIA HOBBIX BIIEYATJIEHWH, YTOOBI, TaK CKa3aTh, 0600pums €€, aBTOPY NPHXOIUIOCH
npuberarb B Xopax K MPOCTOTE U CIIOKOWCTBHIO TMOYTH 3MHYECKMM. TakoB Mepexoj K
TpeTheMy AeUCTBUIO. J{JIs TpaKTOBaHUSI aHTHYHOTO CIOXKETA B PACTIOPSKEHUH aBTOpa ObLIO
JBa Crmoco0a WM METOJA: YCIOBHO-apXeono2uyeckutl, Gonee NEerKui, U muguueckuil,
KOTOpBIH TIOKa3alicsi €My 3aMaH4MBee. DTOT METOJ, IONYCKAIONIMM aHaXPOHU3MBI U
(aHTacTHUECKOE, TIO3BOJIMII ABTOPY TIYOKE 3aTPOHYTH BOMPOCH! IICUXOJIOTUH U STHKU U
OoJiee, KaK eMy Ka3aloch, CJIMTh MUP aHTHYHBINA ¢ COBPEMEHHOMN AylI0r0.%%%

In the 480s B.C., in Athens, the renowned tragic playwright Euripides—already an old
man—staged a play bearing the very same title as the work presented here: “Melanippe the
Philosopher.” This play has not survived to our day. Of it, only rather sparse references
remain, along with citations of some thirteen to sixteen lines. Fortunately, the myth—or,
more precisely, the basis of the dramatic plot—has been preserved (albeit incompletely) in
the writings of an ancient historian (1st century B.C.), Dionysius of Halicarnassus, and a
12th-century Byzantine scholar, Gregory of Corinth. The author drew upon this myth, as
well as upon every other surviving fragment of the legend concerning Melanippe and the
Aeolids. Yet this proved insufficient even to outline the basic contours of the story;
consequently, the author was compelled to act not merely as a playwright, but as a myth-
maker as well. Neither painted vases nor sarcophagi offered him any aid in this endeavor.
He adopted ancient dramatic structures. This choice was not accidental—and certainly not
the result of the author undertaking the thankless task of merely mimicking Euripides. It
was his profound conviction that the ancient myth is organically bound to the specific
dramatic form in which it was presented on the Athenian stage by the tragedians of the 5th
century B.C. Shakespearean dramatic forms, in his view, are suited to plots of greater
complexity. The strict limitation of time—spanning, in this tragedy, approximately
eighteen hours (a constraint one might, if so inclined, term the "unity of time")—held
profound significance for the author. He envisioned the tragedy unfolding not within the
confines of a room, but beneath the open sky; he conceived its various stages as inextricably
linked to the position of the sun—whether above or below the horizon. The tragedy
commences at the waning of the night; at the scorching hour of noon, its terrible knot is
tied. The poignant sunset is linked to the apotheosis, and so forth. The unity of place was
dictated by the author’s desire to retain the chorus within the tragedy. Yet the chorus of the
new Melanippe is by no means the same as that found in ancient tragedy; it is
individualized, serving as a harmonious complement to the tragedy’s heroine. But if, in
modern drama, we so often instinctively crave music, is it not entirely natural for the author
of a tragedy to wish to introduce a lyrical, musical element as an integral component of his
work? The content of the choral passages is, for the most part, mythical, yet it remains
intelligible without the need for extensive explanation. The reader will also appreciate that,
at certain junctures—in order to alleviate excessive nervous tension, to open the soul to
fresh impressions, and, as it were, to offer it solace—the author found it necessary to imbue
the choral passages with a simplicity and serenity that bordered on the epic. Such is the
transition leading into the third act. In his treatment of this ancient subject, the author had
two approaches—or methods—at his disposal: the conventional-archaeological method,
which was the easier of the two, and the mythical method, which struck him as the more

398 Annenskii 1959, 289-90
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compelling option. This latter method—which admits of anachronisms and elements of the
fantastic—enabled the author to delve more deeply into questions of psychology and ethics,
and, as it seemed to him, to achieve a more profound fusion of the ancient world with the
modern soul.
Annensky (referring to himself in the third person) points readers directly toward the key ideas
animating his idiom for Russian modernist tragedy. He acknowledges that he is writing in a
pastiche specifically of Euripides, that his tragic style is meant to formally evoke Attic tragedy and
not modern innovations made by the likes of Shakespeare, and that the element of lyricism in his
language is especially present in his Euripidean choruses. As I have discussed in other chapters,
the chorus is often the first structure from the ancient tragedy to be left out of modern receptions.
The language Annensky notes that the myth from which this tragedy’s plot is drawn was passed
through the (now lost) Attic receptions to Dionysius of Halicarnassus, a historian who lived during
the Augustan period and specialized in Attic rhetoric, to the Byzantine Greek scholar Gregory of
Corinth a millennium later, and now to a Russian modernist-classicist another eight hundred years
later. Annensky traces the reception of myth through scholars and teachers, evidence of his
conviction that the survival of these texts and languages is dependent on their strong presence in
educational institutions. This is also undeniably an argument for the genealogy between classical
Greece and modern Russia mediated through medieval Orthodox Christianity, a religious ancestry
that in this context is also bound up in education: religious institutions were a constant sanctuary
for education through the millennia. Educational institutions, which by Annensky’s era had
deviated from the monastic schools that carried classical education from early Byzantium to early
modern Russia, not only trained future generations in these subjects, but they provided support for
figures such as Annensky and innumerable other teacher-poet-translators whose lives were

animated by literature of antiquity. It is also interesting that Annensky twice emphasizes his

method of receiving tragedy through myth (a Parnassian approach) rather than through archeology,
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the Schliemann and Dorpfeld mode of classical reception, which is intertwined with the German
school of classical philology in which Ivanov was educated and the mainstream, popular
understanding of antiquity through artifact exhibition happening in Russia at the turn of the
century.

Ixion is a villain of Greek mythology, notable for being considered the first kin slayer, for
killing his father-in-law, and one of the most hubristic men of myth, for trying to seduce Hera after
being invited to Mount Olympus by Zeus. For these crimes, he was banished to Tartarus for eternal
punishment. Ixion is discussed by Pindar in his Second Pythian Ode, and Aeschylus and Sophocles
each wrote tragedies for him as well, which are lost. In the preface to this drama, Annensky notes
that Ixion, unlike Orestes or Prometheus, “belonged entirely to the ancient world.”

B 3akiroueHue He AUIIHUM OyJeT YIOMSIHYTh, YTO MU} 00 Mkcuone B oTinune ot Muda

Opecra wmm Ilpomedest Bcemeno mnpuHamIEKan aHTUIHOMY MuUpy. [1o kpaliHeir mepe,

aBTOPY HACTOSILIEH Tpareuu He YJIaJoCch HAWTH B HOBBIX JHUTEpaTypax oOpaboTKu

mu(a o “CBEpXUENTOBEKE” SIUTMHCKOro Mupa.>*

In conclusion, it is worth noting that the myth of Ixion—unlike those of Orestes or

Prometheus—belonged entirely to the ancient world. At the very least, the author of the

present tragedy has been unable to discover, within modern literature, any adaptations of

the myth of this “superman” of the Hellenic world.
It is not coincidental that Annensky has chosen to use the Nietzschean term cBepx4enoBex,
Ubermensch, to describe an overtly villainous tragic hero, the first murderer in Greek mythology.
It may also be Annensky’s concession into the immense popularity of Nietzsche in the Russian
zeitgeist to engage with his ideas in Annensky’s own original work. It is an accurate reading of the

character, however. Ixion is pardoned by Zeus for his first crime, and then quickly commits one

even more arrogant and ill-fated. At the end of the tragedy, Hermes announces that Ixion will

399 Annenskii 1959, 349
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suffer eternal punishment, which is the fate of both of Ivanov’s tragic heroes, Tantalus and
Prometheus.

Laodamia is the wife of Protesilaus, who was among the first Greeks to be killed in the
Trojan War. Notably, the lost drama of Euripides is called Protesilaus, and Annensky changes the
focus to Laodamia, as Seneca received Euripides’ Hippolytus as Phaedra. Annensky cites recent
research on the reconstruction of this lost tragedy by German classicists Maximilian Mayer and
Wilhelm Heinrich Roscher.*?° Annensky was not the only writer to revive and reinterpret the myth
of Laodamia during this period. In 1899, Polish playwright Stanistaw Wyspianski published a
tragedy called Protesilaus and Laodamia, which Annensky names in the preface to his drama as
the only other modern reception of Laodamia of which he was aware; he also mentions
Wyspianski’s play in a review of a volume of Zielinski’s popular lecture series “U3 »xu3aum nuei.”
This volume features a lecture titled “Antuunas Jlenopa” (“The Antique Lenore”), in which
Zielinski discusses a connection between Laodamia in ancient literature and the Lenore motif in
Romanticism. He finds multiple parallels in versions of the story of Laodamia and the heroine of
Biirger’s ballad “Lenore,” who waits years for her lover to return from the Seven Years’ War and
when she becomes angry with God for keeping him away from her, receives a visit from Death in
the form of her lost William. This is a key text for Russian Romanticism, as it was received by
Vasily Zhukovsky and renamed “Liudmila” in 1808. First, Zielinski describes the “ghost motif™;
one theory for Euripides’ plot is that it depicted Laodamia, having learned that Protesilaus has died
in the Trojan War, begging the gods to restore him to life and bring him back from the underworld.
It is clear how this aligns with Biirger’s plot. This also parallels the Alcestis, in which the titular

princess chooses to give up her life in place of her husband, Admetus, a ruler of a province in

400 Annenskii 1959, 414
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Thessaly, whom the Furies have summoned to Hades. Alcestis is rescued and brought back home
by Herakles, but the Alcestis who returns, veiled, from Hades appears to be quite different from
the woman who had left.

Zielinski traces this myth from the lost tragedy to modernity through the writing of Servius
the Grammarian, a fourth-century commentator on Virgil. In Book 6 of the Aeneid, Aeneas
descends into the underworld, and Laodamia is among the shades he encounters. Zielinski cites
Servius’s comment:

Pa3Bsizky mepBoro MoTMBa JaeT HaMm JpeBHHM KomMmeHTarop Buprunua Cepsuid;
KOMMEHTHPYSI TO MECTO CBOETO aBTOpa, € TOT B YHCIIE MPOUYMX TEHEH MPEUucrnoaHeu
ynomuHaer u Jlaomamuio («DHewpa»), oH mosicHseT: «Jlaomamus Obuia >KEHOU
[Iporecuinas; Moay4yuB U3BECTHE, YTO €€ MY>K MOrud mepBbIM B TpOsSHCKOHN BOIHE, OHA
BO3BIMEIIA KeJlaHWe YBUAETh €ro MpU3paK; Korja el 3To ObUIO JO3BOJIEHO, OHA YK€ He
MOTJIa OTOPBATKLCS OT HETO M MOTUOJIa B €T0 OOBATUIXY.

The resolution of the first motif is provided by Servius, an ancient commentator on Virgil;
in his commentary on the passage [in the Aeneid] where the author—amidst the other
shades of the Underworld—mentions Laodamia, he explains: “Laodamia was the wife of
Protesilaus; upon receiving news that her husband had been the first to perish in the Trojan
War, she conceived a desire to behold his phantom; once this was granted to her, she could
no longer tear herself away from him and died within his embrace.”4"!

Zielinski credits Virgil, and Servius’s indication that Virgil representation of Laodamia would be
well known among readers, for this myth’s passage through the medieval period into folk legend
that reemerged in contexts such as Biirger’s “Lenore.” Zielinski writes,

Jlaomamust He yMmepia; BEUYHYIO MOJOJOCTh oOpeia OHAa B OrHEHHOW KyIeld; BEYHOM
CKa3KOH Mepexuiia oHa rudesns cBoero Hapoja. OHa )KMBET U CPeu HAC, 110 PA3JINYHbIMU
nmenamu — Jlenopsr, JIrogmunsl, CBetnanbl. Bee aTo — Ta ke Jlaogamusi, Ta ke cka3ka
PO JKEHHMXa, BO3BPAILIAIOIIErocsl U3 MOTUJIBI K HEXHO JII0OsIell HeBecTe, cKa3ka Mpo
J11000Bb, TOOOPOBLIYIO CMEPTb.

Laodamia did not die; she attained eternal youth in a fiery font; she outlived the demise of
her people as an eternal tale. She lives on among us still, under various names—Lenore,
Lyudmila, Svetlana. All these are but the same Laodamia, the same tale of a bridegroom

401 Zielinski 1908, 208
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returning from the grave to his tenderly loving bride—a tale of love that conquered
death. 40

Another potential avenue for reconstructing Euripides’ tragedy, Zielinski writes, is via the

“statue motif,” and this is the plot Annensky chooses for his reception.4®3

In this telling, a grief-
stricken Laodamia constructs an effigy of her dead husband (named Iolaus by Annensky,
essentially lopping the proto- off of Protesilaus) out of natural materials, which she begins to
ecstatically worship, and the effigy becomes an idol to Dionysus. A servant catches sight of
Laodamia embracing the effigy, and tells Laodamia’s father, Acastus. When Acastus finds her in
a Bacchic frenzy, he orders the idol to be burned in a pyre; Laodamia, who in her trance is
suspended between life and death, chooses to follow the idol into the flames. This myth is centered
in anxiety not only about grief and ensuing madness, but uncontrolled sexuality, which are all the
domain of Dionysus, and a fertile ground for Nietzschean reception. Annensky eschews
association with the Nietzscheans in the cultural sphere of decadence, but within Euripides’ body
of work he is attracted to the Dionysian all the same, and like Ivanov and Merezhkovsky he
recognizes the Russian in Dionysus’s wildness. Annensky also calls Laodamia the “Thessalian
Lenore,” acknowledging the reception history of this myth.404

Annensky’s last drama, Famira-kifared, which he called a “Bacchic drama” rather than a
tragedy, cannot be categorized with the prior three, and appears to be practically a parody of the
deeply serious Dionysian incantation created by Ivanov. It is at once an exploration of Euripidean
territory (it was, after all, Euripides who wrote The Bacchae and engaged deeply with the myth

and ritual of Dionysus) and a deviation from his usual set of interests, as the plot is based on that

of alost tragedy of Sophocles. While the three earlier tragedies are all set around Thessaly, Famira-

402 Zjelinski 1993, 203
403 Zielinski also posits that Euripides combined the “ghost” and “statue” motifs in his lost Protesilaus.
404 Annenskii 1959, 443
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kifared is set in Thrace, the birthplace of the Dionysian cult, and a site that was extensively
researched by Rohde in Psyche, which is mentioned in my second chapter. The adherence to
classical structure is less strict, and Annensky continues to give his characters distinctly modern
voices, but he makes adjustments to suit the Dionysian focus by expanding his use of the chorus.
The chorus is made up of maenads, the female followers of Dionysus. The plot follows a Thracian
kithara player named Famira, whose mother is a nymph, Argiope. Famira’s hubris leads him to
challenge the Muses to a contest, which he of course loses and pays for with his eyes and his
musical ability. Catriona Kelly argues that this drama is closer to the satyr play that would follow
tragedies at the Dionysia than it is to neoclassical or modernist tragedy.*’> Katherine Lahti
summarizes it as an “Apollonian poet stranded in a Thracian Dionysian world, which may be how

Annensky saw himself.”4

Ivanov’s Ubermenschen

Ivanov went the furthest into working to re-create classical lyric in his own poetry. Like
Merezhkovsky, Ivanov saw a connection between the spirits of the Hellenes and Russians, but
while Merezhkovsky rooted this connection in Christianity, Ivanov understood it to be shared on
a deeper level through an ability of Slavonic people to have access to Dionysian experience, and
he tried to share this impression in his poetry and drama. In the preface to his volume of poems
Heoicnas maiina (The Tender Mystery), published in 1912, he gives this reason for his dedications
in Latin to several of the poems:

Jla He yCMOTPST HIKOJIBHOIO HEJaHTU3Ma B TOM, YTO IOCJIEIHUE U3 3TUX JIENT BBIOUTHI
IpeBHUM uyekaHoM. [IpucTtpactue moOuTeNss ONpaBIbIBACTCS €ro BEpOr0 B OyAyIIHOCTH

405 Kelly 1985, 82
406 | ahti, 173
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HAIlIEro ryMaHu3Ma. ABTOP JyMaeT, 4TO aHTUYHOE TIPEJAHue HACYIIHO HYXHO Poccuu u
CnaBsHCTBY, — MO0 CTUXHIHO UM poACTBEHHO.*

Let no one perceive mere academic pedantry in the fact that the last of these contributions
have been struck with an ancient die. The enthusiast’s partiality is justified by his faith in
the future of our humanism—for the author believes that the classical tradition is vitally
necessary to Russia and the Slavic world, being, by its very nature, akin to them.
Ivanov wrote two dramas in the style of classical tragedy, Tantalus in 1905 and Prometheus in
1918. These were two parts of an intended trilogy, but the third play, Niobe, was left unfinished.
As Annensky wrote his dramas with a Euripidean foundation, Ivanov began with Aeschylean
tragedy, and the mythological Tantalus and Prometheus are part of the larger-than-life,
“prehistory” of myth that Annensky was also inspired by. However, unlike Annensky, who looked
deeply into Thessalian mythology to reconstruct fragments on typically Euripidean subject matter,
1.e., the madness and unraveling of the lives of mortals as a result of their own choices, Ivanov
chose Nietzschean supermen: subjects who pushed back against the boundaries set by the gods
and incurred their wrath. In one of his lectures on tragedy as a professor of classics in Baku in the
early 1920s, Ivanov told his students that “The tragedies of Aeschylus are all based on personal

408 These dramas allow Ivanov to interrogate

freedom: crime is the free act of a free personality.
the freedom of these figures, who each commit a crime against the gods. Both of his subjects are
connected to Aeschylus: Prometheus is the subject of Aeschylus’s Prometheus Bound and Tantalus
is the progenitor of the House of Atreus, the lineage that ends with the events of the Oresteia. The
drama is set on Mount Sipylus, the mythical birthplace and kingdom of Tantalus. Mount Sipylus

is located in modern-day Turkey, across the Aegean Sea from Greece, and therefore part of the

East that also encompasses the Thracians and Scythians.

407 Aeschylus, 509
408 Jackson, 93
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There is mythological overlap with Annensky’s tragedies: Ixion, a failed superman, is a
character in Ivanov’s Tantalus who shares in the hero’s hubris. Another similarity with
Annensky’s style of reception is that Ivanov’s characterization of Tantalus is drawn from various
depictions of him across myth.*”® Catriona Kelly writes that in the reception projects of both
Annensky and Ivanov, they “made no concessions to their audience.”*!? They chose arcane subject
matter and showed their dedication to proving their deep knowledge of tragic structure, plot, and
motif at the expense of making their dramas recognizable to their audiences. Tantalus was
published in 1905, the year Ivanov moved back to Russia after several decades living abroad in
Europe, so this project predates the translations of Aeschylus discussed in the previous chapter
while Prometheus was published after his translations were completed in 1919. Zara Torlone
argues that while Tantalus adheres strictly to tragic structure, Prometheus should be regarded “as
a dramatic poem like Shelley’s Prometheus Unbound or the second part of Goethe’s Faust rather
than a neoclassical drama.”*'! The use of highly archaic and lofty language and meter are in the
same register as his translations, demonstrating a throughline for his idiom of tragic language in
Russian and his role as a “Russian Aeschylus.” Dialogue in both dramas is composed in iambic
trimeter, the same “tragic meter” as his translations of Aeschylus, and the choruses feature both
dactylic and trochaic meters. The chorus also speaks at length and at least in Tantalus speaks more
than any other one character, which is quite Aeschylean. While Ivanov is more attentive than
Annensky to re-creating Greek meters, he also introduces rhyme into his tragedies, which was not

a feature of ancient literature.

409 Kot, 110
410 Kelly 1989, 252
4" Torlone 2009, 77
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Ivanov’s plot is drawn from a confluence of stories told by Pindar, Euripides, and Homer:
King Tantalus is the son of Zeus and a mortal woman, and the opening scene depicts his
mythological insatiety and existential dread at his half-mortality.

JloBonbHO! BE4HO J1b 51 — JMILB 4a10 MUJIOCTH,
JIUIIb ChIH LIAPEBOM J1acKu, TUIb — OOubs ChIH?
WNubiM, yem cam oH. TanTtana poaun Kponun,

Y Hero100eH YesloBeK JKuIbliaM Hebec.

OHn omapun, — Ho rae napsi? OHM — 5 caMm.
Onun B cebe, Hecy 51 MUP 00KECTBEHHO.

Ho tecen mup moum ankanusm. boros

MOJIUTh 00 yToJIeHbH, AeBbl? Ho He BcE 1b

OHHM CKa3aJli, UTO CKa3aTh Belleja UM

catas [IpaBna u Cyap0a u3Beunas? —

He BC€ 11b cKa3am 5TUM MUPOM COJIHEYHBIM,
4TO 5 yBeJal U, II03HAaB, 3areyaTiiesn

CBOHM COTJIaCheM, B OHBI MUT, KOTJ1a
pa3Bep3I0Ch ITO OKO U MOM JIyX BO33pen?

Her, neBwi! U3 cebs — cebst TBOpUTH, OO0
oOoramiats 1 yMHOXaTh ce0s1, BO33BaTh

U3 HEJIp CBOMX ce0si HHOI'O — BOJIIO 1.

Even from this opening monologue, many of Ivanov’s Symbolist literary motifs are prominent.
There are words easily connected to Orthodoxy: uano mutoctu or “child of mercy” using an Old
Church Slavonic term for child, reference to csitast [Ipasna u Cyap0a usBeunas, “holy Truth and
eternal Fate.” The final lines speak like Nietzsche’s Zarathustra: 13 ce6st — ce0st TBOpHUTH, COO0IA
/ oboraimmaTts U YMHOXaTh ceOsi, BO33BaTh / U3 HEApP CBOUX cedsi nHoro — Boito st! “To create
myself from myself— / to enrich and multiply my being through myself, / to summon forth from
my own depths a different self—that is my will!” Tantalus is addressed by the chorus as
UYenosekobor, “man-god,” a clear connection to Solovyov’s bogochelovechestvo. Tantalus’s greed
is enacted in a trick he plays on the gods, whom he tempts using his son, Pelops. Tantalus steals
immortality from the gods in the form of ambrosiac nectar, which he gives to Sisyphus and Ixion.

The boundless Dionysian qualities of Tantalus in this tragedy center around Tantalus’s desire to
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become immortal and escape from the cycle of death and rebirth that characterize Dionysus’s
trajectory as the Suffering God who dies and is reborn. Tantalus stresses his Titan grandfather—
“TanTana ponun Kponua —over his father Zeus. Later in the play, as Tantalus is preparing to
sacrifice Pelops, his verses become more choral and euphoric.
Hap neba — ueOy!... [Imarut Tantan. M3ga — oH cam.
3a Bce gapbl co60to0 IaTut. Yem oH ObLT
MOJTHECh, — MOKPBHITO. VICKyIUIeH OTHBIHE 1.
Ce0s1, mHOTO, 5 paxaaio. Bcrans, B3bITpaid,
u3 conHua — conHue!... Trl ke, CbIH Moeii J1100BH,
TBI, KTO — 51 CaM, KaKUM 5 ObLJI, — BEPHHUCH B CBOM JIUMO!
This stanza evokes the passion that Ivanov ascribes to Tantalus in his essay “On the Crisis in
Humanism™: “The crisis in the art of the word is the widowhood of the poet who has lost the
Psyche who once was alive in the word, who has lost the inner form of the word; it is a yearning
for its renewal, vivification, transfiguration; it is the hunger of Tantalus in the fertile verbal garden,
which is how the shifting and deceptive phantom of abundant language appears to us.”#!?
Dionysus, as Zielinski wrote in 1918, “brings to believers the news of the immortality of their
souls.”4!3

The presence of the Divine Feminine, or the Divine Sophia in Solovyov’s terms, is
represented by Tantalus’s goddess wife, Adrasteia, who appears enigmatically only at the very end
of the tragedy. Ivanov cites both Tantalus and Prometheus in his essay “Ancient Terror,” which is
occupied with the idea of women as the “restorers” of religion and their freedom from enslavement
bringing out a freedom of orgiastic energy and divine harmony: “Niobe continues to affirm the

pride of her father Tantalus. The Okeanides are Prometheus’s faithful companions in his passion

and ultimate execution.”*'* As mentioned earlier, Ivanov left behind an unfinished tragedy called

412 lyanov 2001, 166
413 | ahti, 20
414 |vanov 2001, 159
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Niobe, named for Tantalus’s daughter and which appears to have been planned to depict her fervent
defense of her father.*'® Ivanov dedicated this drama to his wife, Lidia Zinovieva-Annibal, whom

he often called a “maenad,” with the inscription “To you, bacchante, unified with me in the cult of

Bacchus and the Muses, a beautiful gift of two thyrsi, and to the god Bacchic prayers.”41¢

The Dionysian qualities of Prometheus are even more immediately apparent, and
Prometheus, and specifically the image of Promethean fire, had long been an image in Symbolist
art. Solovyov’s 1890 poem “Ex Oriente Lux” contains the lines “Ho ne nanpacno ITpomeTtes /
HebGecupiii nap Dmmane man.” (“And not in vain was Hellas granted / The heavenly gift of
Prometheus.”*!”) Alexander Scriabin’s symphony Prometheus: Poem of Fire was performed for
the first time in Moscow in 1911. Prometheus is also linked to Scythians, having been chained to
a mountain in the Caucasus for his eternal punishment. In his essay “On the Limits of Art,” Ivanov
writes that “This earth, mixed with the dust of the Titans who had consumed the pre-worldly infant
Dionysus, still contained the living flame of the dismembered god.”*'® He references this point of
myth in Prometheus.

Cama B nmepcrax MOMX ciarajach TJIMHA
B 00mu4bst cTpOiiHBIC MOUX JICTEH,
Korpga comen g B naxHyniue rappro

VY nonus, rae npax TUTAHOB TIEN,
Minanenna /[noHnca pactep3aBnx

W B 110Th CBOXO NPUABIIUX IUIOTH €TO.
Eme He3puMbIil TENIUIICA OTOHb
boxecTBeHHBIM ITpUYacTbeM 1'en TeMHON
B nacty 3eMHOM, MOKPBIBIIEM KOCTH CHJIbHBIX,
YOuTtex MecThio 3eBcOBa OpJa.

Moux nepcToB kj1ana xKuBasi IepcThb,
Ut00 pazpemn T 60rono00HbIX TUICH

U cBery nHs BepHYTh OrOHb MitafieHIa.
51 ObLT TBOPIIOM HX, €CTTU TOT TBOpEII,

415 lyanov 2001, 292
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Ube nuMs Mexx 60roB — OCBOOOAUTEND.

These lines are spoken by Prometheus, and the violence done to the infant Dionysus and his
cannibalization at the hands of Prometheus’s fellow Titans is reborn as a creation myth, and
Prometheus shares credit for his gift to mankind with Dionysus. Torlone observes that “Ivanov’s
focus, unlike that of Aeschylus, was not on the punishment and subsequent release of Prometheus
by Heracles but on Prometheus, the benefactor of an ungrateful mankind, who was martyred for
his selfless gifts.”*!”

These tragedies are Ivanov’s only works composed in the genre so sacred to him and so
central to his Symbolist theoretical writing. Are these dramatic receptions representative of what
Ivanov intended for the revival of tragedy? The best way to locate what Ivanov is interested in
signaling is by looking to the chorus, the most important part of tragedy to Ivanov as a living
representation of sobornost’. Kelly writes,

The chorus, identified in theory as a universal phenomenon, on the one hand as a

congregation, on the other as a dramatic device which varies the action in the manner of

Shakespearian minor characters, is in [vanov a construct for an imagined and unattainable

social consensus subordinate to the wishes of the gods and the human demi-god, in

Annenskij a metaphor for the cloddish sensibilities of the middle rank. Add to this the

almost total unfamiliarity of the chorus to a Russian audience (Ozerov's Fingal uses it, but

this is an exception), and it is not surprising that these dramas, intended as the beginning

of a new dramatic tradition, in fact remained isolated experiments. Rather than attracting a

new appreciative audience to the classics, these dramas on the whole found a niche as the

diversions of erudite readers, such as Zelinskij, who were already familiar with the classic
tradition.*?°
I return now to the framework created by Joanna Kot referenced earlier in this chapter, which
measures the level of estrangement experienced between a dramatic performance and its audience

and how that estrangement is wielded by the playwright to shape the audience’s emotional distance

from the events onstage. As Kelly observes, the chorus, which is meant to represent sobornost’

419 Torlone, 79
420 Kelly 1989, 252
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and join with the audience to enact a unified experience of catharsis, is in practice an inherently
estranging concept to a Russian audience. In Annensky’s essay “On Contemporary Lyricism,”
quoted earlier in this chapter, he accuses Ivanov of placing too much distance between himself and
his reader and chastises him for not including more educational background for the uninitiated.
Valery Bryusov recognized the synthesis between the Greek and Russian experience that Ivanov
aimed to evoke, but found that he fell short on both ends:
byap Ttparemus pycckoro mosTa mocraBieHa B AduHckom Tearpe IV B. mepen
COBpEMEHHUKAaMH JCXHJIa, OHH, BEPOATHO, MaJl0 4TO MOHsUIM Obl B HEW, cowin ObI ee
KOIITYHCTBEHHOM 1 aBTOpa ocBUCTAIH ObI. C IPyTroi CTOPOHBI, UeJIOBEKY X X BeKa JOJKHO
clenath NPSIMO TEePOMYECKOE YCHJIME HaJ CBOMM CO3HAHHUEM, YTOObl NPUHATH BCE
YCIIOBHOCTH, IIPEIaraeMele mosrom. 2!
Had the Russian poet's tragedy been staged in the Athenian theater of the 4th century before
Aeschylus's contemporaries, they likely would have understood little of it, considered it
blasphemous, and booed the author. On the other hand, a person of the 20th century must
make a truly heroic effort to adapt their consciousness to all the conventions proposed by
the poet.
Annensky’s tragedies, on the other hand, strive to reach the audience through their lyrical yet
colloquial language and lighter subject material. While Ivanov’s tragedies emphasize the
strangeness of the tragic form and the mystical distance of his characters from humankind,
Annensky’s seek to shrink the gap and further modernize the form of the most modern tragedian.
His decision to update Euripidean language and plots both in his translations and dramatic
receptions is built on his deep understanding and respect for Euripides’ reputation in antiquity as
the tragedian of humanity and not divinity. Finally, Kot’s framework for distance manipulation
also considers the recipient, the reader or viewer encoded into the text. Annensky’s encoded reader

is a student, reading under his tutelage. Annensky aims for students to approach texts to enjoy the

beauty of the language and to feel kinship with the characters represented in the myth. Conversely,

421 Bryusov, 569
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the encoded reader of Ivanovian drama is an extension of the chorus: a member of the audience
who is drawn into the ritual and feels himself to be a part of the action onstage. This is the reader
I believe each writer was imagining in his audience; Kot’s premise extends to contemporary
recipient. It is likely that contemporary recipients would feel similarly toward both projects, the
gulf between them having lessened in the last century, due to their use of archaic, ornate language
and reference obscure myth, despite the fact that Ivanov’s dramas were meant to be

defamiliarizing, and Annensky’s were not.

Reception of tragedy outside of the dramatic genre

Merezhkovsky did not integrate classical reception into his original work by writing tragic
dramas using ancient structures and characters. His most significant contributions to classical
reception were his trilogy of historical novels, Christ and Antichrist, which he began researching
on his 1891 trip to Europe. The trilogy consists of The Death of the Gods. Julian the Apostate
(Cmepmo 602086. FOnuan Omemynnux) (1895), The Romance of Leonardo da Vinci (Bockpecuiue
boeu. Jleonapoo da Bunuu) (1900), and Peter and Alexei (I1émp u Anexceit) (1904). These novels
are Merezhkovsky’s best-known works of fiction in Russian and in translation, and The Death of
the Gods is considered the first Symbolist novel. These novels construct a religious and historical
genealogy between ancient Rome, Renaissance Italy, and the “Third Rome,” imperial Russia,
situating himself and his milieu, in fin-de-siecle Petersburg, as the inheritors of this recurring
dynamic. Each novel addresses a period of conflict between Christianity and paganism. The novels
span a period of great intellectual development and change for Merezhkovsky, as he grew out of a
youthful preoccupation with Nietzscheanism to a more obsessive and mystical entanglement with

Christianity. By the end of this literary project, he wrote,
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When 1 began the trilogy Christ and Antichrist, it seemed to me two truths existed—

Christianity, the truth of heaven, and paganism, the truth of the earth—and that the absolute

religious truth lay in the future union of these two truths. But as [ was finishing it, I already

knew that the union of Christ and Antichrist was a blasphemous lie; I knew both truths—
of heaven and earth—had already been united in Jesus Christ, the Only Begotten Son of

God, the one who professes ecumenical Christianity; that in Him alone is not only the

perfect, but also the eternally self-perfecting, the eternally growing, truth, and that there

will be no other than He. But now I also know that I had to follow this lie to its end, in
order to see the truth. From divarication to synthesis; such is my path.*??
Merezhkovsky had been among the first in his generation of writers to demonstrate the influence
of Nietzsche on his thought, and even in his turn toward Christianity around 1900 his new mode
of religiosity is clearly organized around Nietzsche’s critique of Christianity.

Merezhkovsky’s new religious-philosophical occupations after the turn of the century were
also sprung out of his original Nietzscheanism. He was interested in promoting what he called
“historical Christianity,” a neo-Christian project integrating his interests in the sensual body and
the occult into a form of Christianity that was inclusive of ideas from Hellenic religion, which
Merezhkovsky believed to be organically related to early Christianity. This project to create cultic,
sensual Christians among the literary communities of Petersburg and then Paris inspired much of
his writing for the next several decades. Nietzsche’s continuing influence can also be seen in the
three subjects of his novels, each a classic example of the Ubermensch: the Roman emperor Julian,
Leonardo da Vinci, and Peter the Great. While he put great effort into researching their historical
context, Merezhkovsky’s novels are not biographical, but rather take each protagonist as a means
for exploring crises of individualism and the search for truth through religion, dominion, and
creation. While they are occupied with ideas and dynamics from tragedy (the displays of hubris by

Julian and the betrayal and murder of Alexei by his father, Peter the Great are obviously suited for

tragedy), they are not the genre of reception of tragedy that is most pertinent to this dissertation.

422 Bedford, 91
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These novels do, however, most effectively illuminate the greater message that Merezhkovsky
hoped to disseminate through his body of work, which may also be attributed to his revivals of
Greek tragedy through translation and performance: that Christianity and Hellenic religion are both
vital sources of the divine for humanity from antiquity to the present, and that a synthesis of the
two would result in the most fulfilling, transcendental mode. His protagonists embark on a struggle
between their desires for each set of divinities; this enduring fascination with the Christ-Dionysus
dichotomy would eventually result in Merezhkovsky’s most unusual and obscure books, written
in emigration in the 1920s, The Birth of the Gods and The Secrets of the West among them.

This dissertation has focused on three writers out of many more who used myth and genres
from antiquity in their art, but I will conclude with a brief survey of other receptions specifically
of tragedy or the tragic ancestor, the dithyramb. Katherine Lahti’s The Russian Revival of the
Dithyramb: A Modernist Use of Antiquity follows several generations of poets who were inspired
by the dithyramb, the ancient hymn to Dionysus that is understood to be the foundation of tragedy.
Fyodor Sologub wrote what Lahti calls “neo-dithyrambs,” including a cycle called “Hymns of the
Suffering Dionysus (“T'umns! ctpagaromiero Auonuca”), which was published in Merezhkovsky’s
journal Noyvi Put’ in 1904. Annensky’s Laodamia served as inspiration for Sologub’s play The
Gift of the Wise Bees ([ap myopwuix nuen), a five-act tragedy published in 1907. Sologub also
receives Protesilaus through the “statue motif”: the name of the play refers to the effigy of
Protesilaus crafted for Laodamia from beeswax. In 1911, Valery Bryusov wrote his own reception
of the Laodamia myth, called Protesilaus the Dead (IIpomecunaii ymepwuii). Bryusov and

Balmont also wrote dithyrambs that directly reference Dionysian symbols and concepts.*?3

423 | ahti, 174-175
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The movements that grew out of and succeeded Symbolism, Acmeism and Futurism,
continued to revive and renew elements of the tragic drama for increasingly avant-garde projects.
Vladimir Mayakovsky’s first drama was titled Viadimir Mayakovsky: A Tragedy (1913), and
featured his experimental reworkings of the dithyramb. Marina Tsvetaeva, whose father was the
classical philologist and art historian Ivan Tsvetaev, wrote two tragedies of a planned trilogy called
Theseus while living in emigration in Paris in 1927 and 1928. They were titled Ariadne and
Phaedra, and were meant to be followed by a play titled Helen. Tsvetaeva had observed that these
three women had all suffered as a result of Theseus’s presence or interference in their lives.
Torlone writes, “While Ivanov and Annensky tried to rethink Greek tragedy in modern terms, each
following their chosen Greek model, Tsvetaeva was doing the same in personal terms applicable
to the rest of her poetics at the time.”** Konstantin Vaginov’s novel Goat Song (Kosaunas necuv),
published in 1928, reflects the intellectual culture that evolved after my dissertation subjects had
left the Petersburg scene. While these receptions engaged with the myth and the form of tragedy
to varying extents, they were not undertaken with the intention to use tragedy for greater social,
religious, or educational purposes like the projects of Ivanov, Annensky, and Merezhkovsky. The
fact that these receptions followed the translations and receptions discussed in this dissertation,
however, are an indication that the voices of my subjects were effective in their ambition to open

up the genre of Greek tragedy to Russian readers and future generations of writers.
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Conclusion
[T&Oer paboc: Learn Through Suffering

Within a period of three decades, beginning in 1890, three translators approached the task
of bringing Greek tragedy into Russian in their own highly individual styles. These collections of
translations are still widely read and admired today. Russian literature is struck through with
varying stripes of classical influences from its very incarnation in the eighteenth century to the
present day, but for readers of the genre of tragedy, there is not a vast array of translations to
choose from in the Russian language. Coming from the Anglophone sphere, in which there are
many choices for translations of tragedy by scholars and poets going back several centuries, it was
quite surprising to realize the durability of the Russian modernist translations of tragedy that
occupy this dissertation, which initially appeared to me to be too eccentric to be part of the canon.
These translations by Vyacheslav Ivanov, Innokenty Annensky, and Dmitri Merezhkovsky are the
work of scholarly poets with monumental aesthetic and philosophical ambitions for their work.
The three writers also wrote extensively about each other, which allowed me to delve into an
extraordinary intertext between not only their translations, but also their dramas, essays, reviews,
memoirs, and personal letters.

Each of these writers came from similar economic circumstances and were educated in
Greek and Latin because they happened to be born during a period of time in the second half of
the nineteenth century when imperial education policy had decided that classical philology would
be a requisite element of the secondary schooling system. The exposure to these languages and to
classical literature in their youth began a lifelong preoccupation with antiquity and the possibilities
of receiving Greek and Latin texts into their cultural context. This drive was accompanied by the

popularity of Richard Wagner’s operas and his theoretical writing in Russia, and subsequently the
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work of Friedrich Nietzsche. Wagner’s concept of the Gesamtkunstwerk was cited as inspiration
for a variety of Russian cultural achievements, including the arts and literature journal Mir
Iskusstva and the Ballets Russe, which were both in large part the work of Sergei Diaghilev and
Alexandre Benois. Mir Iskusstva and the journals that followed, which include Zolotoe Runo,
Novyi Put’, Vesy, and Apollon, provided a necessary space for artists and critics to share their work
and to engage in years of polemics on their cultural world. Merezhkovsky, Ivanov, and Annensky
all published in these journals, and the scholarship they left in those pages was critical for this
dissertation.

The Birth of Tragedy Out of the Spirit of Music, Nietzsche’s study of the Dionysian and
Apollonian drives and the function of tragedy to instruct mankind how to live in balance between
these drives, was also a crucial element of the modernist project to revive tragedy. My subjects
had complicated relationships with Nietzsche: Ivanov and Merezhkovsky were infatuated with his
philosophy in their youths, but as they developed their aesthetic and religious perspectives, they
each drew away from Nietzscheanism. Ivanov and Merezhkovsky took from their Nietzschean
years an enduring fascination with Dionysus and the ecstatic, frenzied, ritualized worship of his
cult, which they endeavored to reintroduce into modernity. Ivanov and Merezhkovsky both sought
to find a synthesis between Hellenic religious ritual and Russian Orthodox mysticism, but their
perspectives and projects in this area were very different. Merezhkovsky’s turn away from
Nietzsche coincided in an increased interest in the Hegelian dialectic, which he applied to these
concurrent obsessions, seeking a reconciliation between Christianity and Hellenism. His solution
was partly to argue for the existence of Christian thought in ancient literature, which he found in
the hero of Euripides’ Hippolytus, whom he thought of as a “Christian before Christianity.”

Sometimes Merezhkovsky’s efforts to make tragedy seem Christian are baffling and seem to
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misunderstand or at the very least misrepresent the tragedy, such as when he finds Hippolytus to
be Christlike because of his piety and tendency to fast. I attribute this sentiment to a misplaced
urge to make tragedy accessible to his audience when it is apparent that his audience would have
been able to connect to the text even without overt Christian overtones.

Ivanov agreed with Nietzsche that tragedy originated in a desire for religious communion
in man, but diverged from Nietzsche as soon as Nietzsche classifies tragedy as an aesthetic project
in modernity and not a religious one. Ivanov believed that Russia had inherited the Hellenic
tradition in the sense that it was merged and folded into the Russian Orthodox Church through
Byzantium and the medieval period when liturgy made its way from Greek into Slavonic
languages. He hoped that the meeting of ancient literature and religion would lead to a return to
religious art. This religious art would be able to unite people in universal, communal experiences
of faith, what he thought of as sobornost’. Sobornost’, a central concept to Slavophilism, connects
Ivanov’s classical reception to Slavic nationalism. Ivanov’s quest for unity through the confluence
of these concepts is expressed by his favorite slogan: a realibus ad realiora: from the real to the
more real. Sobornost’ in its truest form could be found in the tragic chorus, Ivanov wrote: “Theaters
of choral tragedies, comedies, and mysteria must become the hearths of the nation’s creative or
prophetic self-determination.”

Annensky recognized why Nietzsche and Dionysianism would be appealing to Russians
and in particular Russians of his milieu, but wished for his people to redirect their attention to the
philosophy of Socrates and Aristotle. Annensky’s decades of work on Euripides are indication
enough of his perspective on Nietzsche, who found Euripidean tragedy to fall short of Aeschylean
and Sophoclean tragedy and to serve rationalism rather than the communal affirmation of life’s

suffering. In his lecture Ancient Tragedy in 1902, Annensky dismissed the Dionysus-centric
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approach: “Obliqueness, mystification, and irony: these were the forms of criticism sanctioned by
the traditions of the stage and by its very origins in the cult of the divine trickster.” Instead,
Annensky hoped to demonstrate “the heroic, soul-uplifting images and situations” in tragedy and
to transport his students and readers of tragedy into a world of beauty and clarity. These priorities
would be adopted by the Acmeists, for whom Annensky’s influence would be central, although
the movement’s genesis coincided unfortunately with Annensky’s untimely death in 1909.

In their translations, each writer chose a style through which he could express Symbolist,
modernist ideas. Ivanov hoped to create a translation of Aeschylus that was attuned to the Russian
soul, writing “Aeschylus—I dream—should be a national treasure; he will be truly Greek in spirit
if he is also truly Russian.” To achieve this, Ivanov translated Aeschylus using archaic, lofty
language that would be at home in eighteenth- and early-nineteenth-century poetry, interwoven
with words from folklore and from Old Church Slavonic liturgy. He also painstakingly recreated
the complex meters from Aeschylus in Russian, innovating for his fellow Symbolists and for all
of Russian poetry this dexterous use of classical meter. His attention to meter is crucial to his
overall project of translating tragedy, as he hoped to revive the original style of performance,
meaning his translation could be put to music and sung as it may have been sung in antiquity, and
danced in a group choral dance that, in Ivanov’s imagination, had been inherited by Russians in
the form of the khorovod, a ritual dance of Slavic peasants. In my analysis of several passages
from Ivanov’s translation of the Agamemnon, 1 discussed unique translation choices that tie the
Attic Greek to myth from Judeo-Christianity and intertwine Christian concepts, such as the
sacrifice of the lamb of god and original sin, with ritual sacrifice and hamartia in Greek literature.

Merezhkovsky and Annensky took two paths of modernist translation. Merezhkovsky

chose to translate as closely as possible to the original. His possible dependence on French
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translations is suggested in an unfavorable review by Annensky, and is worthy of further study.
However, his translations are pleasant to read, and show careful attention to register and imagery
in the tragedy. Annensky’s translations are imbued with the energy of French Symbolism, which
can be seen in his attention to emotion and sentimentalist imagery in the verse. His bombastic
translations can sometimes obscure the “beauty and clarity” that he prizes so highly in tragedy.
Annensky often uses many more words than Euripides does to convey the same meaning, while
Merezhkovsky is more restrained. Both diligently translate choral structures and stichomythia, and
Annensky adds distinctly modern and thoughtful stage directions, which aid the reader as well in
understanding the actions in the tragic plot. The decision to add these clarifying directions is related
to Annensky’s demand that translators add sufficient context to educate their readers on what is
being shown on the page. Without this context, Annensky fears the depth and beauty of the
literature will be lost on readers. In his essay “On Contemporary Lyricism,” Annensky reprimands
Ivanov for failing to provide sufficient background when he references obscure myth.

Lastly, I discussed tragic dramas written by Ivanov and Annensky that draw deeply from
the aesthetics and mythology of their chosen tragedian: Aeschylus for Ivanov, Euripides for
Annensky. Ivanov’s dramas, Tantalus and Prometheus, take their protagonists from Aeschylean
contexts and place them in distinctly Slavic circumstances. Tantalus, the progenitor of the House
of Atreus, and Prometheus, who “created mankind” by giving them the gift of fire, are both tied to
geographical locations that are home to Thracians and Scythians, the mythical forebears of the
Slavic people. Annensky also expresses interest in exploring an ancient topos through his dramas:
all three of his tragedies take place in Thessaly, and I explored possibilities for his preoccupation
with this region and its myth. I concluded that Thessalian tragedy represented to Annensky a

version of Dionysianism that was based in his historical and mythological context, free from
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Nietzscheanism and instead linked to primitivism. Annensky’s final drama, a “Bacchic drama”
called Famira-kifared, is set in Thrace, the birthplace of Dionysian cult according to the highly
popular work of Erwin Rohde. Annensky’s dramas uses fragments from lost Euripidean tragedies
as his starting place, a literary device that also connects him to Romanticism and the fragment as
a poetic exercise. I briefly surveyed other reception projects that were based in tragedy, and hope
in the future to expand this survey into an examination of the continuation of tragic theory,
translation, and reception in Russian modernism as the Silver Age ended and the Soviet period
began. This dissertation focused on the translation and reception projects of Vyacheslav Ivanov,
Dmitri Merezhkovsky, and Innokenty Annensky because of their knowledge of Ancient Greek and
their decades-long ambitions to share with Russians the texts and myths that moved them in the
ancient language. I have argued that each translator makes his own unique case for tragedy being
not only relevant in modernity but also necessary medicine for what was ailing the Russian people
during this period, a time of tumult that would soon lead to revolution and the end of the imperial
regime. Tragedy is a genre that can express the sensation of living through apocalyptic events, and
even when these events end in death, there is the possibility that your story could be healing to the
world and bring people together. Tragedy has been received over and over again over the past two
thousand five hundred (approximately) years because of its miraculous ability to speak to people
across incredibly different horizons of experience. It proved to be a particularly meaningful genre
in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, in times of constant war, rapid social change, and
evolving conceptions of national identity. In the apocalyptic doom of the fin-de-siecle, the Russian
Symbolists illuminated their lives by merging life with art, and imagining that the truth created by

their art could liberate them.
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Near the beginning of Aeschylus’s Agamemnon, the chorus sings that Zeus allows humans
to learn through pathos, which can mean suffering, but it can also mean experience. Ivanov
translates pathos as 60mb, pain: Zeus teaches us through pain. Pain is not the instructive medium
that he, Merezhkovsky, and Annensky left behind in their translations and receptions: despite all
of their theorizing on the importance of tragedy in the world canon and the potential power of
tragedy to unite and heal the world, these three writers embarked on these projects because they
hoped to bring joy to readers and give them access to works of art that had brought deep meaning
into their lives. These translations and dramas are poetry, composed by scholar-poets, who were
devoted to Russian poetry as much as they were to ancient tragedy. These texts, especially the
translations, are still read and beloved because of the beauty of the verse. Zeus may compel his
subjects to learn through suffering, but the Greek tragedies of the Russian Silver Age allow us to

learn through poetry.

241



