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Introduction
anxiety and the russian silver age

1
Part of the meaning of Stonehenge is that we do not 
remember what it means.
 —Gary Taylor, Cultural Selection

In the course of a conversation [with her son, Lev 
Gumilev] about the Russian poetry of the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries, Anna Akhmatova mentioned 
the Golden Age of Pushkin, and they had roughly 
(as preserved by prison camp memory) the following 
exchange: “That’s fine, but the twentieth century may just 
as well be called the ‘Silver Age’ . . .” “A remarkable 
characterization! Sell it to me!” Anna Andreevna 
exclaimed. “Only for a quarter-liter bottle of vodka!” Lev 
Nikolaevich was quick to respond and was rewarded 
immediately with the required sum of money, whereupon 
the vodka that appeared on the table was consumed in 
a convivial atmosphere, and Anna Andreevna earned 
the right to a period description that subsequently 
became a common label. Without attempting to join a 
historico-literary discussion of the origin of the term, I’m 
just relating faithfully Lev Nikolaevich’s story, whether it 
is true or not. However, he sincerely believed himself to 
be the creator of this formula.
 —L. A. Voznesenskii, “Mozhno ia budu otvechat’ stikhami?”

T
he postperestro�ka restaurant the S�lver Age (Serebr�any� vek) 
�s an �mportant landmark on the Moscow scene. It �s one of the 
few enterpr�ses that can boast a ten-year surv�val h�story through 

the most turbulent t�mes that have gr�pped Russ�a �n recent decades. 
It occup�es the glamorously refurb�shed bu�ld�ng of what used to be 

© 2007 University of Pittsburgh Press. All rights reserved.



�  –––  i n t r o d u c t i o n

the Moscow Turk�sh Bathhouses. Located only a few blocks from the 
�nfamous Lub�anka, �t comb�nes the late �mper�al grandeur of �ts de-
cor w�th the dullness (and empt�ness) of a b�g Sov�et restaurant of the 
Brezhnev era. In the summer of 2005, I made my th�rd v�s�t to the S�l-
ver Age. The doorkeeper greeted us w�th the d�sconcert�ng quest�on: 
“Whom would you l�ke to see? (Vy k komu?)” He looked anx�ous. When 
I expla�ned that all we wanted was to have lunch there, h�s face showed 
puzzlement, but he opened the door. The serv�ce was �mpeccable, as 
usual, and the food was good. However, the buffet where they kept the 
w�ne and l�quor was locked after last n�ght’s banquet, and we had to 
wa�t for the owner (who was �n no hurry to get there on a ra�ny after-
noon) to unlock �t. The restaurant’s ma�n m�ss�on, as we were told, was 
to host var�ous recept�ons and wedd�ngs. People rarely came there �n 
small groups for lunch or d�nner. Back �n 1999, �n response to my ques-
t�on about the appropr�ateness of such a name for the�r restaurant, one 
of the wa�ters repl�ed, “I guess we called �t the S�lver Age because we 
hoped that �t would make the S�lver Age come back.”

Why would a Russ�an nouveau r�che, who opened th�s restau-
rant �n 1993, care about the S�lver Age? Why would anybody want the 
S�lver Age to come back? Although the restaurant has changed hands 
several t�mes, the name has rema�ned �ntact. Apart from eat�ng alone 
at an expens�ve restaurant, unt�l recently one could get a taste of the 
S�lver Age by gambl�ng �n two Moscow float�ng cas�nos named after 
the most prom�nent representat�ves of the S�lver Age, Aleksandr Blok 
(1880–1921) and Valer�� Br�usov (1873–1924). The promot�on fl�er for the 
Aleksandr Blok Cas�no sa�d that the�r “aquar�um fish never stopped 
the act of reproduct�on, h�nt�ng to the customers how n�ce �t would be 
to spend the n�ght �n the arms of a lov�ng beauty �n the Blok Hotel on 
board.” Both cas�nos went out of bus�ness �n 2005. At other cas�nos, one 
can st�ll celebrate one’s good fortune or cool down one’s d�sappo�nt-
ment w�th a glass of sparkl�ng w�ne called “The S�lver Age.” Would 
everyone who dr�nks the so-called Russ�an champagne know what the 
S�lver Age was all about? Most l�kely not. It would seem, however, that 
the name �s expected to st�r some forgotten memor�es of someth�ng 
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vaguely beaut�ful and fam�l�ar; otherw�se, why would anyone promote 
a bus�nesses �n such a manner? 

In her essay “Pushk�n’s Ch�ldren” (1992), the wr�ter Tat�ana Tol-
staya descr�bes the S�lver Age as “that legendary t�me” and as “the Ti-
tanic float�ng �n the n�ght and gloom on �ts way to destruct�on”:

Dur�ng the years before the revolut�on, the arts flour�shed �n an 
extraord�nary manner . . . . Now when we look back w�th a feel�ng of 
sorrow and loss at that legendary t�me, wh�ch seems separated from 
us by a transparent but �mpass�ble barr�er, when we hear the d�m, 
underwater vo�ces of those people—the�r debates and quarrels, the�r 
amorous adm�ss�ons, the�r unreal�zed and real�zed prophec�es—we 
have a v�s�on of the Titanic float�ng �n the n�ght and gloom on �ts way 
to destruct�on, a v�s�on of a huge sh�p br�ghtly �llum�nated, full of 
mus�c, w�ne, and elegant people, a b�t afra�d of the long ocean voyage, 
of course, but hop�ng that the journey w�ll end well. After all, the sh�p 
�s so large, strong and rel�able!�

W�ll th�s majest�c boat be forever float�ng �n the darkness? W�ll we or 
should we ever start look�ng at �ts passengers �n broad dayl�ght? W�ll 
th�s adulat�on of the S�lver Age surv�ve �nto another century or two? Or 
w�ll �t eventually per�sh l�ke the Titanic, desp�te (or, most l�kely, because 
of) be�ng so “strong and rel�able”? 

For years, the S�lver Age has been one of the most �ntensely stud-
�ed top�cs �n Russ�an l�terary stud�es, and for years scholars have been 
struggl�ng w�th �ts prec�se defin�t�on. The term �s often employed to 
denote loosely a per�od �n Russ�an cultural evolut�on that ended w�th 
the advent of the Bolshev�ks �n 1917. What �s generally known as the 
era of modern�sm �n Western cultures (1890–1939) was frequently d�-
v�ded �nto the blossom�ng S�lver Age (the flour�sh�ng of the arts �n the 
years �mmed�ately preced�ng the revolut�on) and the decay�ng age of 
soc�al�st real�sm (the ster�le format�ons of the arts �n the late 1920s and 
beyond). Many l�terary scholars, both w�th�n and outs�de Russ�a, st�ll 
see Russ�a’s S�lver Age as a charmed lost era or as a h�stor�cal per�od �n 
cultural evolut�on on a par w�th romant�c�sm and the Enl�ghtenment. 
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They have argued about �ts temporal boundar�es, about �ts pr�mary 
part�c�pants, about the chronology of �ts “sem�nal” moments, �ndeed, 
about the appl�cab�l�ty of �ts very name. 

What’s in a Name?

Omry Ronen �s duly cred�ted w�th start�ng a debate on the appropr�-
ateness of the term Silver Age. “My purpose �n th�s �nqu�ry,” he states 
�n the open�ng chapter of h�s celebrated The Fallacy of the Silver Age 
(1997), “[�s] to trace the h�story of the term ‘S�lver Age’ as appl�ed to 
the first two (or three or four) decades of the twent�eth century and to 
scrut�n�ze �ts appropr�ateness for th�s part�cular stretch of t�me �n Rus-
s�an l�terary h�story.”� What, �n part, �nsp�red Ronen’s �nqu�ry was the 
“man�festly uncr�t�cal att�tude toward the metallurg�cal metaphors” 
that he detected �n the works of h�s colleagues.� The spec�fic book he 
had �n m�nd was Cultural Mythologies of Russian Modernism: From the 
Golden Age to the Silver Age (1992), ed�ted by Bor�s Gasparov, Robert 
Hughes, and Ir�na Paperno.

The un�ty of the art�cles compr�s�ng The Cultural Mythologies, as 
Gasparov expla�ns �n h�s �ntroduct�on, �s anchored by the “self-concep-
t�on” that Russ�an modern�sts shared. For all the�r d�vers�ty, they “all 
shared an essent�al �nterpretat�on of the�r age.”� Th�s was the modern-
�sts’ keen awareness of the�r cultural past, wh�ch meant the�r creat�ve 
appropr�at�on of Pushk�n, both h�s l�fe and h�s work. Gasparov, how-
ever, hastens to do away w�th the d�scuss�on of the tr�ck�est part—what 
was the t�me frame of Russ�an modern�sm? “W�th the h�stor�c�z�ng 
v�s�on of h�nds�ght,” Gasparov wr�tes, “as the early twent�eth century 
receded �nto the past, Russ�ans were able to v�ew the culture of the era 
as a s�ngle, un�fied phenomenon wh�ch may be des�gnated—at least 
prov�s�onally—as ‘the age of Russ�an Modern�sm.’ ”5 To expl�cate the 
book’s subt�tle, From the Golden Age to the Silver Age, and to avo�d tautol-
ogy, he uses modern�sm and S�lver Age as synonyms. Gasparov goes 
on to trace the genealogy of the term S�lver Age, attr�but�ng some of �ts 
first usages to Anna Akhmatova, Serge� Makovsk��, and N�kola� Berd�-
aev, to conclude that the “phrase’s �ndefin�te or�g�n as well as the mul-
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t�pl�c�ty of later references may �nd�cate that the express�on was s�mply 
‘�n the a�r,’ a commonplace �n early twent�eth-century oral usage, and 
thus �mpl�c�t �n the per�od’s figurat�ve language, although not d�rectly 
�ncorporated �nto contemporary texts.”6 In h�s study, Ronen sets out 
to complete Gasparov’s unfin�shed l�st of the S�lver Age’s attr�but�ons.

Desp�te h�s remarkable erud�t�on, Ronen fa�ls to answer one of 
the quest�ons that he h�mself outl�nes �n h�s �ntroduct�on, namely, 
how appropr�ate �s the term S�lver Age regard�ng Russ�an culture of 
the beg�nn�ng of the twent�eth century?7 Nor �s h�s l�st of usages as ex-
haust�ve as he �mpl�es. Petr Pertsov’s rev�ew of The Anthology of New 
Poetry (Antologia novoi poezii, 1914), publ�shed �n Novoe vremia on the 
br�nk of WWI, offers yet another use of th�s term: “There �s absolutely 
no doubt, that ‘from a certa�n d�stance,’ a future h�stor�an of Russ�an 
l�terature w�ll descr�be the last twenty years as the second rev�val of 
Russ�an poetry, some sort of �ts ‘s�lver age,’ follow�ng the ‘gold age’ of 
the 1830s and the 1840s and a barren �nterval between 1860 and 1880 
dom�nated by c�v�c concerns.”8 Unl�ke the futur�st Gleb Marev and 
the l�terary cr�t�c R. V. Ivanov-Razumn�k, who h�ghl�ghted derogatory 
connotat�ons of the term, Pertsov used S�lver Age to denote a per�od 
of cultural v�tal�ty, a defin�t�on very s�m�lar to the generally accepted 
mean�ng of th�s term, wh�ch Ronen attempts to deconstruct. A sal�ent 
feature of Pertsov’s defin�t�on was that full apprec�at�on of contempo-
rary poetry requ�red t�me. It �s also s�gn�ficant that Pertsov drew h�s 
conclus�ons on the eve of a major upheaval �n world h�story. As I shall 
demonstrate, both “the h�stor�c�z�ng v�s�on of h�nds�ght” and the �nter-
connectedness of the S�lver Age w�th major pol�t�cal and soc�al upheav-
als are the cornerstones of th�s cultural construct.9 

On more than one occas�on, Ronen h�ghl�ghts �ncons�stenc�es �n 
how the term the S�lver Age �s appl�ed—hence the alleged “fallacy” 
�n the book’s t�tle. However, �ncons�stency does not necessar�ly mean 
fallacy or �nappropr�ate usage. What �s m�ss�ng �n Ronen’s �nqu�ry �s a 
conceptual framework. He does not relate these d�fferences �n the use 
of the term S�lver Age to part�cular cultural and pol�t�cal s�tuat�ons 
�n Russ�a (and Russ�a Abroad) throughout the twent�eth century. H�s 
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task �s to �nval�date and d�scred�t the term. Ronen goes so far as to 
suggest alternat�ves that m�ght “help exorc�ze [the S�lver Age’s] pal-
l�d, decept�ve and meddlesome ghost.”�0 One such cand�date �s the 
Plat�num Age, a term co�ned by Oleg Mensh�kov and wholeheartedly 
approved by Roman Jakobson.�� Ronen appears unaware of how much 
h�s own prescr�pt�ons and percept�ons of prerevolut�onary Russ�an 
culture stem from the same unfounded adorat�on for the S�lver Age 
that �n�t�ally �nsp�red h�m to quest�on the val�d�ty of th�s term. L�ke 
the Golden Age, only more so, the S�lver Age �s a mult�layered soc�o-
cultural phenomenon. However earnest Ronen may be �n h�s call for 
correct�on, �t �s v�rtually �mposs�ble to conduct any large-scale rev�-
s�on of the S�lver Age’s cultural resources and to evaluate �ts mer�ts 
defin�t�vely.��

Gasparov’s and Ronen’s approaches to the S�lver Age n�cely �llus-
trate Paul R�coeur’s argument that hermeneut�cs �s dr�ven by “double 
mot�vat�on.” Accord�ng to R�coeur, there are two ways of obta�n�ng the 
“truth”—one by restor�ng a mean�ng (as exempl�fied by Gasparov’s 
and h�s collaborators’ careful read�ng of the S�lver Age through the 
pr�sm of Pushk�n) and the other by demyst�ficat�on and “reduct�on of 
an �llus�on” (as exempl�fied by Ronen’s exposure of the “fallacy” of the 
S�lver Age).�� Here I attempt to preserve some balance between these 
polar mot�vat�ons but approach the S�lver Age �n a rad�cally d�fferent 
way. Instead of a thorough reevaluat�on of the prerevolut�onary l�tera-
ture or a search for a un�fy�ng �dea, I pos�t a d�fferent quest�on: how 
d�d the �dea of the S�lver Age come to occupy such a prom�nent place 
�n the Russ�an collect�ve consc�ousness? Several provocat�ve stud�es of 
the S�lver Age have expanded our understand�ng of �ts cultural sources 
(and resources) and descr�be how �ts legacy evolved �n subsequent ep-
ochs.�� Yet th�s �mperat�ve quest�on has st�ll not been answered. Here 
I focus not on the h�story of cultural evolut�on, but on the collect�ve 
exper�ence of th�s evolut�on, traced through the larger port�on of the 
twent�eth century. I subm�t that the S�lver Age �s a cultural construct 
of retrospect�ve or�g�n brought to l�fe as a means of overcom�ng the ex-
�stent�al anx�et�es unleashed by the Bolshev�k Revolut�on, the c�v�l war, 
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and the Stal�n�st terror. At the same t�me, �t was also one of the ma�n 
sources of anx�et�es that dom�nated the Russ�an cultural and pol�t�cal 
scene through the greater part of the twent�eth century. I chart these 
anx�et�es through case stud�es of Anna Akhmatova, Bor�s Pasternak, 
Vlad�m�r Nabokov, and V�ktor Erofeev. Because the two phenomena 
I exam�ne are obv�ously connected but not �dent�cal, I address them 
separately.

In Search of the Silver Age

In the eyes of many beholders, the S�lver Age ended �n 1917.�5 Its �mme-
d�ate red�scovery was �nst�gated by the death of Aleksandr Blok �n 1921. 
However, unl�ke Howard Carter’s celebrated d�scovery of Tutankha-
men’s tomb that �nstantly put anc�ent Egypt back on the map �n 1922, 
the red�scovery of the S�lver Age stretched over most of the twent�eth 
century. It �s not surpr�s�ng, therefore, that the cultural excavat�ng 
mach�nes, wh�le remov�ng h�stor�cal sed�ments from one s�de of the 
d�g, often dumped them on the other. Thus when the future shestide-
siatniki (people whose com�ng of age co�nc�ded w�th the 1960s) were 
sort�ng through the treasures of a perfectly preserved S�lver Age, wh�ch 
�n the�r eyes had somehow cheated and surv�ved the Bolshev�k Revo-
lut�on, they were unaware that the perce�ved total�ty of that “per�od” 
owed �ts conceptual�zat�on and ex�stence mostly to that same revolu-
t�on. The Bolshev�k Revolut�on not only cla�med people’s l�ves but also 
enhanced the ever-present sense of uncerta�nty and ex�stent�al anx�ety. 
In “Anx�ety and the Format�on of Early Modern Culture,” W�ll�am 
Bouwsma hypothes�zes that any culture �s the product of “man’s ab�l-
�ty to �mpose a mean�ng on h�s exper�ence that can g�ve to l�fe a mea-
sure of rel�ab�l�ty and thus reduce, even �f �t cannot altogether abol�sh, 
l�fe’s ult�mate and terr�fy�ng uncerta�nt�es.”�6 Bouwsma sees culture as 
“the collect�ve strateg�es by wh�ch soc�et�es organ�ze and make sense of 
the�r exper�ence. Culture �n th�s sense �s a mechan�sm for the manage-
ment of ex�stent�al anx�ety.”�7 I argue that the S�lver Age was created as 
a result of the collect�ve appropr�at�on of the h�stor�cal exper�ence that 
befell the Russ�an people �n the first th�rd of the twent�eth century. 
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Desp�te the w�despread assumpt�on that the Bolshev�k Revolu-
t�on cons�gned the S�lver Age her�tage to obl�v�on, the volum�nous ma-
ter�al wr�tten about th�s “per�od” suggests otherw�se. The S�lver Age 
has �nsp�red a profus�on of memo�rs, letters, var�ous other test�mo-
n�es, and works of fict�on, not to ment�on numerous scholarly art�cles. 
Many of these works were produced �n the 1920s and 1930s—that �s, 
dur�ng the first twenty years after the end of the era. Thus, hav�ng read 
Andre� Bely’s memo�rs about Blok �n 1923, Bely’s fr�end and long-t�me 
correspondent Ivanov-Razumn�k descr�bed them as “a un�que (�n the 
whole of Russ�an l�terary trad�t�on) monument to a cultural epoch, 
erected by �ts own contemporary.”�8 To be �n a pos�t�on to create such a 
monument, Ivanov-Razumn�k further st�pulates, one has to feel com-
pletely cut off from one’s own past, wh�ch Bely would have exper�enced 
wh�le res�d�ng �n Berl�n �n the early 1920s.�9 It would appear, therefore, 
that the perce�ved r�ft between pre- and postrevolut�onary cultures was 
�n fact benefic�al �n creat�ng an ent�re cultural apparatus, or even an 
�nst�tut�on, that became ser�ously engaged �n reproduc�ng the S�lver 
Age’s legacy for a contemporary aud�ence, thus secur�ng �ts v�tal�ty for 
later per�ods. It was th�s �nst�tut�on, for example, that was respons�ble 
for generat�ng new mnemon�c spaces where memory about the S�lver 
Age would be stored and conserved for the greater part of the twent�eth 
century. Such mnemon�c spaces �nclude the myth about the cont�nua-
t�on of the S�lver Age �n Russ�an em�gre c�rcles; museums, cemeter�es, 
pr�vate photograph albums, and even pr�vate l�terary graveyards, such 
as Vlad�slav Khodasev�ch’s collect�on Necropolis (1926–1939); the Tartu 
Blokovskie sborniki (1964– ); and the S�lver Age restaurant ment�oned 
earl�er. 

The reason we now remember almost every name and every de-
ta�l connected w�th the S�lver Age �s because of the all-preservat�on�st 
approach toward the S�lver Age adopted �n l�terary stud�es �n the 1950s 
and prevalent ever s�nce. Angela Br�ntl�nger descr�bes her wr�ters-cum-
h�stor�ans-cum–l�terary cr�t�cs of the 1920s and the 1930s, Tyn�anov, 
Bulgakov, and Khodasev�ch, as “s�ft�ng through patches of h�stor�cal 
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data—characters, events, places—and choos�ng wh�ch patches to 
p�ece together �nto a story.”�0 W�th contemporary cr�t�cs, th�s ab�l�ty to 
s�ft and d�fferent�ate seems to have largely atroph�ed. Russ�an cultural 
archeolog�sts do not want to lose anyth�ng remotely related to the�r 
revered past. They fill �n the�r boxes w�th bones, jewelry, pottery, and 
other prec�ous art�facts, together w�th tons and tons of so�l that had 
enveloped those rel�cs of the bygone era. When Akhmatova cla�med 
�n 1964 that “almost nobody has been forgotten; almost everyone has 
been remembered,” by “everyone” she meant a group of outstand�ng 
representat�ves of the prerevolut�onary culture, such as Andre� Bely, 
Bor�s Pasternak, and V�acheslav Ivanov, Igor Strav�nsk��, and Vsevolod 
Meyerhold.�� By the beg�nn�ng of the twenty-first century, th�s group of 
the “remembered” has expanded to �nclude much lesser-known cultur-
al figures succeeded by members of the�r fam�l�es and d�stant relat�ves. 
Not surpr�s�ngly, works of l�terature that deal d�rectly w�th l�terary h�s-
tory and trad�t�on, such as Dm�tr�� Galkovsk��’s The Endless Dead End 
(Beskonechnyi tupik, 1988, 1998), average 700–1,000 pages �n length.

The boom of �nterest �n the S�lver Age �n Russ�a co�nc�ded w�th 
the late 1980s when many Russ�ans were made aware of the�r pol�t�cal 
and cultural h�story. One of the ach�evements of Gorbachev’s pere-
stro�ka was to make the new revelat�ons about the pol�t�cal and cultur-
al past a pr�or�ty on the pages of scholarly and popular journals and 
newspapers. By the early 1990s, follow�ng numerous publ�cat�ons that 
emphas�zed the hardsh�ps endured by �ts many representat�ves �n the 
Sov�et per�od, the S�lver Age truly became a popular symbol of demo-
crat�c development and of moral and art�st�c freedom. As Kathleen 
Sm�th observes, “Pol�t�cs always has a symbol�c d�mens�on. Pol�t�c�ans 
�n general have a part�cular �nterest �n shap�ng vers�ons of past events 
because shared memor�es of nat�onally s�gn�ficant events prov�de gr�st 
for the format�on of collect�ve �dent�t�es.”�� Because the “truth” about 
Russ�a’s cultural h�story tended to be presented along w�th the “truth” 
about Russ�a’s pol�t�cal h�story, these phenomena became permanent-
ly entangled �n the eyes of beholders. The S�lver Age was l�ke a terr�tory 
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once annexed by a fore�gn power and then reun�ted w�th the ma�nland. 
In th�s s�tuat�on, the euphor�a of reconc�l�at�on w�th the past eventu-
ally gave way to tortur�ng quer�es and concerns. 

Renewed �nterest �n the S�lver Age and �ts pos�t�on w�th�n Rus-
s�an cultural h�story stemmed to a large extent from var�ous popu-
lar attempts to reevaluate the past, part�cularly the exper�ence of the 
October Revolut�on, wh�ch has been blamed by many for all the atroc�-
t�es of the Russ�an twent�eth century. In such reconstruct�ons, evalua-
t�on of the per�od �mmed�ately preced�ng the revolut�on plays a major 
role. The famous study by Bor�s Groys, The Total Art of Stalinism (1988, 
1992), �n wh�ch he conv�nc�ngly demonstrates k�nsh�p and cont�nu-
�ty between the Russ�an avant-garde movement and soc�al�st real�sm, 
made readers ponder the ex�stence of s�m�lar l�nks between the S�l-
ver Age and the Stal�n�st culture of the 1930s.�� In 1997 the journal�st 
Bor�s Paramonov took cred�t for extend�ng a spec�al serv�ce to Russ�an 
speakers �n 1989 wh�le work�ng for Rad�o L�berty by expos�ng the traps 
that people �nfatuated w�th the �deas enterta�ned by popular figures of 
the S�lver Age m�ght have fallen �nto:

I guess I had rather unconvent�onal �deas at the t�me. . . . I have worked 
for Rad�o L�berty s�nce 1986, and when, �n the course of “perestro�ka,” 
Russ�a began to resurrect new cultural personal�t�es and subjects �n �ts 
search for alternat�ve �deas to commun�sm, I had the follow�ng com-
ment to make. Dur�ng the “per�od of stagnat�on,” the ph�losoph�cal 
and rel�g�ous works by cultural figures of the S�lver Age were benefic�al 
read�ng by way of an ant�dote to the dom�nant �deolog�cal cl�chés. But 
hav�ng arr�ved �n the West and hav�ng put all those wr�t�ngs �n the 
context of normal, so to speak, c�v�l�zed l�fe, one beg�ns to real�ze that 
all of them are mere �ntellectual fantas�es. . . . I just want to say that, 
when everybody began to talk about go�ng to the representat�ves of 
the S�lver Age for the truth, I set as my a�m to show that th�s ground 
had already been covered and the results were d�sastrous. All of those 
people were undoubtedly very �nterest�ng, v�v�d, and talented, but they 
were ev�l gen�uses, as the say�ng goes, and that appl�es to Berd�aev, 
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Florensk��, and, of course, to V�acheslav Ivanov—a totally om�nous 
character. . . . My ma�n �dea was the follow�ng: Bolshev�sm �n Russ�a 
wasn’t someth�ng absolutely al�en to the general cultural developments 
at the turn of the twent�eth century. It was [part of the same] flood. An 
or�entat�on toward a total transformat�on of be�ng was character�st�c 
of both rel�g�ous ph�losophers and Bolshev�ks. The project of a new 
heaven and a new earth. They never reached the heaven but fouled 
up the earth. . . . I d�scussed th�s for several years, based on concrete 
analyses of books, events, and �ntellectual confl�cts. I never came across 
any defin�te express�on of such �deas �n the press. Today I bel�eve they 
have been absorbed by publ�c consc�ousness and are generally not 
unexpected.��

Even �f one d�sagrees w�th Paramonov’s pronouncements, h�s 
assessments are typ�cal of the 1990s and are shared by some free- 
sp�r�ted Russ�an �ntellectuals. In a recent ep�sode of the Russ�an l�terary 
broadcast The School for Scandal (Shkola zlosloviia, May 2005), the wr�ter 
Serge� Gandlevsk�� suggested that one of the ma�n reasons for the pop-
ular�ty of the S�lver Age �n h�s youth was “because �t was forb�dden.” It 
also allowed h�m and h�s fr�ends “to be d�fferent from the gray Sov�et 
people.” When prompted to talk about Anna Akhmatova, Gandlevsk�� 
d�d not conceal h�s an�mos�ty toward one of the S�lver Age’s renowned 
cultural �cons. He d�sm�ssed Akhmatova both as a poet and a human 
be�ng because of Akhmatova’s “need for [some sort of] a narrow-
m�nded aud�ence—a dependence that doesn’t do you a lot of cred�t,” 
and also because of “her ab�l�ty to str�ke an attract�ve class�c�st pose �n 
any k�nd of s�tuat�on.” As Paramonov’s and Gandlevsk��’s comments 
suggest, �n the past decade the near-surface cross-cultural and cross-
temporal stud�es of the S�lver Age, so typ�cal of the 1960s, because of 
the abundance of new �nformat�on about th�s per�od, coupled w�th 
r�s�ng nat�onal�sm, have g�ven way to met�culous “excavat�on” of the 
l�ves of �ts representat�ves. Prob�ng the past by d�gest�ng and analyz�ng 
prev�ously concealed offic�al documents, personal d�ar�es, memo�rs, of-
fic�al and pr�vate letters, profess�onal and amateur photographs—and 
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on the bas�s of these new d�scover�es reject�ng that past or reconc�l�ng 
oneself w�th �t—all th�s has been on the agenda of many Russ�an news-
papers and “th�ck” journals for the last twenty years. I ma�nta�n that 
because of �ts pol�t�cal d�mens�on, the myth of the S�lver Age reveals 
many confl�ct�ng att�tudes. To paraphrase Foucault, the S�lver Age �s “a 
place of rest, certa�nty, reconc�l�at�on, a place of tranqu�ll�zed sleep.”�5 
It �s also a source of anx�ety and �nsat�ate amb�t�ons and an act�ve bat-
tleground. To borrow from Stephan�e Sandler’s elegant summat�on 
about Pushk�n’s endur�ng popular�ty �n Russ�a, “one would th�nk that 
other, more urgent needs m�ght take pr�or�ty, and of course �n many 
forums they have, but Russ�ans st�ll argue” about the S�lver Age.�6 It 
wouldn’t be an exaggerat�on to say that although �n the eyes of the rest 
of the world twent�eth-century Russ�a came to be pr�mar�ly assoc�ated 
w�th the Bolshev�k Revolut�on and �ts aftermath, �t was the myth of 
the S�lver Age through wh�ch Russ�an collect�ve consc�ousness �n fact 
revealed �ts �dent�ty and, �n Bouwsma’s words, “managed �ts ex�stent�al 
anx�et�es.”�7 Even the preva�l�ng d�scourse on the Stal�n�st terror that 
has ga�ned popular�ty over the last twenty years has not ecl�psed the 
ongo�ng debate about the S�lver Age and �ts legacy. And th�s �s only 
to be expected: wh�le the Stal�n�st terror has been perce�ved �n general 
as an abom�nable past exper�ence that one should e�ther try to forget 
or never stop speak�ng about, the S�lver Age so far cont�nues to res�st 
clear-cut defin�t�ons. 

The Silver Age and the “Anxiety of Influence”

In h�s study of what he calls cultural select�on, Gary Taylor observes, 
“Culture �s the g�ft of the surv�vor. It �s always bereaved, always retro-
spect�ve, always at war w�th the present.”�8 For Taylor an emblemat�c 
example of the very mechan�sms by “wh�ch culture �s made” was the 
story of Nadezhda Mandelstam (1899–1980). For many years after Os�p 
Mandelstam’s death �n 1938, Nadezhda Mandelstam was the sole cus-
tod�an and �nterpreter of her husband’s poet�c legacy and of h�s l�fe �n 
general. In Taylor’s br�ef analys�s, Nadezhda Mandelstam succeeded 
�n preserv�ng the memory of her dead husband for poster�ty desp�te all 

© 2007 University of Pittsburgh Press. All rights reserved.



a n x i e t y  a n d  t h e  r u s s i a n  s i lv e r  a g e   –––  ��

odds and repress�ons. Would she have been more successful had she 
had to promote her husband’s legacy under more favorable cond�t�ons? 
The answer �s probably no. Most l�kely, her name and the name of her 
husband would have been known to a l�m�ted group of people w�th 
a developed taste for great poetry. What added tremendously to the 
popular�ty of Os�p Mandelstam’s work and Nadezhda Mandelstam’s 
memo�rs was the fact that they were both seen as v�ct�ms of Stal�n�st 
terror.�9 As revealed by the controversy surround�ng the publ�cat�on of 
Emma Gerste�n’s subvers�ve and provocat�ve Memoirs (Memuary, 1998), 
w�thout the protect�on of be�ng seen as a martyr and an unjustly per-
secuted person, Nadezhda Mandelstam could have been subjected to 
severe cr�t�c�sm and accused of perjury and amoral behav�or.�0 In 2001 
Elena Chukovska�a publ�shed posthumously her mother’s The Poet’s 
House (Dom poeta), a lengthy cr�t�que of Nadezhda Mandelstam’s sec-
ond book of memo�rs, Hope Abandoned (Vtoraia kniga, 1978).�� Wr�tten 
largely �n the late 1970s, The Poet’s House was not meant for publ�cat�on. 
Rather, �t served Chukovska�a as an outlet to vent her �nd�gnat�on about 
Nadezhda Mandelstam’s unscrupulous approach to portray�ng her �l-
lustr�ous contemporar�es, such as Anna Akhmatova, Bor�s Pasternak, 
and N�kola� Khardzh�ev, to name but a few. Both Gerste�n (1903–2002) 
and Chukovska�a (1907–1996) were upset that Nadezhda Mandelstam 
usurped the r�ght to speak for the dead, refused to recogn�ze any other 
�nfluence on her husband’s creat�v�ty apart from her own, and d�shon-
estly appropr�ated other people’s �deas. In a 1999 �nterv�ew, Gerste�n 
went even further by try�ng to expose Nadezhda Mandelstam as a 
double-dealer and accused her (and not the Sov�et author�t�es, as one 
would expect) of �mped�ng the first Sov�et publ�cat�on of Os�p Man-
delstam’s poetry.�� She d�d th�s, accord�ng to Gerste�n, for purely self-
�sh reasons—to promote her own memo�rs (they ach�eved much w�der 
recogn�t�on, wh�le Os�p Mandelstam’s poetry was banned �n the So-
v�et Un�on) and to establ�sh her unquest�onable author�ty outs�de the 
Sov�et Un�on on all �ssues related to her husband’s legacy.

Both Chukovska�a and Gerste�n were cultural h�stor�ans and 
memo�r�sts by vocat�on. Why then d�d they wa�t for over twenty years 
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to challenge Nadezhda Mandelstam’s stor�es? The answer �s obv�ous 
for anybody fam�l�ar w�th the cultural and pol�t�cal s�tuat�on �n Russ�a 
�n the 1970s. What took Gerste�n so long to come out w�th her mem-
o�rs and what made Chukovska�a suppress the publ�cat�on of The Poet’s 
House �ndefin�tely was a self-�mposed moral obl�gat�on to keep s�lent 
wh�le so-called unoffic�al l�terature was under a cloud. Such he�ght-
ened feel�ngs of obl�gat�on toward one’s culture, along w�th anx�ety 
both about �ts loss and omn�presence that many Russ�an �ntellectuals 
shared �n the twent�eth century, are at odds w�th Harold Bloom’s fa-
mous pronouncements about l�terary sons and daughters always want-
�ng to oust the�r so-called forefathers and foremothers. For example, 
Bloom sees the relat�onsh�p between Chr�stopher Marlowe and Shake-
speare as a poet�c r�valry that d�d not end w�th Marlowe’s unt�mely 
death.�� Accord�ng to Bloom’s theory, Chukovska�a and Gerste�n would 
have se�zed an opportun�ty to topple Nadezhda Mandelstam and, 
g�ven the�r talents and access to �nformat�on, would have ga�ned fame 
by eras�ng her vers�on of the past forever. However, Bloom’s otherw�se 
�llum�nat�ng theory has �ts l�m�tat�ons when appl�ed to the cultural 
s�tuat�on �n twent�eth-century Russ�a.

Whether we ponder �t expl�c�tly or not, our relat�onsh�p w�th the 
past �s med�ated through a set of anx�et�es regard�ng �ts �nfluence on 
our present and future l�ves. W�th wr�ters (and art�sts �n general), such 
anx�et�es are �nextr�cable from the creat�ve process, s�nce no wr�ter cre-
ates �n a vacuum and no wr�ter can be obl�v�ous to the works of h�s 
or her predecessors. Vlad�m�r Nabokov, who was notor�ously secret�ve 
about h�s actual sources of �nsp�rat�on and part�cularly loathed be�ng 
compared to Dostoevsk��, by the end of h�s l�fe composed and d�ssem�-
nated through h�s Strong Opinions (1972) a l�st of wr�ters that he h�mself 
was w�ll�ng to be compared to. Bloom descr�bes the att�tude of an art�st 
toward the ach�evements of h�s predecessors as an explos�ve m�xture of 
adm�rat�on, jealousy, and “the anx�ety of �nfluence.”�� The art�st evokes 
earl�er works not �n order to repeat them or to establ�sh some spec�al 
bond w�th them, but �n order to “swerve” from them and produce 
someth�ng essent�ally new out of th�s contact. Russ�an l�terature was 
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no except�on. The class�cal case study �s Yur�� Tyn�anov’s �llum�nat�ng 
exposure of Dostoevsk��’s appropr�at�on of Gogol’s legacy �n The Village 
Stepanchikovo and Its Residents (Selo Stepanchikovo i ego obitateli, 1859).�5 By 
�ntent�onally reduc�ng Gogol to the v�ct�m�zed and v�ct�m�z�ng self-
professed wr�ter Foma Op�sk�n, whose l�terary and other �nfluence d�d 
not exceed the c�rcle of certa�n sen�le old lad�es, Dostoevsk�� success-
fully purged h�mself from the burden�ng �nfluence of h�s d�st�ngu�shed 
predecessor who was �nadvertently present �n Dostoevsk��’s early fic-
t�on. As Bloom rem�nds us, “Poets are ne�ther �deal nor common read-
ers. . . . They tend not to th�nk, as they read: ‘Th�s �s dead, th�s �s l�v�ng, 
�n the poetry of X.’ . . . For them, to be jud�c�ous �s to be weak, and to 
compare, exactly and fa�rly, �s to be not elect. . . . Poet�c h�story . . . [�s] 
�nd�st�ngu�shable from poet�c �nfluence, s�nce strong poets make that 
h�story by m�sread�ng one another, so as to clear �mag�nat�ve space for 
themselves.”�6 

A collect�on of memo�rs by such “ord�nary talents” as Leont’ev-
Shcheglov, Mosh�n, Ias�nsk��, and Ezhov offers further support for 
Bloom’s theory, reveal�ng how l�ttle some contemporar�es cared about 
Chekhov and the preservat�on of h�s memory after h�s premature 
death �n 1904.�7 These memo�rs, although not wr�tten to be publ�shed 
as a group, capture a k�nd of pr�mord�al state �n wh�ch gen�uses d�d not 
know that they were gen�uses and weaker talents were unaware of the�r 
�nfer�or�ty. Th�s was the merry t�me when the l�terat� drank and ate 
together, exchanged anecdotes, sold land to each other, played cards, 
v�s�ted monaster�es, went hunt�ng, traveled by tra�n—that �s, d�d 
anyth�ng but wr�te and read. Most of the memo�r�sts were fortunate 
to know the major�ty of Russ�an wr�ters of the last th�rd of the n�ne-
teenth century; however, they frequently referred to “our great wr�ter” 
and “our esteemed author” pr�mar�ly to r�d�cule the thought that th�s 
or that figure m�ght �ndeed be cons�dered great. The t�tle of th�s col-
lect�on, Among the Great (Sredi velikikh), underscores th�s sense of be-
�ng obl�v�ous to greatness, a k�nd of be�ng-lost-�n-the-v�rg�n-woods 
s�tuat�on. 

L�kew�se, when the acme�sts vehemently attacked the symbol�sts 
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�n the 1910s for the�r add�ct�on to myst�c�sm, detachment from mun-
dane exper�ence, and fa�lure to l�ve �n the three-d�mens�onal world, 
and themselves cult�vated an obsess�on w�th the “real,” mater�al world, 
they d�d so not out of p�ety toward the�r decl�n�ng predecessors, but to 
expose the novelty of the�r own �deas and to emphas�ze the�r super�or-
�ty over the�r former teachers.�8 Such a rebell�ous mood left no t�me to 
cons�der what was fa�r and eth�cal. Thus, �n the early twent�es, Os�p 
Mandelstam—at that t�me h�mself prepar�ng to sw�tch from poetry 
to prose—was part�cularly v�c�ous toward Andre� Bely, whom he com-
pared to “a grande dame, sparkl�ng �n the bl�nd�ng br�ll�ance of un�ver-
sal charlatan�sm,” and whose novels he l�kened to “exh�b�t�on pav�l�ons 
soon to be d�smantled.”�9 

By the 1930s, however, Mandelstam had changed h�s negat�ve v�ew 
of Bely.�0 Th�s happened not because by the end of h�s l�fe Bely started 
to behave d�fferently or adopted a d�fferent way of wr�t�ng, but because 
�n the 1930s Bely and everyth�ng he stood for—a prerevolut�onary cul-
ture that rece�ved the name of the Russ�an S�lver Age—had acqu�red �n 
the eyes of Mandelstam and many other �ntellectuals a d�st�nct aura of 
martyrdom and respect. In h�s otherw�se laudatory rev�ew of Bloom’s 
Anxiety of Influence, Paul de Man saw one of the major weaknesses of 
Bloom’s theory to be �ts �n�t�al assumpt�on that the past had such a 
strong appeal �n the eyes of h�s poets-beholders. Accord�ng to de Man, 
th�s was “a mere assert�on w�thout ev�dence to make �t conv�nc�ng.”�� 
However, Russ�an l�terature of the twent�eth century prov�des ample 
support for Bloom’s assert�on, for Russ�an wr�ters were not merely at-
tracted to the�r past, they were obsess�vely attached to �t. It �s prec�sely 
th�s obsess�on w�th the �mmed�ate cultural her�tage, rather than any 
attempts to overcome �t, that d�st�ngu�shes the twent�eth-century Rus-
s�an wr�ters from the�r Engl�sh counterparts c�ted by Bloom. 

Although representat�ves of prerevolut�onary culture were often 
cr�t�c�zed for the�r �rrespons�ble, h�ghly �nd�v�dual�st�c, and hedon�st�c 
behav�or, some of the�r memo�r�sts, l�ke Nadezhda Mandelstam, even 
held them accountable for the atroc�t�es of the subsequent per�ods. 
Open battle w�th trad�t�on was v�rtually �mposs�ble, s�nce many of �ts 
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representat�ves had met w�th trag�c deaths or persecut�on by the au-
thor�t�es. In such a s�tuat�on �t was more �mportant to preserve what 
was left than to attack or rebel aga�nst �t.�� In the effort to preserve the 
effaced and forgotten, pol�t�cal revolt aga�nst the present subst�tuted 
for art�st�c revolt aga�nst the past. Wr�ters were look�ng to European 
or “class�cal” Russ�an l�terature for �nsp�rat�on wh�le address�ng the�r 
numerous poems to the�r older contemporar�es and peers. In the 1930s, 
any “soph�st�cated” mockery of the early twent�eth-century culture 
and �ts representat�ves—such as one can find �n the memo�rs of An-
dre� Bely or Georg�� Ivanov, for example—was regarded by most of 
the�r contemporar�es as �ndecent behav�or. Th�s unhealthy proh�b�-
t�on aga�nst wrestl�ng w�th trad�t�on, a restra�nt that many art�sts seem 
to have �mposed on themselves, resulted �n the consc�ent�ous smug-
gl�ng of numerous quotat�ons and references to forgotten or forb�dden 
names, events, and l�terary sources �nto the�r own works, as can be seen 
�n Akhmatova’s Poem Without a Hero (Poema bez geroia, 1940–1965). Pas-
ternak’s slow bu�ldup toward the b�g novel Doctor Zhivago (1945–1955), 
for wh�ch a success�on of shorter works publ�shed �n the late 1930s had 
la�d the foundat�on, should be cons�dered �n the same ve�n. It was only 
�n the m�d-1940s, when the S�lver Age started to make �ts way back �nto 
Russ�an culture, that Pasternak found �t poss�ble to commence h�s rev�-
s�on—or �n Pasternak’s words, h�s “translat�on”—of �ts legacy �nto the 
modern language of h�s t�me.

If before the 1917 revolut�on Russ�an wr�ters had typ�cally been 
preoccup�ed w�th underm�n�ng and destab�l�z�ng cultural trad�t�ons, 
after the revolut�on, they began to see themselves and were seen as the 
sole bearers of cultural memory.�� Anna Akhmatova’s Poem Without a 
Hero about the rupture between the S�lver Age and “the real—not the 
calendar—twent�eth century” �s part�cularly notable �n th�s respect. 
Even �n Akhmatova’s l�fet�me, the Poem was generally cons�dered to 
be a carefully encoded message about the past that requ�red a s�m�-
larly careful dec�pher�ng on the part of the reader, as �s amply demon-
strated by many of Akhmatova’s scholars and adm�rers. The key �dea 
of Mandelstam’s eth�cs and aesthet�cs—“to remember,” an �dea that 
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first appeared �n h�s essays of the early 1920s—was shared to a greater 
or lesser extent by many of h�s contemporar�es both �ns�de and outs�de 
the Sov�et Un�on.�� For wr�ters l�ke Vlad�m�r Nabokov, who started to 
wr�te ser�ously only after em�grat�ng to Europe, the legacy of the S�lver 
Age was an umb�l�cal cord that t�ed them to Russ�an l�terary trad�t�on. 

When someth�ng �s not remembered, �t d�sappears. In Doctor 
Zhivago, a novel largely devoted to quest�ons of memory, and part�cu-
larly cultural memory, Pasternak dep�cts the follow�ng s�tuat�on: The 
same day l�ttle Yura forgets to recall h�s father �n h�s prayers, h�s father 
comm�ts su�c�de a few m�les away from the estate where Yura has been 
�nv�ted to stay w�th h�s uncle. Not surpr�s�ngly, the works of Harold 
Bloom were unknown to Russ�an readers unt�l very recently. And those 
who read h�m �n the 1970s and 1980s, l�ke the poet Joseph Brodsky, were 
clearly troubled by h�s parr�c�dal theor�es. In h�s “A Note to a Com-
mentary,” Brodsky recorded h�s own anx�ety at be�ng subjected to 
Bloom’s scrut�ny:

A true poet doesn’t flee �nfluences and cont�nu�ty but often cher�shes 
and emphas�zes them �n every poss�ble way. There �s no greater 
phys�cal, even phys�olog�cal, pleasure than to repeat s�lently or out 
loud somebody’s l�nes. A fear of �nfluence or (a fear of) dependence �s a 
d�sease—the d�sease of a savage but not of culture, the whole of wh�ch 
�s cont�nu�ty, the whole of wh�ch �s an echo. Let somebody pass th�s on 
to Harold Bloom.�5

Clearly, Brodsky was not afra�d of be�ng �nfluenced by h�s forefathers 
and foremothers. As Susan Sontag recalled after the poet’s death, 
“One should wr�te to please not one’s contemporar�es, but one’s prede-
cessors, Brodsky often declared. Surely he d�d please them—h�s com-
patr�ots agree that he was h�s era’s un�que successor to Mandelstam, 
Tsvetaeva, and Akhmatova. Ra�s�ng the ‘pla�n of regard’ (as he called 
�t) was relentlessly �dent�fied w�th the effortlessness and amb�t�ons and 
appropr�ate fidel�t�es of poets.”�6 Brodsky’s affirmat�on of h�s loyalty to 
the past notw�thstand�ng, by the late 1960s, the strong sense of moral 
obl�gat�on toward the legacy of the S�lver Age started to subs�de and 
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gave way to a health�er cur�os�ty, m�xed w�th am�able �rony and sar-
casm. Th�s trend �s ev�dent �n the works of the so-called shestidesiatniki, 
part�cularly �n the novels of Andre� B�tov and, to a lesser extent, Vas�l�� 
Aksenov. The new caval�er approach to the S�lver Age reached �ts apo-
gee �n the wr�t�ngs of the�r younger colleagues such as Sasha Sokolov, 
V�ktor Erofeev, and V�ktor Pelev�n. The 1960s were the t�me when the 
S�lver Age started flow�ng back �nto the ma�nstream of the Russ�an cul-
ture, wh�le the 1980s and the 1990s saw �ts complete re�ntegrat�on. 

Accord�ngly, the anx�ety of �nfluence, as a theory, �s both an �n-
strument and an object of my research. In th�s, I follow Bloom, who 
cla�ms that any “strong” work of art �s always “the ach�eved anx�ety.” 
Bloom emphas�zes that th�s statement �s true regardless of whether the 
anx�ety was actually “�nternal�zed by the later wr�ter” or not.�7 In the 
case of the wr�ters whose react�ons to the past form the substance of 
my book, there �s no need for such a clar�ficat�on, s�nce there �s much 
ev�dence that they were all very much aware (somet�mes pa�nfully so) 
of the�r long-term engagement w�th the past. More so, these wr�ters’ 
attempts at conceptual�z�ng the�r relat�onsh�p w�th the�r predecessors 
accord rather well w�th Bloom’s hypotheses.�8 What gave a boost to her 
stud�es of Pushk�n �n the 1920s was Akhmatova’s research on the wr�t-
ers that m�ght have �nfluenced Pushk�n and her ex-husband, the poet 
N�kola� Gum�lev. Some of her formulat�ons about Pushk�n “unscru-
pulously” borrow�ng from other wr�ters everyth�ng he l�ked (wh�ch, 
accord�ng to Akhmatova, was the s�gn of a true gen�us) long preceded 
Bloom’s statements on strong poets “appropr�at�ng for themselves.”�9 
By the 1960s, Akhmatova had rev�sed her earl�er vers�ons of her rela-
t�onsh�p w�th Gum�lev; from then on she �nterpreted �t pr�mar�ly �n 
l�ght of her anx�ety about h�s constr�ct�ng �nfluence on her work and 
her struggle to develop her own vo�ce. 

Gum�lev was one of the f�rst v�ct�ms of the Bolshev�k terror. 
Akhmatova, as she revealed to her confidantes, had been tortured ever 
s�nce Gum�lev’s execut�on �n 1921 by the gu�lt of not hav�ng loved h�m 
enough. Th�s feel�ng of moral respons�b�l�ty for the dead and/or for-
gotten and forb�dden (some of whom were �nt�mately related to her) 
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made her a perfect keeper of the prerevolut�onary cultural trad�t�on. It 
was probably because of that gu�lt that she later opened up her Poem 
to every other d�scourse. Years later, �n Russian Beauty (1982, 1990), V�k-
tor Erofeev parod�ed the Russ�an �nst�tut�on of w�dowhood (of wh�ch 
Akhmatova was a moral beacon and �ts most famous representat�ve) 
through h�s character Ir�na Tarakanova, who made her body access�ble 
to anyone who wanted to sat�sfy h�s or her sexual and textual needs. 
W�th Ir�na Tarakanova, the level of textual and emot�onal chaos reach-
es an apogee and she comm�ts su�c�de. In real l�fe Akhmatova suffered 
no less. The work on the Poem was fin�shed only w�th Akhmatova’s own 
death. The last years of her l�fe were marked by four heart attacks and 
bouts of anx�ety about the recept�on of the Poem, wh�ch she had hoped 
would surpass any other work �n qual�ty. 

Obv�ously, w�th regard to the S�lver Age and �ts �nfluence on later 
wr�ters, Bloom’s model has to be expanded to accommodate both the 
p�ety and susp�c�on that �ts �mage has encouraged �n �ts var�ous behold-
ers. Bloom’s Freud�an model of l�terary �nfluence �s based on a fam�ly 
of two—that �s, a poet always want�ng to r�d h�mself of the �nfluence 
of h�s poet�c father (or fathers) �n order to prove h�mself. But what �f a 
part�cular “father” �s portrayed by ne�ghbors or relat�ves as a cr�m�nal, 
or, conversely, as an unjustly persecuted person? What �f a father �s 
actually a mother? What �f there was no father at all?

For any happen�ng to turn �nto an event proper, �t has first to be 
contextual�zed and textual�zed. As �s well known, not only the mean-
�ng of the Bolshev�k Revolut�on, but even �ts t�me span have provoked 
numerous debates.50 Its perce�ved t�me frame depends on how one 
chooses to conceptual�ze �ts goals and outcome. As She�la F�tzpatr�ck 
expla�ns:

S�nce revolut�ons are complex soc�al and pol�t�cal upheavals, h�stor�ans 
who wr�te about them are bound to d�ffer on the most bas�c ques-
t�ons—causes, revolut�onary a�ms, �mpact on the soc�ety, pol�t�cal 
outcome, and even the t�mespan of the revolut�on �tself. In the case 
of the Russ�an Revolut�on, the start�ng-po�nt presents no problem: 
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almost everyone takes �t to be the “February Revolut�on” of 1917, wh�ch 
led to the abd�cat�on of Emperor N�cholas II and the format�on of the 
Prov�s�onal Government. But when d�d the Russ�an Revolut�on end? 
Was �t all over by October 1917, when the Bolshev�ks took power? Or d�d 
the end of the Revolut�on come w�th the Bolshev�ks’ v�ctory �n the C�v�l 
War �n 1920? Was Stal�n’s “revolut�on from above” part of the Russ�an 
Revolut�on? Or should we take the v�ew that the revolut�on cont�nued 
throughout the l�fet�me of the Sov�et state?5�

L�kew�se, there �s no such th�ng as the “true” h�story of l�terary evo-
lut�on, s�nce �ts recorded trajectory �s a jo�nt effort of a certa�n group 
of beholders. Do we shape cultural phenomena to fit the trajectory of 
pol�t�cal events? Or do we need these pol�t�cal events to make sense of 
the otherw�se �nexpl�cable trajectory of cultural evolut�on? These are 
the quest�ons that I attempt to answer �n chapters 2 and 3.

Although the r�ches of the prerevolut�onary culture were not con-
fined to l�terature and l�terary cr�t�c�sm alone, I concentrate on wr�ters 
and l�terary cr�t�cs, the�r l�ves and work, pr�mar�ly because, as I have 
ment�oned before, Russ�an wr�ters of th�s era (unl�ke the�r Amer�can 
or Western European counterparts) felt themselves to be charged w�th 
the preservat�on of cont�nu�ty and therefore were forced to negot�ate 
an �ntr�cate balance between cultural conservat�on and the need to de-
velop the�r own creat�ve �dent�ty. Wh�le chapters 2 and 3 concern the 
ways �n wh�ch anx�et�es caused by pol�t�cal and cultural upheavals were 
managed at the collect�ve level, �n the five chapters that follow I focus 
on the var�ous strateg�es used by Akhmatova, Nabokov, Pasternak, and 
V�ktor Erofeev �n ass�m�lat�ng the legacy of the S�lver Age �nto the�r 
wr�t�ngs. My a�m �s twofold: to determ�ne the contr�but�ons of these 
figures to the myth-mak�ng process and at the same t�me to assess the 
effect of popular concept�ons or m�sconcept�ons about the S�lver Age 
on the�r wr�t�ngs and personal l�fe. 

Bloom �s often accused of �gnor�ng women wr�ters �n h�s �nterpre-
tat�ve schemes. Some cr�t�cs bel�eve that h�s theory of l�terary �nfluence 
was meant to apply only to the sons wrestl�ng w�th the�r fathers, wh�le 
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daughters were excluded. Although I am not conv�nced that these ac-
cusat�ons are val�d, my analys�s of Akhmatova’s �ngen�ous strategy of 
unload�ng her jealousy and anx�ety not on her �llustr�ous fathers and 
brothers but on the�r w�ves and compan�ons addresses a gap �n Bloom’s 
theory. 

Today the S�lver Age has come to occupy a well-defined place �n 
the landscape of Russ�an culture. What happens to cultural constructs 
such as the Russ�an S�lver Age when they lose one of the�r �mportant 
const�tuent elements—the�r delectable “outs�deness,” “fore�gnness,” 
and novelty? I address these �ssues �n my conclus�on. 
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