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anko Lavrin was born in 1887 in Krupa, a Slovenian village of
fewer than ten houses in Bela Krajina. A subject of the Habsburg
Empire, upon completing the Gymnasium in 1907 he “fled” to
Russia to avoid military service. More importantly, however, he was
inspired by the new Pan-Slavic ideas that had taken shape around
the turn of the century—dreams of liberation from the Viennese
yoke and the creation of a Slavic cultural community. This was
a radical Pan-Slavism, not a variant of the grandiose old Russian
dream of Slavic subjects led by a tsarist power.
Thus it was Russia to which Lavrin now turned, with the
nationalist Dostoevsky as his spiritual guide. There was a paradox
here. Lavrin dreamed of becoming a writer himself, and he had been
strongly influenced by patriotic young Slovenian poets. Besides the
dream of a Christian Slavic community, what the young Slovene
found appealing in the great Russian artist was Dostoevsky’s
liberating vision of society and humanity. Full of hatred for the
Habsburg overlords and contemptuous of the German language,
he wanted to help erect a Slavic bulwark against the Empire.
In Petersburg he soon came into contact with people of
a like mind. He began studying linguistics and archeology at the
university, but not much came of it. In 1908, a Pan-Slavist Congress
convened in Prague drafted a “Neo-Slavic” program. Lavrin soon
made the acquaintance of influential figures who became rather like
mentors to the early-orphaned 20-year-old. The deepest impression
was made by the erudite Czech philosopher and politician Tomáš
Masaryk, who shared his interest in Russian spirituality, Dostoevsky,
Tolstoy, and various manifestations of Slavophilism. Lavrin was
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already entertaining advanced
plans of founding an all-Slavic
cultural periodical published
in Russian. It would be called
Slavyansky mir (The Slavic World).
At this point, just as the first
issue of the journal was about to
appear, on October 6, 1908, Austria
annexed Bosnia and Herzegovina.
The attack, of course, gave fresh
fuel to Pan-Slavic ideas. Suddenly
previously
rather
indifferent
Russian
intellectuals
were
Janko Lavrin portrayed
awakened to the cause of their
by Boris Kustodiev,
1909.
oppressed South Slavic brethren
cultures. Two months later, Tolstoy
himself launched a vehement protest against what had happened.
At this opportune moment, Slavyansky mir published its first issue,
much of it written by Lavrin himself under various pseudonyms.
Aspiring to become a Russian debater and writer, as editor he called
himself Ivan Lavrin. He explained in an anonymous editorial that
without claiming any superiority, Russian was well suited to be the
Slavs’ lingua franca. The goal was to use the Russian language to
harness the great contemporary literatures of the various fraternal
countries to the common cause.
Not much later, in 1909, another issue appeared. Eventually
Lavrin was in fact busy translating from five different languages:
Slovenian, Polish, Czech, Slovakian, and Belarusian. In the summer
of that year another Pan-Slavic Congress was held in Petersburg.
Lavrin’s responsible position of secretary allowed him to establish
important new connections. Masaryk considered it almost his
mission to win over Tolstoy to the movement. In April 1910, he
visited the writer at Yasnaya Polyana, from where he wrote a letter to
Lavrin that concluded: “Lev Nikolaevich sends you his greetings.”
That meant that Tolstoy had been informed about Lavrin’s activities,
was familiar with Slavyansky mir, and supported the cause. As
soon became apparent from Lavrin’s obituary of Tolstoy in the
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journal, however, his feelings for the writer were not unambiguous.
He admired Tolstoy as an artist, but despite his own religious
interests he did not understand his preaching. As he explained
to me when I met him in London 76 years later, what he wanted
was to move forward toward a better world, not back to a precivilized state in which we lived by the work of our hands in village
collectives.
In the summer of 1910, the next Pan-Slavic Congress was held
in Sofia. Soon an all-Slavic union of academics and writers was
founded with Lavrin as secretary that had as its express purpose
to promote collaboration among Slavs engaged in scholarly and
literary activities. Half of Lavrin’s life was in literature, and his
world outlook and view of humanity were shaped not least by
Dostoevsky. This gave him a special kinship with the Russian
Symbolists, whose views were rooted in Dostoevsky and influenced
in particular by the prophetic dimension of his novels and the
mixed mood of anticipation and anguish that marked the age. In
1911, Slavyansky mir ceased publication. The final issue contained
a very important editorial in which Lavrin took exception to the
current of nineteenth-century Pan-Slavism that focused exclusively
on Russian imperial ambitions. In conformity with the spirit of the
time, however, he did believe in a Slavic “race.”
Instead of Slavyansky mir, Lavrin and the Petersburg Symbolist Sergey Gorodetsky began planning a Slavic literary almanac.
It was called Veles, after the South Slavic pagan god who was the
protector of the arts. On its pages, the Russian Symbolists would
publish alongside contemporary Slavic colleagues of similar orientation. At the same time, however, Symbolism was in a deep crisis and about to be succeeded by rebellious young Futurists, who
reacted against sacerdotal poses and mystical ambitions by speaking the language of the street and experimenting with fractured
grammar and syntax. Lavrin was soon at home among them as
well. In late evenings at the Brodyachaya sobaka (The Stray Dog)
literary cabaret in Petersburg, he would meet them and observe
their antics.
Lavrin’s interests included hiking in the mountains. In the
summer of 1912 he and his Petersburg friend Mikhail Le Dantue
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traveled down to the Caucasus, where they visited the brothers
Ilya and Kirill Zdanevich, who had grown up in Tbilisi. Kirill was
a member of the so called Rayonnists, an artistic group led by
Mikhail Larionov and his wife Natalya Goncharova. In the spring
of that year he had become interested in the nativist paintings of
the destitute Georgian artist Niko Pirosmani. The young avantgardists were at the time attracted to so-called primitive art, not
least for the kind of signboards that Pirosmani painted for taverns
and wine cellars, often as payment for his drinking bouts. Le
Dantue and the Zdanevich brothers began systematically collecting
his remaining paintings, and now in 1912 the undertaking was
continued by Lavrin and Le Dantue. Soon Pirosmani was being
exhibited alongside Kazimir Malevich and Marc Chagall. Today he
is a Georgian national treasure with his own museum in Tbilisi.
The constant traveler Lavrin did more than this, however.
That year he also attended the Pan-Slavic Congress in Prague,
hosted by Masaryk. Secretly (since he was a deserter), he visited
Ljubljana and came into closer contact with Preporod (Rebirth),
a group of young writers whose program included the establishment
of a specifically South Slavic national community. He was aware
that the entire region was in ferment. In October 1912 the so called
First Balkan War broke out, followed by another in February 1913.
It was at this point that Lavrin met Velimir Khlebnikov in the
company of Vladimir Mayakovsky, then a mere teenager. Lavrin
must have appeared at just the right moment in Khlebnikov’s life.
Although known as a Futurist, Khlebnikov was more at home in
the past. Dreaming of resurrecting a Slavic proto-language, for
several years he had been steeping himself in South Slavic myths
and folklore. His growing interest had focused especially on the
Montenegro nation and their heroic history and profusion of living
myths. He had been planning to travel there since 1909, and now
suddenly these dreams were given new life by the little mountain
people’s brave rebellion against the Turks that sparked the Balkan
War.
Lavrin soon moved the homeless poet into his Petersburg
apartment, where Khlebnikov had an opportunity to browse
Lavrin’s extensive South Slavic library, upon which he drew for
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his poetic experiments. He was a verbal magician who believed in
a special bond between word and deed, and it occurred to him that
the expressive Montenegrin language, spoken by a people that
throughout five centuries had successfully defended its freedom
and ancient customs, possessed intimate ties with proto-Slavic.
As Lavrin told me in our 1986 conversation, Khlebnikov would
sometimes almost go into ecstasy over a single colorful Montenegrin
word.
The first issue of Veles now conveniently appeared, full of
texts by Andrey Bely and other Symbolists. “Petrograd” rather than
“Petersburg” was indicated as the place of publication, almost as
though Lavrin had managed to be influenced by Khlebnikov’s efforts
to resurrect Church Slavic. Two years later, wartime patriotism
would in fact rename the city.
Soon, Lavrin got an offer from the conservative newspaper
Novoe vremya (New Time) to become its international reporter at
large. He seemed to be at home everywhere. The assignment
provided him with stable finances and fantastic opportunities
to travel throughout Europe. In June 1913, when Bely was in the
middle of his work on Petersburg, Lavrin showed up at the writer’s
side in Helsingfors and attended Rudolf Steiner’s lectures on the
future of Europe and Russia’s national soul. For a little while he
became an adherent of the new “spiritual science.”
Lavrin’s position at this time was utterly unique. On the one
hand he was employed by the ultraconservative Novoe vremya, but
on the other he was an ally of the most radical literary and artistic
subversives. In the middle of it all, he was attracted to Steiner’s
occult doctrines. He moved freely through Europe. News of the
shot in Sarajevo found him hiking in the Pyrenees. A month later
the war broke out. It came as no surprise to him, for he had long
known that the explosion in the Balkans was imminent. A bit later,
in early 1915, he and Sergey Gorodetsky published another allSlavic volume, called Perun after the Slavic god of thunder. Here,
albeit somewhat more modestly this time, South Slavs and Russians
were together again.
Lavrin knew how to distinguish between his own interests
and friendships. Admitting the Futurist rebels into the pages of
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these Pan-Slavic publications was out of the question, although
Khlebnikov perhaps might have fit in. The Zdanevich brothers
and Le Dantue were pushing their extreme positions even further
than before, founding a group called “The Bloodless Murder,” in
whose name during the war years they published ten handwritten
or hectographed little magazines—great rarities today—in which
they proclaimed the “aesthetics of the insignificant” and indulged
in a peculiar avant-garde self-irony, a kind of playful absurdism.
In the fall of 1915 Novoe vremya decided to dispatch Lavrin
to the Balkans as a war correspondent. In Montenegro he had an
audience with King Nikola; in Albania he was granted an interview
with the self-appointed ruler Essad Pasha. In the tent of an officer
in Serbia he met a peculiar figure in a worn guerilla uniform
who wanted to share with him his nightly dreams. It was Milan
Ciganović, the man who handed the pistol to Gavrilo Princip in
Sarajevo. Lavrin drew on these experiences for a book published in
the fall of 1916: In the Land of Eternal War, subtitled Albanian Sketches.
Toward the end of that year he came back to to Russia to supervise
publication.
By that time the gap between the decorated war correspondent
and the anti-aesthete of “The Bloodless Murder” had become too
wide. Lavrin’s roles were no longer compatible. In a hectographed
issue of the magazine, Le Dantue and the artist Olga Leshkova
lampooned his dramatic war experiences in hilarious captioned
drawings. Ilya Zdanevich followed up the satiric attack with an
absurd opera featuring “Janko” in the lead role. His “dra,” as he
referred to his transrational dramatic works, was entitled Janko krUl
albAnskaj (approximately, Janko kUng of the albAnyuns). Written in the
transrational language launched by Khlebnikov and Kruchonykh,
it had its premiere in an artist’s studio in Petrograd around the turn
of the year 1916-1917. In the simple plot, an “Albanian” gang of
bandits decides to force the terrified Janko to ascend the kingdom’s
vacant throne. It is prophetic to the degree that it describes a regime
change three months before the February Revolution. Janko tries to
get off the throne, so to be on the safe side the bandits glue him to it.
With the help of a German doctor he tries to tear himself loose, but
he is discovered by the bandits and is ultimately shot.
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Following another visit to
the Balkans, Lavrin was evacuated
together with Serbian soldiers
from the front in the fall of 1917,
ending up in London. Then came
the news of the Bolshevik coup in
Russia. He realized that perhaps for
a long time he would not be able
to return to what had become his
second homeland, and he began
intensively studying English. He
“learned” the language by writing
a study of Dostoevsky’s historical
significance based on his own
experiences with the Symbolists
The cover of Janko Lavrin’s
that in the late winter of 1918 was
In the Land of Eternal War,
published in several issues of the
Petrograd 1916.
avant-garde journal The New Age.
The work was specially commissioned by Lavrin’s new friend
editor-in-chief Alfred Richard Orage, who was interested in
psychoanalysis, radical social theories, and occultism (which soon
would lead him to Gurdjieff’s “school of consciousness” outside
Paris). Two years later, Lavrin’s Dostoevsky: A Psycho-critical Study
appeared in book form.
It seemed now that the Pan-Slavic project had come to an end
in war and revolution. The Habsburg Empire was overthrown, and
soon Yugoslavia and Czechoslovakia would emerge as independent
states (the latter with Tomáš Masaryk, Lavrin’s friend, as president).
Lavrin decided on a third writing career in his third language. Soon,
he was offered a newly established professorship in Nottingham,
and he chose to become a scholar.

