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Dmitry Merezhkovsky’s Literary Effects of Citation from Press and Scientific
Articles about the Great War in the “Useless Preface” of The Secret of the West

HAYASHI Yuki

Dmitry Merezhkovsky describes the social atmosphere of interwar period parallelly with
ancient European and Near Eastern history, as well as biblical and mythological motifs. As an
emigrant, he analyzed the history of Europe as if it were his own destiny. The author gathered literary,
mythological, biblical, press articles and scientific texts about the period when he had still lived,
using them mosaically in the “useless preface” of The Secret of the West. Thus, we noticed
Merezhkovsky’s collagist style, where aesthetic has more significance than historical logic and
semantic unity. The Secret of the West had been ignored by several professional critics, pointing out
its complicated theme and impossibility of genre definition; despite the negative evaluation, we need
to analyze the effects of the author’s complicated collage style, regarding his political mind and
“modernity” that Berdyaev, a Russian émigré philosopher, had already specially noticed in “the New
Christianity” before Merezhkovsky’s emigration.

First, in the “preface” of the prose, Merezhkovsky puts the metaphor of a letter in a bottle
thrown into the ocean, symbolizing, as we consider, the period of interwar “stabilization” before the
rise of totalitarianism. The collaged materials Merezhkovsky cites from fresh historical evidence of
war emphasize the cultural and moral despair of the time, causing a departure from the original
composition of the Apocalypse: the bottle will never be found, impossible to open, and therefore the
message in the bottle will certainly have never been read as it is still drifting in the current of the
ocean—its helpless vision depicted in more realistic but irrational décor with a vivid tragic tone.

Second, we compare the resemblance of the archeological motifs in The Secret of the West

to the historical representations of “Rome” used in the Fascist Italy that Merezhkovsky visited with
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the aim of his literary promotion and to influence Mussolini with his own religious and social ideas.
The main difference between Merezhkovsky’s historical representation of Rome and that of Italians
in the 1930s can be expounded by their historical consciousness; Merezhkovsky’s aim in using
ancient motifs is a result of metahistorical reflection on the validity of myth, mythological culture,
and history; on the other hand, Mussolini’s cultural policy lacked historical perspective even if it
contained several historical representations on the surface. Thus, the preface of The Secret of the
West, a short, mosaic text, reflects Merezhkovsky’s complex psychological condition caused by his
political interests in the 1920s, the failure of his political commitment in the 1930s, and the desire
to be modern. Instead of drawing a conclusion, we should pay attention to the fact that
Merezhkovsky’s originality of the prosaic style we mentioned above will be fully revealed only after
the required comparative analysis of structure and rhetoric of the other authors in the “Silver Age,”

which also tended to depict the contemporary political condition from a mythological viewpoint.
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