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Scholarship on the Russian philosopher Semon Frank is currently experiencing 
a signifi cant growth. In addition to new interpretations of and commentaries to 
his philosophical works, a number of publications recently has contributed to 

his biography by documenting various stages of his life in exile.1 A new edition of his 
complete works is also on it way, published by the St. Tikhon Orthodox Theological 
University for the Humanities Press; at the time of writing three volumes have ap-
peared [Frank, 2018–].

Scholars involved in the projects referred to above are also among the editors 
of the book under review here, an impressive, 960 pages long volume that provides 
the correspondence between Frank and the Swiss “existential psychologist” Ludwig 
Binswanger, which took place in the years 1934–1950, that this until the fi nal year of 
Frank’s life. Its editors are Konstantin Antonov, Gennadyi Aliaev, Philip Boobbyer, 
Aleksei Gaponenkov, Tatiana Rezvykh, Aleksandr Tsygankov, Daria Chentsova and 
Vladimir Janzen. The book includes a 60 pages long introduction, the full surviving 
correspondence between Frank and Binswanger, and also correspondence between 
Binswanger and other members of Frank’s family after Frank passed away in 1950. 
The book is bilingual: the letters, which were originally for the most part written in 
German (with a few cases of French and English), are published in both original and 
in a Russian translation. Responsible for the translation has been Aleksandr Tsygan-
kov and Vladimir Janzen. The correspondence has come down to us via Tübingen 
University Library, and a selection of it was previously published by the British Frank 
scholar Phillip Boobbyer in a series of issues of Forum für osteuropäische Ideen- und 
Zeitgeschichte (2013–2015), while the book under review here provides the corres-
pondence in full.

The correspondence is interesting for both Frank scholars and scholars of Russian 
philosophy and thought more generally for reasons that will be explained below. How-
ever, let it be noted that it should also be of interest to those who study Binswanger’s 
legacy and most generally idealist and existentialist thought of mid-war Europe, and 
the conversation and common ground of Frank and Binswanger suggest that “Eu-
rope” should be conceived in a broader sense than Western scholars normally do. In 

1 Examples wof recent research include (Aliaev, 2020; Aliaev, Obolevitch, Rezvykh, 2021; 
Obolevitch, 2020; Tsygankov, Obolevitch, 2019; Tsygankov, Obolevitch, 2020).
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any case, the exchange of philosophical 
ideas between the Russian philosopher 
and Swiss psychiatrists offers a fasci-
nating example of what the editors de-
scribe as a dialogue between two tradi-
tions, the Russian and West-European. 
Moreover, the published letters offer 
a glimpse into Frank’s life in exile, and 
more generally the diffi  cult life of Rus-
sian emigres in interwar Europe under 
harsh economic conditions. Apart from 
the condition of exile itself, Frank, re-
siding in Germany in the 1930s, experi-
enced additional diffi  culties there due 
to his Jewish background.

The editors’ introduction offers a 
commentary on all these dimensions. It 
reconstructs the altogether six encoun-
ters between the two fi gures, which, 
evidently, is based not only on their cor-
respondence but also other sources. For 
instance, Binswanger wrote his “Recol-

lections about Semen Ludvigovich Frank” for a volume to the memory of Frank edi-
ted by Vasilii Zenkovskii and published in 1954. After a biographical account, the 
introduction proceeds to a thorough and illuminating discussion of philosophical 
topics and thinkers to which their discussions were devoted: Freud and in particular 
Heidegger.

Semen Frank was a prominent representative of the neo-idealist turn in Russian 
philosophy, beginning with Vladimir Solov’ev and continuing with the generation to 
which Frank belonged, which included Sergei Bulgakov, Nikolai Berdiaev and others. 
They spelled out their arguments in the collections Problems of Idealism (1902) and 
Signposts (1909), and Frank published two of his philosophical major works in the 
1910s while still living in Russia: The Object of Knowledge (1915) and The Soul of Man 
(1917). In a characteristic neo-idealist vein, Frank combined epistemology and onto-
logy, using the former to draw ontological conclusions about the absolute. Later on, 
Frank emerged as one of the passengers on the “philosophical steamship,” that is one 
of several idealist and religious philosophers who were expelled by the new Soviet 
regime in 1922. Frank settled fi rst in Berlin. As the editors explain, life in exile was 
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diffi  cult for Frank in several respects, not just fi nancially and materially. It was diffi  -
cult for Frank also to pursue his philosophical projects in the 1920s. He spent a great 
deal of time on émigré charity work aimed at preparing the youth for its return to a 
liberated Russia. Moreover, his new, German audience recurrently requested from 
him keys to understanding Russia and Russianness, which resulted in a small but 
well-known book, Die russische Weltanschauung (1926). He taught at the university 
of Berlin, but again he was assigned Russian Geistesgeschichte and Russian literature 
within the Slavonic department rather than philosophy, whereas the latter after all 
was his main fi eld. Although he managed to publish The Spiritual Foundations of So-
ciety in 1930, he was often understood to be a Russianist. Frank himself, meanwhile, 
attempted to become a “German philosopher,” and he wrote the manuscript of his 
book Das Unergründliche (The Unknowable) in German. It was while he was working 
on this book, in 1934, that Frank became acquainted with Binswanger, and Frank 
dedicated the German edition of 1937 to Binswanger. Their fi rst meeting took place at 
a philosophical conference in Amsterdam, in the Fall of 1934, where Binswanger had 
been invited to read a paper on Heraclitus’ conception of the human being, whereas 
Frank a few days earlier had talked about “The Antinomy between Freedom and 
Equality.” Later followed fi ve more encounters: in Binswanger’s hometown Kreut-
zlingen (1935, 1936, 1937–1938); Paris (1939) and London (1946). Frank immediately 
understood himself and his colleague to be on equal terms with regard to philosophy. 
Their friendship and correspondence took place in the period when Frank was work-
ing on the books that became his last ones. In addition to The Unknowable, these were 
God with Us, The Light Shineth in Darkness and Reality and Man, and the epistolary 
discussions refl ects the themes that preoccupied Frank in this period.

As noted, this time of Frank and Binswanger’s friendship was from its very begin-
ning diffi  cult for Frank, due to the lack of suffi  cient income (Binswanger supported 
him fi nancially over a longer period of time) as well as to increasing tensions and 
hostility in the society surrounding him. After the national socialists came to power 
in Germany he lost the right to teach at the Slavonic institute at the Berlin university 
due to his Jewish decent, and in 1937 he emigrated further, to Paris, via Switzer-
land and Binswanger’s home in Kreutzlingen (where he stayed for a month, from 
December 1937 to January 1938). During the Second World War he resided fi rst on 
the Riviera and then, after the fall of the Vichy regime, near Grenoble, before leaving 
for London towards the end of war. The correspondence with Binswanger continued 
as Frank moved on, and they met, as noted, one fi nal time in London. The war com-
munication tells us a great deal about life for a Russian émigré during wartime. In 
London, his activity and health were gradually decreasing, as can also be seen from 
the letters they exchanged.
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The extensiveness of the correspondence owes to both personal friendship and 
the stimulation that it exercised on the intellectual development of them both. The 
editors describe the collections as an “epistolary creative laboratory by two think-
ers” (p. 26). As noted, Frank was at the time when the exchange began working on 
The Unknowable, and what resonated with him in Binswanger’s thought was, accord-
ing to the editors, the letter’s “quest for the deep, philosophical-ontological founda-
tions for an anthropological study” (p. 27), even from the point of view of a psychia-
trist. It was in particular the revisions of The Unknowable that Frank began in 1937, 
revisions of a work Frank himself would consider his most signifi cant one, that bear 
the infl uence of the conversations with Binswanger. Key in this respect was the foun-
dational importance of the I-Thou relationship as “revealed reality” (Letter 66). As 
can be seen from the correspondence, Binswanger accepted the use of “revelation” in 
a phenomenological-ontological and not religious sense, and while he noted that the 
two differed when it came to the religious understanding on this term, the conversa-
tion shows that Frank too used religious concepts in a way that communicated with 
philosophical and more secularist approaches, and in this regard he was in line with 
a major tendency in Russian neo-idealism, and post-Schellingian idealism more gene-
rally. For many thinkers of the so-called Russian religious renaissance, “religiosity” 
refers to the experience of the unconditioned, the absolute, or “the unknowable,” as 
opposed to the discursive or conceptual understanding, which presupposes the for-
mer. In his memoirs Binswanger noted that Frank’s combination of “Christian con-
templation” and “sound and clear reasoning” was “genuinely Russian” (p. 30). Frank, 
in another letter to Binswanger, pointed out that although he himself was “closer to 
Christian faith than you are” (note that he does characterize himself straightforward 
as a believer), it is you who has taught me “what love is,” that is in a philosophical 
sense (Letter 206). Frank suggested moreover that Binswanger had become a teacher 
for him in a theological sense without really being a theologian. This resonates with 
what Frank wrote in God with Us — that the search for truth as well as particular 
ways of behavior may represent “unconscious belief” and “unconscious Christian-
ity” (see Boobbyer, 2020, p. 506). Although the editors point out that the difference 
between Frank’s religiosity and Binswanger’s apparently more secular approach to 
the absolute is signifi cant (p. 33), the exchange raises the question as to what “religi-
osity” really means, and where the boundary between the religious and the secular 
lies. This resonates with the issue that had for a while been central to several Rus-
sian neo-idealists; their preference for an “immanent” understanding of religion to 
a “transcendent.” As the editors comment on Frank’s God with Us, the explicitly reli-
gious character of his work apparently did not represent a hindrance to its reception 
among more secular-inclined readers such as Binswanger (p. 34).
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The correspondence also gives insight into projects that Frank pursued but never 
completed, such as a “philosophy of creativity,” a theme clearly resonating with the 
ideas of Bulgakov and Berdiaev (and Schelling), but which Frank approached also 
linguistically. According to his letters to Binswanger, he read thoroughly up on recent 
studies of language and even natural sciences in order to discuss the topic of “Crea-
tion and Expression.” Some aspects of these efforts can be found in his last work, 
Reality and Man, but all in all the philosophy of creativity, its subsection “philosophy 
of the word,” and the overall “philosophy of philosophy” to which it was meant to 
contribute, were all left unfulfi lled (p. 37).

The correspondence offers new conceptualizations from Frank as to how his pro-
ject should be understood, for instance as the “combination of Platonic dualism with 
panentheistic motifs.” The perspective of “panentheism” is often attributed to Frank, 
and as he explains it himself, it means that the this-worldly represents a revelation 
of that which lies beyond (Letter 184). It is also interesting to read Frank’s repeated 
insistence on the lack of systematicity in his work, knowing that “system” was what 
Zenkovskii so extensively praised him for in his history of Russian philosophy, some-
thing that for Zenkovskii made Frank, together with Solov’ev, the culmination of the 
historical development of Russian philosophy (see Mjør, 2011, pp. 289–290).

Quite naturally, the correspondence sheds light not only on Frank’s intellectu-
al evolvement but on Binswanger’s as well. The editors argue that Binswanger was 
under Frank’s decisive infl uence but that this has been insuffi  ciently recognized by 
those who have studied the psychiatrist’s ideas. Frank has in this respect been signifi -
cantly overshadowed by Heidegger. While the impact of Heidegger on Binswanger 
is obvious, Binswanger’s own references to Frank (that is to translations of his work 
into German and French) should have made scholars more attentive to Frank’s infl u-
ence as well, and the correspondence makes this all quite clear. In Frank Binswanger 
found ideas similar to those of Heidegger (concerning the I-Thou relationship as prior 
to self-recognition), and he would later in his recollections on Frank point out that 
Frank overcame the many of the antinomies that go back to Descartes before Hei-
degger did.

In a wider perspective, this raises the question to what extent we should under-
stand “Russian philosophy” as a separate tradition or whether it is more pertinent to 
view it as part of the post-idealist (that is post-Schellingian) fi eld of European philoso-
phy, to which Russian thinkers from Solov’ev onwards made contributions of equal 
signifi cance to those of for instance Heidegger or Paul Tillich, and, noteworthy, often 
before the German thinkers did. The correspondence of Frank and Binswanger pro-
vides a useful source for debating these questions further. In addition to “dialogue,” 
therefore, it seems to me equally appropriate to describe the exchange between the 
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Russian and German thinkers as “symphonic philosophizing,” which was Frank’s 
own description of their epistolary conversations (Letter 93, see also Gaponenkov, 
Tsygankov, 2019). In a symphony different voices “sing” variations on common 
themes.

Another fi eld that this publication suggests that Frank should be seen as part of 
is the tradition of dialogical thinking of the early twentieth century, as represented by 
for instance Martin Buber, Hermann Cohen, Karl Löwith and Gabriel Marcel, which 
in retrospect makes up an alternative philosophy of modernity (Schrey, 1970). The 
editors argue that Binswanger follows not Heidegger but Buber and Frank in view-
ing Dasein as Zweisamkeit and not Einsamkeit. The other is no “thing” or “object,” 
but that with whom we engage and collaborate, as well as for whom we care (p. 46). 
Binswanger conceptualized this as “Wirheit or love” (p. 47). As for Heidegger, the 
correspondence shows that Frank developed a critical attitude to Heidegger, his ter-
minology (which he discouraged from Binswanger from using) as well as his conclu-
sions, in particular the foundational role Heidegger attributed to Angst (Letter 243). 
Binswanger on his part, the editors claim, remained closer to Heidegger, but never-
theless received signifi cant impact from Frank in developing an understanding of 
“love as a fundamental phenomenon of human being” (p. 53). Frank meanwhile to-
wards the very end of his life welcomed the turn that Heidegger demonstrated in his 
collection Holzwege, at least with regard to its criticism of predominant tendencies of 
the European tradition (Letter 419).

These are just some examples of the topics encountered in this correspondence. 
They stretch from everyday-life descriptions to thorough philosophical discussions. 
Frank writes also about the experience of exile and refl ects on his “Russian audien-
ces,” be it the current émigré community or the “reborn Russia” of the future. As the 
correspondence shows, Frank continued to believe in a return to his homeland and 
its people there as late as in 1939, that is at a time when several of his fellow émigrés 
had lost this belief (Letter 114, 132). These topics make the collection a relevant and 
fascinating source also for historians of “Russia abroad,” as it does for the historian of 
Russian-European philosophy and intellectual history, and due credit should be given 
to its editors for making it accessible to readers worldwide.
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