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Still Points and Turning Worlds 
On Fiona Sampson’s Come Down (Corsair, 2020) 
 
 
‘Snow falls and fills a valley 
and under its white roof 
a sleeper dreams snow is falling 
secretly for her alone 
on and on in darkness 
it falls like something speaking 
noiselessly into silence’ 
 (‘Noumenon’) 
 
A very established presence on the UK and the internationalist literary scenes, Fiona 
Sampson is a deeply versatile poet and writer.  Most recently she has achieved much acclaim 
for a biography of Mary Shelley (In Search of Mary Shelley, Profile Books, 2018), and she 
has a second literary biography, of Elizabeth Barrett Browning due to be published in 2021.  
Among other writerly roles, she is a critic, theorist, translator, and of course is well-known in 
her editorial capacities, most notably perhaps for her tenure as Poetry Review editor from 
2005 to 2012.  But it is as a poet, her primary métier, through which perhaps she has funneled 
the flourishing scope of her generic range over a decades-long literary career.   
 
Her latest collection, Come Down follows on from, catches onto, her previous of 2016, The 
Catch, in so far as it marks the fuller onset of a new departure in her poetic career.  From her 
first major book-length work of poetry, a verse novel or long, interlocking sequence, The 
Distance Between Us (Seren, 2005), through her Carcanet collections of 2007 and 2010, 
Common Prayer and Rough Music, to her 2013 collection, Coleshill, Sampson seemed at 
times haunted by her experience of self and world.  For all the nuance, depth, range, 
intelligence and presiding self-awareness as an undoubtedly major poet, it was perhaps only 
by the time she writes The Catch that we see her coming down, as it were, most fully into her 
own.  The overriding aesthetic of the latter and her latest collection, Come Down, changes 
dramatically from her previous poetry.  While ostensibly very much the same poet, sensual 
and metaphysical, sure-footed but also deeply inquisitive and searching, her last two 
collections bear marks of a fine-tuned structure of feeling finding a way into her deepest 
individuality, but one which is also eminently readable.  In Come Down, Sampson to my 
mind embodies the paradox of a radically idiosyncratic poet who can yet speak to everyman 
or woman, as in Wordsworth’s famed desideratum.  
 
* 



 

 

 
In much of her writing, on writers such as Percy Bysshe Shelley, Amir Or, say, or recently on 
Tsvetanka Elenkova, Sampson has always championed notions of freedom and of freedom of 
movement.  Indeed, closing her 2007 collection of essays, On Listening (Salt), she concludes 
with some reflections on ‘ephemerality’ as the hallmark of the literary, one to be embraced, 
acknowledged, and as recognized as such, immanently redressed.  She seems in different 
places in her writing to almost possess a contemplative’s sense of joy in naming mutability 
and the fleetingness of things, and thus being in a way in a contemplative’s position to find 
still points of realization in admitting the inexorable turning of the worlds of self and other.  
And it seems to me that this notion of celebrating flux but also of finding a certain deeper 
tranquility in that celebration marks most resolutely the major tenor of Come Down.   
 
It is a book among other things that finds a kind of refuge for a sometime homelessness.  
Indeed, the book is dedicated ‘for my families’, and the shorter second partition of the book, 
a long delving sequence, titled ‘Come Down’, is dedicated to Sampson’s ‘immigrant 
ancestors’, referring to her genealogical origins in Australia.  And the digging done there 
(with a conscious nod to Heaney’s iconic poem at the inception of his homecoming into his 
own voice) is both about the ‘earth’ in parts of that aboriginal land, and of course a kind of 
poetic earthing, a re-connection to the matrix as it were of Sampson’s ultimate reaches and 
roots.   
 
All Sampson’s cleverness and brilliance are here in plain sight in this collection, from the 
brainy sequencing and structuration of the collection as a whole, with much dovetailing, 
juxtaposing and counterpointing, to poems titled with highbrow references such as, 
‘Noumenon’, ‘Phenomenon’ or ‘Langue’ and ‘Parole.’  There are references too to 
Sampson’s other writerly concerns, to Mary Shelley and ‘Frankenstein’s Golem’ or ‘The 
Modern Prometheus’ or ‘The Nature of the Gothic’, or to mythic registers (‘Mother as 
Eurydice’, ‘Line, Manticore’ or ‘Juno’s Dream’) which touch on previous Sampson-terrain 
(notably in her 2010, Rough Music).  However, the theme I wish to spend most of the rest of 
this review on is her concern with freedoms of movement and the sort of inner peace, so 
redolently emanating from the sheen of this collection, Sampson seems to find in recognizing 
such.   
 
The poems in Come Down are far from free verse, however, for all their lability and limpidity 
and for all their concern, as I’ve already indicated, with freedoms of movement or 
movements of freedom.  Many of them seem to have emerged formed, formed in one 
sustained act of concentration on, attention, attunement to, self or world, or self and world.  
There is an immense sense of discipline quite apparent in these poems.  It’s no accident, I’d 
say, not only that Sampson was a successful musician before entering into her literary career, 
but that some of her deepest concerns also are with musical and poetic form (notably, her 
Bloodaxe lectures delivered at Newcastle University in 2010 and then published in 2011, 
Music Lessons, or indeed, her more recent monograph, Lyric Cousins, EUP, 2016).  Indeed, 
at one point in Music Lessons Sampson speaks of a certain Socratic dialectic of ‘approach’ 
and ‘standstill’, which I think typifies some of the searching music of Come Down.  Part of 
Sampson’s Socratic manner of doing literary business finds expression in the way she always 
eschews the dominative gambit of seeming to have a dogmatic purpose in mind in her 
observations of self and world.  Her poetry here is closely questioning while still trying to 
approach the truest, stillest nature of the things that concern her.  And, like music, speaking 
very broadly, it is self-generative of its forms, a free music that seems to choose its own 
delimitations, by the end. 



 

 

 
Thus, Sampson’s music in this collection of unpunctuated poems aims to capture the living 
breath of her life-worlds; those of her intellectual itinerary as married to personal concerns, 
and those of her more plain-souled living and experience.  Systole and diastole, so to speak, 
this collection often enough attempts to locate and express the ways movements freely into 
form and life itself just happen, and/or how in their movements they might come to move us, 
as they have moved her.  She wants to capture, with an almost mystic attitude at times, not 
only the movements of things, in here and out there, but also the movements of how those 
things are or become what they are, in their becoming.  This approaching towards (and of) the 
essence of mutable things, things in her own life and times and things in others, involves the 
poet breathing life into what are replete already with life, and many different living breaths.  
 
So, opening ‘March Lapwings’, Sampson writes of wingbeats in a way: 
 
Now everything 
begins to move 
and everything stays 
where it is 
 
Or then, on the page opposite, still early on in this highly aerated collection, we open 
‘Frankenstein’s Golem’ with: 
 
Who is this  
moving swiftly  
through darkness 
in a landscape  
not yet given 
form by daylight 
 
The inquisitive mode suits not only the uncertainties, the negative capabilities as it were, of 
the chosen theme, but serves, as throughout this collection, the many ways Sampson wishes 
to ‘illuminate’ how the givens of self and world are ‘given / form by daylight.’  The poet’s 
lines seem to wish to limn the light inside and out, and in the opening of the mythologically 
titled, ‘Line, Manticore’, the first of six parts reads: 
 
I 
 
The line that is a creature 
scratched in stone is 
also a line of light 
lipping along the mineral 
edge of itself 
light shining from stone 
like flame from flint the lion 
man shines and burns 
in the holy stone 
and blurred along the cut’s 
meniscus like tears 
that absorb and spread 
brightness its mineral 



 

 

grain comes to light 
 
Half human, half lion, the ‘Manticore’ is a version of the Sphinx, and Sampson, it is quite 
evident in parts of this sequence, wishes to ask ultimate riddles of herself as much as of what 
she sees.  Striking too, in this collection as elsewhere (vitally in Sampson’s writing), is that 
blurring ‘along the cut’s / meniscus like tears’.  The enjambed movements and the invoking 
of being ‘moved’, typify Sampson’s metaphysical imagination.  She wants to capture not 
only the way things inside and out emerge, uncannily, but also how in emerging they are 
always redolent with a blurring of boundaries, a certain oceanic osmosis, the way, say, the 
wavy movement of a sea cannot quite distinguish one movement from the next, one wave 
from its successor or predecessor, and so on.  This is, in a manner of speaking to find still 
points in what are undeniably turning worlds. 
 
Thus, ‘Wild Equinox’, a sequence of nine parts opens with: 
 
I 
 
These days are still 
cold the line of feeling 
working its way thinly 
up so we might touch 
a pulse almost to life 
or make the heart inside 
an egg an echo or 
hear ants underfoot 
raising their secret cities 
 
As in her The Catch, Sampson catches onto the openness of being, the way up there and 
down here, meld into each other with living fertility.  Indeed, in the opening prefatory poem, 
‘Come Down’ ‘sky’ is continuously ‘stepping’ upwards out of the river in question there; and 
the final poem of the collection is titled ‘Surfacing.’  Moved, and moving us, Sampson 
wishes always to observe and then express the movements of the self’s music and that of the 
world’s as they intermingle among each other.  And then, in the second part of ‘Wild 
Equinox’, we read, moving from the above notes of intimate declaration to her staple Socratic 
searching mood and mode: 
 
II 
 
Could we build 
slow 
slow from these 
 
splinters 
these frayed grains 
strangely consorting 
 
nails wire 
tarpaulin 
that seem to fit 
 



 

 

is this the way 
frail shaking 
at our touch 
 
a barn begins? 
 
Touched, as much as touching, again Sampson is searching perhaps the metaphysical 
problematic, the problem of ‘emergence’, how things come down into being what they are, 
how things leave off being what they are, becoming the next thing, or something else.  And 
note how she does all this, while still being attendant to the immediate vicinities of her 
mundane worlds, a ‘barn’ in this case.  Indeed, this note of or on becoming applies most 
resolutely to the moved movements in this collection about Sampson’s searching for 
belonging.  ‘Boat Lane’ is a sequence written about her adoptive father, and as previously 
mentioned, the eponymous second partition of the book, ‘Come Down’, is a long and delving, 
searching-out of origins.  It ends: 
 
figures pass you moving 
through the orchard 
as a breeze stirs 
breathing seems 
to fill the leaves and look 
 
the old ones  
keep passing through us 
saying world is wide 
we must come down 
together into its valley 
 
World is wide, indeed.  The moving and the movements of and in this note of acceptance are 
also an urgent injunction for all of us to ‘come down’ into making a better world, inside as 
out.  I couldn’t think of a gesture of humane solidarity more in blessed keeping with our own 
world’s contemporary climate, riven as we are by the present worldwide crisis. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

London-based Konstandinos (Dino) Mahoney, won publication of his collection, 'TUTTI 
FRUTTI' in the Sentinel Poetry Book Competition 2017, and is winner of the Poetry 
Society’s 2017 Stanza Competition. He is a visiting lecturer and advisor for the Master of 
Fine Arts Creative Writing Program at the University of Hong Kong, blogs for the Asian 
Literary Review and is a freelance reviewer. He is also an award-winning playwright who has 
written plays for stage and radio performed and broadcast at home and internationally.  
 
 
Poems by Colin Pink , woodcuts by Daniel Goodwin: The Ventriloquist Dummy’s Lament 
(Against the Grain, 2019) 
 
Robert Creeley, one of the Black Mountain poets collaborated with many visual artists, 
sometimes responding to works already in existence, sometimes developing new work side-
by-side. Poet Colin Pink’s collaboration with artist Daniel Goodwin in Pink’s collection of 
twenty-one villanelles, The Ventriloquist’s Dummy’s Lament, is a collaboration of the first 
kind, Goodwin responding to Pink’s poems with black and white woodcuts. The result is a 
beautifully produced book from Against the Grain Press with Pink’s searching villanelles 
complemented and lifted by Goodwin’s urgent, rough woodcuts.  
 
The villanelle is a poetic form enjoying a modest, post-modernist revival along with other 
poetic forms, most notably the sonnet. Twentieth century modernist poets, keen to explore 
free verse, avoided the villanelle seeing it as too rigid and constraining – a nineteen line poem 
with two repeating rhymes and two refrains, five tercets followed by a quatrain. But one 
poet’s straight-jacket can be another poet’s freedom; twentieth century greats such as 
Elizabeth Bishop, Sylvia Plath, Dylan Thomas, Theodore Roethke wrote masterpieces in the 
genre. Pink, a formalist, increasingly noted as inventor and exponent of the triadic couplet, is 
clearly at home with the conventions of the villanelle, writing on contemporary subjects, such 
as the refugee crisis, mental health, global warming, as well as the more traditional subject of 
love. Pink’s villanelles explore and exploit the strength of the form riding its cumulative 
intensification to deliver powerful messages. The measure of his craftsmanship is that he can 
do this without drawing undue attention to the form; though the necessary repetitions ensure 
that there will always be a hallmark echoing musicality. The villanelle intensifies as it goes 
along building on a theme and mood, bringing feeling and meaning to a head in the final 
quatrain, Pink uses this spiralling crescendo to express growing anger and confusion about 
the contemporary world – alienation, exploitation, the effects of climate change. In his 
preface Pink expresses this in his stated need, ‘to explore the potential of the villanelle form, 
its repetitive hypnotic quality and the ways in which, through the shifting context of 
preceding and succeeding lines and changes in punctuation one can keep changing the 
meaning of the repeated lines without changing any of the actual words.’ 
 
The villanelle is a form well suited to the philosophical strand in Pink’s poetry, a bent seen in 
his previous well-reviewed collection, Acrobats of Sound. The villanelle, with its widening 
gyre, allows for philosophical reflection around a subject without the need to follow logical 
steps or chronological narrative.  
 
Pink’s twenty-one villanelles are often animated reflections on ontological themes such as 
existence, modern life, ecology. Goodwin’s woodcuts echo the political, critical bent of the 
poems – the woodcut or woodblock has often been used in past centuries for the illustration 
of political tracts being cheap and easy to produce, his crafted rough looking prints convey an 



 

 

element of the grassroots pamphlet, Soviet in texture, though communist woodprints were in 
the style of social realism whereas Goodwin’s are in an abstract semi-representational style. 
Pink’s opening villanelle, the title poem for the collection, sets the tone for the collection, a 
poem that rebels against, ‘being manipulated in ways we don’t fully comprehend,’ (author’s 
preface). Pink uses the metaphor of the ventriloquist dummy to represent compliant people 
who cannot speak for themselves, a critique of modern life in which people are obedient 
consumers doing and saying what they are told to do and say. Tension and ambiguity are 
created in the opening tercet – the dummy challenges his audience to say whether he is 
‘grinning or grimacing’ Pink builds this to a powerful conclusion in the final quatrain. 
/There’s no marrow in my bones and no one to care/ Whether it’s truth or dare that becomes 
the norm./Some say I’m a literal blockhead with a manic stare;/Can you tell me if I’m 
grinning or grimacing? You declare./ The poem ends on an imperative, a challenge to the 
reader to consider how far have we been dehumanized, our freedom and rights as individuals 
taken from us.  
 
This theme of helplessness is further explored in Pink’s villanelle Sedate and Suffocate. /We 
live the universal illusion that we are free/ /Through eating, drinking and watching we 
flee/Responsibility for our boredom; in exchange/Every evening we flip the channels on the 
TV/ Here Pink shows how effectively new wine can be poured into old skins, modern themes 
of alienation and feelings of powerlessness eloquently expressed through the rigid, poetic 
form of the villanelle. Pink sees that the repetition built into the villanelle form lends itself to 
a depiction of monotony in modern life, the regular nightly surfing of TV channels, so the 
refrain, /Every evening we flip the channels on the TV/ that opens the poem and repeats in 
the second and fourth tercets and in the penultimate line of the final quartrain highlights the 
hopeless feeling of a repeated nightly ritual. 
 
Villanelles are written in iambic pentameter, but in practice poets often shorten the line 
length and write in iambic tetrameter. In, Whose Impossible Imperatives? Pink employs 
tetrameters to great effect, using strings of monosyllabic words that punch home the poems 
theme of bewilderment and puzzlement about the conflicting rules and demands of modern 
life, /The do, the don’t, the what, the why/Claims that crushed and puzzled me/The This, the 
that, the laugh, the cry/. The snappy rhythmic beat of this villanelle makes this an excellent 
performance piece blending the rhythms of spoken word poetry with its critical social 
commentary. 
 
Goodwin has responded to Pink’s villanelle’s with a series of bold woodcuts appearing on the 
left page, the villanelle on the right, giving equal space to the visual woodcut and the written 
poem. Goodwin’s woodcuts dialogue with Pink’s poems. This works well, setting the mood, 
giving subliminal hints about the poem. After reading the poem the reader may revisit the 
woodcut which, in light of the reading, may take on altered meaning. This makes for a rich 
reading experience, a three way criss-cross dialogue between reader, poet and artist. 
Goodwin’s illustrations are a mix of abstraction and oblique representation, they do not 
illustrate lines from the poem, so, for example, in Coastal Erosion, there is no attempt to 
represent a crumbling coastline, /While the waves swallow the shore with every tide/. There 
is a stick figure standing on what could be a cliff, before him broken lines that could be 
waves or bamboo, there is a sense of fracture, of reaching out, the black lines on a 
predominantly white page resembling a Chinese character. This prepares us for the villanelle 
which has elements of the Chinese myth of Nuwa, a goddess who tried to mend a hole in the 
sky, an uncanny prediction of ozone holes, /There’s a fire burning through the sorrow in her 
eyes,/ She’s sewing a hole in the universe to hold it tight,/While the waves swallow the shore 



 

 

with every tide. Pink also uses Catholic imagery, /She waits for communion and the Moon is 
the size/ Of a wafer on her tongue and dissolves in the light/. And later, /The earth is a 
hassock for her knees, she prays to the sky/. This interesting conjunction of ancient Chinese 
myth and Christian Catholicism, makes the poem more universal, more globally 
interconnected.  
 
In Pinks villanelle, The Seesaw, the theme of ecological disaster and mass consumption is 
explored, the seesaw being the competing pull between, /economic and natural law/. 
Goodwin’s woodcut is dense, a black background with busy competing linear patterns and a 
central image of a what could be a bent plank of wood, possibly a seesaw. The mood of the 
woodcut echoes the tension and sense of things being dangerously out of control in Pink’s 
poem, /How many times must the waves lick the shore//Before they erode every barrier and 
come with a roar/Engulfing our fragile refuge with plastic and spray?/. 
 
Pink, as an art historian and teacher, has villanelles inspired by the great masters. His superb 
ekphrastic poem, ‘Ox Carcass’ (1655), is a response to Rembrandt’s brutal still life painting 
of a flayed ox carcass hanging from a rail. Pink matches the bald savagery of the oil painting 
with the repeated third line, /I can sense your life force, your power upended/. In the third 
tercet Pink’s compassion for the dead beast is expressed in a line of daring and power, /Like a 
vision of Christ, you cannot be mended/. This Christological reference is taken up again in 
the following tercet with, /Which makes me pray you could be resurrected/. Goodwin gives 
us a clever woodprint to go with this, a simple hourglass with a suggestion of sand falling 
from the top to the bottom chamber. This echoes the theme of fate and death in Pink’s 
villanelle, /To show us death hangs heavier than we pretend/, and also, cleverly echoes the 
shape of Rembrandt’s flayed carcass. 
 
Pink’s success in using a tightly structured form with roots in renaissance rustic dance to 
deliver powerful political, philosophical poetry is a considerable achievement, a boost for the 
villanelle as a vehicle for contemporary poetry. It also cements Pink’s growing reputation as 
an inventive formalist poet. His collaboration with Daniel Goodwin has produced a timely 
book that reminds us how art and poetry can combine to make a work greater than the sum of 
its parts.    
 
 
 
 
    
 
 
 
 
          
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
Sally Festing’s five poetry collections have followed journalism, radio plays, academic 
studies, biographies of Barbara Hepworth & Gertrude Jekyll, and other non-fiction. She’s 
been published in masses of magazines –  see www.sallyfesting.info. My Darling Derry (Fair 
Acre Press) is on sale with proceeds to the Mental Health Foundation. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f9ogodyzg2o&feature=youtube 
 
 
 
                           WIDELY PRAISED BUT NEGLECTED 
   
French sculptor, Germaine Richier (1902-59) was the first woman to be given a solo 
restrospective at the Musée National d’Art Moderne (in Paris, 1956). Following her early 
death, she was largely forgotten in the art world. But she had champions. In 1955, David 
Sylvester asserted that ‘nobody perhaps occupies so central, so crucial a position in 
contemporary sculpture.’1 Other advocates included the poet Francis Ponge and Richier’s 
sculptor friends, Jean Arp, Alberto Giacometti, Marino Marini and Fritz Wotruba. Such 
recognition came many years before her work began to be featured in writings by feminist art 
historians. It has now entered the canon for great 20th Century sculpture. 
  
The composer Arnold Schoenberg said that a “work of art can create no greater effect than 
when it transmits the emotions that raged in the creator to the listener [viewer], in such a way 
that they also rage and storm in him.” That’s what I have always felt about Richier’s 
sculpture. In fact, I’ve been obsessed with it for a long time. I’ve looked at it in the Tate, read 
archival material about the artist, and before writing the poems excerpted here, I photocopied 
a large number of illustrations of her work from photos by Brassai for an exhibition at Galerie 
Berggruen in San Francisco, in 1956. I’ve also paid my respects by visiting the landscape that 
was seminal to her.  
 
On Sunday, 3 March 2003, my holiday-diary informs, ‘Stes Maries-de-la-Mer’. Wake from a 
siesta in the back of a Citroën parked round a stone-covered square. Hard-pollarded trees. 
Grubby white hotel. The rest of the page was written outside in a wobbly hand. Long grey 
beaches. Trees peppered with holes & striped with algae drift into weird beasts. Wedges of 
wood, entombed in shifty, sifty sand. Great tufts of marram flap in the wind. Dead birds. 
Uprooted willows. Huge skies. Tamarisks. Perennial samphire. Sea purslane. All these plants 
were familiar. It was a coincidence that the landscape of Richier’s childhood had strong 
similarities with a spot on the North Norfolk coast that’s part of mine. I swam in her sea and 
felt at home. We don’t have indigenous white horses in Norfolk, and the climate in the 
Camargue is, of course, more ‘extreme’. This is a word Richier used about her work. Critics 
used it too. Through metamorphoses, one of them argued, Richier appeared to ask what lies at 
the extreme reaches of the human body. 2  
   
She was born in Gras, Bouches-du-Rhône, youngest of four children in a vine-grower’s 
family. On her own account, an unconventional childhood became the seat of a lifelong 
relationship with the natural world.3 Frequently she was to express her debt to neghborhoods 
she loved in Provence and the Languedoc; Arles, Saintes Maries-de-la-mer and Montpellier. 
An early poem of mine explores what was to her a particularly special place. 
 
 
 



 

 

from CAMARGUE       
 
                   i 
 
Where sand blew back 
         as the Mistral threw it, 
she, most careful beachcomber  
found a still recognizable flotsam buzzard 
scraped and scoured  
bitten and chewed.    
. . . 
 
                     ii 
  
The air was curdled with cries.  
Teal and goldeneye quacked overhead 
when she tenderly parted bamboos 
 
to watch flamingos scoop crustaceans.   
  Their legs are reed-skinny.    
Necks contortionist-looped to water’s skin.   
                       . . . 
 
She was born where turbulence 
washed the torn acres,  
the sky contained its wrath –  
 
wave cry, wind cry.   
The mistral sang and sang 
while the coypu coupled. 
 
      
At this point my poem diverges, to link what I’m imagining are Richier’s awakenings with 
some of my own. 
 
                            iii         
  
My song questions Limonium,  
a plant that’s not quite  
what it seems –   
 
caspia / statice /  sea lavender / marsh rosemary 
spreads like a cloak 
  woven out of wind 
 
hiding the restless creeks 
on a marsh that continually breaks 
and builds again. 
. . .  
Larks rise on its coastal path. 



 

 

Fields full of peewits. Marram-twisted dunes.  
Sunshine making merry the sea’s extraordinary blue. 
 
  But does Limonium deceive?  
thrusting through aster, samphire, vast lichens, 
covering the marsh’s devils as if it reigned supreme. 
 
 
A critic aptly wrote, “Richier’s imagination was mainly turned to an utterly personal 
understanding and representation of nature. One may wonder whether this is not the highly 
specific way this energetic, strong-willed woman, who had no children besides her 
sculptures, found of representing her femininity.”4 Still early in the sequence, I’ve a short 
poem about her intense response to insect life. 
 
 
CREEPY-CRAWLIES 
 
Dry-as-bone dust,  
  sand made hollows where a girl could sit 
her head buried in her coat against the sting. 
The least insect was a gift 
  and Germaine could name it, 
 
her fingers were itchy for ant or mantis, 
her ear was tuned to the cicada’s buzz. 
A mosquito fastened to her leg, blissfully 
raised its abdomen. Tu me piques. 
Blood sisters? 
 
      
After six years at the École des Beaux Arts in Montpellier, she moved to Paris, a private pupil 
of Antoine Bourdelle. In 1929 she married the Swiss sculptor Otto Bänninger, Bourdelle’s 
assistant. Her talent was recognized early. Various achievements throughout the 30s included 
a solo exhibition in 1934, the Blumenthal Prize for Sculpture, work shown at the Paris 
World’s Fair 1937, and an international exhibition in New York the following year in 
company with Pierre Bonnard, George Braque, Marc Chagall, Robert Delaunay, André 
Derain and Jacques Lipchitz. Of work, she could never have enough. She was in her studio 
from dawn until late afternoon when she joined her circle in Montparnasse to talk or visit 
exhibitions.  
 
THE WORLD OF FORM            
                           i 
The Paris spring 
       flickered. 
The part of her head with a horse in it  
            galloped.  
. . .  
 
She sculpted busts, progressed to figures. 
Every day, she put clay on the framework,  



 

 

 
muscular stuff, 
and a whirlpool of likely failure.  
 
She strove to honour what she loved, 
to disturb what hung in the air. 
 
                          ii 
 
She took a pupil to Pompeii. The pilgrimage        
plumbed depths in her –  
 
the blasted bodies, architecture,  
charred human remains. 
 
Flesh, pink and blind 
lurked behind every echo. 
 
World War Two brought an especially happy decade to an end, taking her to Zurich, her 
husband’s former home. Until then, her work was classical, henceforth, her individuality 
progressed rapidly. Le Crapaud (Toad 1940) was an early expression of her allegorical 
interest in the animal world. A woman kneels back, one foot on her toes, her back a silky 
twist, right arm stretched as if caught in forward motion. The sculpture was precursor to a 
string of hybrid animal/human/ insect mutants she made off and on to the end of her life. 
 
TOADWOMAN  
 
She’s  toad in   her svelte skin’s  perfect shine  
 
Toad in the leap  she is about   to spin 
 
in the slope of her back  plumped thighs    the joy of being alive 
 
needing only  a slug to jog  her appetite  
 
She’s toad  in the feisty stretch   to the unknown 
 
      
During the Occupation, Richier discovered the forests of the Swiss Valais region, and the old 
spell of trees changed the direction of her work. She asked her elder brother (with whom she 
was always especially close), to send her the branch of an olive tree from home. Real bark, as 
well as a large leaf she found were collaged onto the clay before casting Forest Man (1945) 
with his webbed left hand. 
 
from WAR 
 
The forest was 
             like her dancing floor 
its green   



 

 

  opening her  
to childhood –  white poplar, ash and elm.  
Trees were its bones. 
Yellow iris,  
water crowfoot 
blooming in spring.  
 
 
October 1946 saw her return to Paris where she felt the foundation of her working life lay. 
Here Richier re-established links with many old friends, artists and intellectuals as well as 
literati such as Nathalie Sarraute and Colette. At this juncture, too, historian poet René de 
Solier became her companion and constant support.  
 
La Sauterelle, L’Araignée and La Mante (grasshopper/locust, spider and ant) were  conceived 
during this period. All have female breasts and a deeply creased and puckered skin. La 
Sauterelle  sits on a short pedestal almost streamlined with the forward lurch of the body, 
arms bent at the  elbows, hands stretched, fingers splayed in readiness to leap. L’Araignée  
grabs a geometry of wires, setting up  powerful tension between its limbs. La Mante is 
suitably emaciated, the feet extended into wiry, stippled bronze curves. Precariousness is 
emphasized above all in the gesture of arms and large, downward-pointing fingers ‘The 
“women-insects” are not objects of the eroticizing male gaze but deformed and macabre 
creatures with bodies that have lived and experienced, and are still ploughing on.’5 
‘Ploughing on’ is a particularly relevant phrase; they are survivors because Richier was 
hugely influenced by the horror of war.  
 
At the École, she had studied under one of Rodin’s former assistants. Later, she hired the 
Master’s model, Nardone, for Storm Man (1947-8); thereby engaging the tradition for 
monumental bronze. In 2019, Storm Man stood beside a doorway in a Liz Frink exhibition in 
the Sainsbury Centre for Visual Arts, challenged, battered, ruined, and obstinately human, yet 
simultaneously immortal. In shadowless light, he vibrated! As with Hurricane Woman, 
there’s a reverence embalmed in the beaten metal of wind-pummelled sculpture that also 
evoked the anguish of war.   
 
from WAR 
 
Our age is full of talons, people bristle, she said. 
Wild things called to her,  
 counterpart 
          to the violence  
       of soldiers marching,  
       corpses in the forest.    . 
She made strange forms 
which, when they sang,   
spat splinters of iron.  
 
She herself said It seems to me that in violent (sculptures) there is just as much wisdom as in 
poetic ones.6 This was many years before Louise Bourgeois produced sculpture that invoked 
our worst nightmares. Along with Reg Butler, Bernard Meadows and Eduardo Paolozzi, 
Richier was a source for the British artists associated with the ‘geometry of fear’. 
 



 

 

A different sympathy was needed with a commission for a Crucifix (1950) for the church of 
Assy. Quickly, she made a preliminary model, saying I want the result of a concept, a 
knowledge, a dare, all of it, if possible, very alive […] I don’t envisage a sculpture of several 
months’ work, I want to go there directly if possible.7   
 
from DETHRONED      
 
‘There is no face’ they cried.  
Her bronze hung stark on its cross. 
Resilient. Christ survived. 
 
‘There is no cross. How can your Christ  
be crucified?’ 
 
The religious controversy that ensued was an embarrassment that didn’t end when the Bishop 
ordered its removal, although lifelong Catholic Francois Mauriac admired her Christ and a 
critic pronounced it, ‘One of the rare modern crucifixes to appear artistically convincing’.8 
 
In 1951 she left Otto Bänninger. Three years later, she married de Solier.  The latter had 
signed a petition against the Algerian war. For a woman described as having ‘untamable 
will’ 9, he was a happy match. Solier commented to a friend how exceptional he believed 
Richier’s sculpture was. She returned He is a very magnificent man. .. If I had the words, I’d 
be a writer. Le Couple (1954) was her way of celebrating. I find it an intensely moving piece. 
 
THE COUPLE     
 
They sound each other, bounce off the other,        
feet off the ground. In violent    
union, they’re holding hands –  
their legs attenuated, their bodies distended,  
equilibrium precarious. He sings  
to bind him to the earth, brings her myths,   
wakes a pageant of forms  
beyond the reaches of her bones. 
 
Beyond the reaches of her bones, 
he wakes a pageant of forms,       
sings to bind him to the earth, brings her myths. 
Their equilibrium is precarious,  
their bodies distended, legs attenuated. 
They’re holding hands in union 
that’s violent. Feet off the ground, 
they bounce off each other, each sounds the other. 
 
De Solier’s references to process, highlight the physicality of his wife’s vocation. The head of 
Shepherd of the Landes (1951) is cast from eroded building rubble. In the Landes region of 
southern France the shepherds used stilts to help them view their sheep over large areas of 
scrub and marsh.  Richier’s figure is not only on stilts but is one with them, like L’Eau, a 
female form in which neck and head are formed from an amphora found on the beach. She 
was incorporating into her work debris thrown up by tides near the mouth of the Petit Rhône; 



 

 

driftwood, olive branches, as well as tools used to cultivate the soil and objects of Provençal 
folklore. All reflected life in the area. Ant’s Head (1953) was made from a three-pronged 
goad used by ‘guardians’ who cared for the wild horses and bulls of the Camargue.  
 
In the last four years of her life, Richier returned tirelessly to a group of five 
anthropomorphic figures from chess. The original smaller-scale figures were modelled in clay 
and plastiline arranged on a board of scrap iron. The larger, plaster version was made by a 
technician in April 1959 before being cast in plaster and painted, three months before she 
died. Mounted on pale, free-standing pedestals and spindly legged, they buckle under the 
strain of their own distended bodies, presenting a far more precarious equilibrium than the 
small version. 
 
       CHESSBOARD 
 
              Queen, King, Knight, Rook, Fool,     
                    she pushed them on stage,      
           forces prepared for threat and defence.  
                            Threat and defence. 
 
 
Chessboard was the first of Richier’s sculptures that I came across. It belongs to the Tate 
where the figures are frequently on show. Above all, her genius for gesture haunted me. 
While it’s often suggested that she’s been overlooked because of her sex, American critic and 
art historian, Michael Gibson, offered another explanation. “Richier’s work has been both 
widely praised and generally neglected, mainly because it failed to fit into any established 
conservative or progressive movement.” The truth must lie in a combination of the two. To 
Gibson, she was “one of the most original sculptors of our century.10  
 
Marini’s Head of Richier (1945) is kept in the Gallery of Modern Art in Milan.  As Donald 
Winnicott says, “It’ joy to be hidden, disaster not to be found”. 
 

    *      *      * 
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Peter Eagles is a professional theologian.  In addition to theology, he has studied and taught 
German, Russian and French Languages and Literature, and he retains research interest in 
German literature of the twentieth century.  He has written, reviewed and blogged on the 
relationship between language, poetry and liturgy.  He is currently learning the Manx 
language and using it liturgically, engaging with the phenomenon of a language re-emerging 
from the brink of extinction and with a limited literary tradition. 
 
Anna Akhmatova: Ships sailing gently down the Neva 
 
 
Anna Andreyevna Akhmatova was born in 1889.  She was thus a year older than Boris 
Pasternak, two years older than Osip Mandelstam, three years older than Marina Tsvetaeva, 
four years older than Vladimir Mayakovsky, and six years older than Sergey Esenin.  She and 
Pasternak are the only two of that group whose lives were not actively foreshortened by a 
tragic death.  But it is Akmatova’s poetry that bears the heavy stamp of the sorrow of the 
Soviet period; in turn tolerated and vilified by the Soviet Union, she became a living symbol 
of artistic faithfulness and the dignity of her country’s people.   
 
Born Anna Andreyevna Gorenko in Odessa, she became a poet of St Petersburg, writing 
under the family-name of her grandmother.  In 1910 she married the Acmeist poet Nikolai 
Gumilyov. Their only child, a son called Lev, was born in 1912, and his subsequent destiny 
would provide Anna with her deepest poetic creativity.  The marriage was not happy, and 
Nikolai’s deployment to the Russian expeditionary force in France in 1916 led eventually to 
separation.  In 1918 they divorced, and in 1921, Nikolai Gumilyov was shot by the 
Bolsheviks, ostensibly for political conspiracy but actually as an early example of the 
crushing of intellectual elitism.  Anna and Lev were both stigmatised for their relationship 
with Gumilyov for the rest of their lives. 
 
These early years of Akhmatova’s adulthood and marriage placed her at the centre of a period 
of dynamic development in Russian poetry.  Symbolism had been the predominant movement 
since 1890, but it was now facing challenges from Futurism and Acmeism.  The Stray Dog 
Cabaret in St Petersburg was the most famous of a number of venues where new poetry could 
be performed.  Mayakovsky and Esenin developed their poetic voice here, together with 
Akhmatova, the linguistic gymnast and arch-Futurist Khlebnikov, and others.  The more 
established Symbolist poets Aleksandr Blok and Andrei Bely appeared there too, but 
Symbolism was now perceived as too complex, too preoccupied with allusion, too 
compromised between the old century and the new one, too liberal with word and idea. The 
response of Futurism was to blast it out with the neologisms and stentorian rhetoric of 
Mayakovsky, or to ridicule it with the trans-sense and absurd verbal plasticity of Khlebnikov 
and Kruchyonykh.  Acmeism was more serious.  Nikolai Gumilyov was its figure-head, but 
its great poets are Anna Akhmatova and Osip Mandelstam.  
 
Acmeism was essentially neo-classicism, reflected in its self-identification with architecture. 
It was in direct opposition to Futurism just as much as to Symbolism.  Whereas Futurism was 
essentially proletarian, with Mayakovsky in particular taking the language of the streets and 
adapting it for rhetorical and political purpose, Acmeism was easily seen as elitist, and indeed 
the title itself was first coined by its critics.  Acmeism valued the classical purity and clarity 
of language.  It valued also tradition of form, characterised by simplicity rather than excess, 



 

 

and, in absolute contrast to Futurism (‘Down with your religion!  Down with your art!  
Throw it all off the steamship of modernity!’), it defined itself by continuity with the past, 
seeing Russia’s heritage in terms of its relationship with greater European culture.  
 
Akhmatova’s first cycle of poems is Evening, published in 1913, followed the next year by 
Rosary.  Her unhappy marriage to Gumilyov is clear in these first poems.  Even in 1910, the 
year of their marriage, she could write this short piece:   
 
He loved three things in the world: 
Singing at Vespers, white peacocks, 
And worn-out maps of America. 
He didn’t like crying children, 
He didn’t like raspberry tea 
Or women’s hysterics. 
… And I was his wife.      
 
In a similar voice, written in 1911 and published in Evening, is ‘A Song of the Last Meeting’: 
 
My breast was helplessly cold 
But my steps were light. 
I put on my right hand 
The glove that belonged to the left. 
 
There seemed to be so many steps 
But I knew there were just three! 
Among the maples the whisper of autumn 
Asked: ‘Die with me! 
 
I have been cheated by my mournful, 
Changeable and evil fate!’ 
I replied: ‘Dearest, dearest! 
Me too.  I will die with you …’ 
 
This is the song of the last meeting. 
I looked at the dark house. 
In the bedroom alone there were candles 
Burning with an indifferently yellow flame.  
 
The same theme appears in a poem of 1914: 
 
We met for the last time  
There on the quay, where we’d always met. 
The water in the Neva was high 
And in the city people were afraid of floods. 
 
He spoke of summer, and of how 
It’s absurd for a woman to be a poet. 
How I recall the tall imperial house 
And the Fortress of Peter and Paul. 
 



 

 

Then the air was not our own at all 
But like a miraculous gift from God. 
And at that hour there was given to me 
The ultimate of all mad songs. 
 
The elegiac simplicity of these verses could hardly be more different from the apocalyptic 
violence of Blok’s ‘The Twelve’, or the self-conscious nihilism of the Futurists.  The form of 
Akhmatova’s poems is traditional, even classical, with iambic metre and a-b-a-b rhyme, but 
the distinctiveness lies in the word and the picture.  The experience of love or rejection or 
parting is described with the vivid clarity of a perfectly focused black-and-white photograph.  
Yet within what might otherwise be prosaic there is a deeply spiritual strain, often expressed 
in a religious awe towards the natural world and creation. In ‘We met for the last time’, the 
power of the created order is present in the full spate of the river Neva, striking fear into the 
inhabitants of the artificial city, and the poetic creative capacity comes from the very air 
which is God’s gift.  Even a time of parting and sorrow is hallowed.   
 
From Rosary: 
 
My faithful, tender friend is always with me; 
Your cheerful girlfriend always with you. 
But I see clearly the fright in those grey eyes, 
And you are the cause of my ailment. 
We won’t increase the frequency of our short meetings, 
And that way we are destined to keep our peace.  
 
Both Evening and Rosary were well received, and the latter certainly established Akhmatova 
as a prominent new poetic voice.  It was the eve of the First World War, in the course of 
which she separated from Gumilyov, and she continues to meditate on the sadness of their 
relationship in her third volume of poetry, White Flock, published in 1917 just before the 
October Revolution:    
 
There is a sacred boundary to human intimacy 
Uncrossable even by the passion of being in love. 
Even if lips meet in uncanny silence 
And the heart breaks into pieces out of love. 
 
Friendship is impotent here, as are years 
Of exalted and fiery happiness 
When the soul is free, a stranger to 
The sluggish languor of concupiscence. 
 
Those who strive towards it are insane, 
And those who reach it are struck down by anguish … 
Now you have understood just why it is 
That my heart does not beat beneath your hand. 
 
This is in the iambic pentameter, sometimes with a final unstressed syllable, in a rhyme a-b-
a-b, c-d-c-d, e-f-e-f, but the effect lies in the juxtaposition of emotions.  In the second stanza, 
the rhymes are very similar to those of the first, giving almost c-b-c-b in proximity of sound 
to first stanza.  There is also a rhyme of meaning, with the similarity in form and sound of the 



 

 

words for ‘passion’ and ‘happiness’ chiming at the end of the respective second lines.  The 
rhyme at the end of the second stanza is formed by the word for ‘concupiscence’, rhyming 
with ‘happiness’ but in fact a derivative of ‘passion’.   The effect is to bring these emotions 
into a relationship with each other which emphasises their mutual interdependence.  They are 
so bound up with each other as to make human relationships ambiguous and inconclusive, 
perhaps even impossible without the deepest sacrifice of one’s own self. 
 
This is deeply introspective and subjective poetry.  It is ethereal, probing the worlds of the 
spirit and the soul.  The volumes Plantain and Anno Domini MCMXXI (1921-23) followed in 
similar style.  They concluded the first phase of Akhmatova’s creative life, and very little 
more was produced until 1940.  During this lengthy period of the life of the Soviet Union, her 
poetry was banned from publication. 
 
In Anno Domini MCMXXI, there is a section of three Biblical Poems drawn from the Old 
Testament: ‘Rachel’, Lot’s Wife’, and ‘Michal’.  ‘Lot’s Wife’ takes Genesis 19:26 as its 
epigraph, and tells the story as follows: 
 
And the righteous man, massive and radiant, 
Followed God’s angel up the black mountain.  
But anxiety spoke loudly to his wife: 
‘There’s time, you can still look 
At the red towers of your native Sodom, 
At the square where you sang, the yard where you span, 
At the empty windows of the tall house 
Where you bore children to your dear husband’.   
She looked – and gripped by mortal pain, 
Her eyes could look no more; 
And her body became transparent salt, 
And her swift feet stuck to the earth. 
 
Who will mourn for this woman? 
Is she not considered the least of losses? 
My heart only will never forget 
The one who gave her life for a single glance. 
 
This poem draws beautiful compassion and humanity out of the strange story of the 
destruction of Sodom.  The story in the Book of Genesis is a troubling tale of moral 
ambiguity, and Akhmatova may have found it for that very reason to have resonance for her 
own time of the early Soviet period.  But it is interesting also as a transitional piece, linking 
her early work to her later period.  Nothing more would be published, and very little written, 
for almost two decades:  years of great hardship, years in which one of her brothers was 
killed and another took his own life, years enriched by her friendship with Osip Mandelstam 
and his wife Nadezhda but then marked by Mandelstam’s arrest and subsequent death in the 
labour camp.  Akhmatova’s second husband, the art historian Nikolai Punin, was also 
arrested, although later released.  The arrests and imprisonments of her son Lev would 
provide the creative substance of her later great poetry.  For now, living in St Petersburg that 
had become Leningrad, with a brief sojourn in Tsarskoye Selo and then evacuation to 
Tashkent during the siege, she worked as a translator and wrote articles on Pushkin.  Much of 
her story in these years is unknown, although her friendship with the Mandlestam’s allows 
her to remain visible, not least in Nadezhda Mandelstam’s compelling memoirsi.  



 

 

 
In the light of these experiences, commentators have not found it easy to relate Akhmatova’s 
early poetry to the work that would come after 1940.  Early Russian critics saw continuity, 
allowing for the maturing of the poetic mind and the immensity of the individual and national 
experience in the intervening period; a later Western interpretation has put the later poetry 
into a different category altogether, closer to post-modern than modernii.  But ‘Lot’s Wife’ 
has themes and pictures of human sympathy and yearning, building deep reflection into the 
vivid and dramatic moment, which will become very familiar in Requiem, the great poetic 
meditation on the Stalinist repression, and even in the complex and less readily accessible 
Poem without a Hero.  These are the great works of the later Anna Akhmatova, both of them 
among the supreme achievements not just of the Soviet period but of the entire Russian 
poetic canon.   There are two other short pieces which are helpful in tracing Akhmatova’s 
development over these silent years.  First, developing the poignancy of ‘Lot’s Wife’ into a 
deeper tragedy that anticipates Requiem, is a short verse that bears the date 1934, entitled 
‘The Last Toast’:  
 
I drink to our ruined house, 
And to my evil life, 
To our loneliness together, 
And indeed to you: 
To the lying lips that betrayed me, 
To the deathly cold eyes, 
To the fact that the world is cruel and coarse, 
And that God has not saved us. 
 
The other short fragment is ‘Voronezh’, from 1936.  It is dedicated to Osip Mandelstam. 
Akhmatova visited him in his exile in Voronezh: 
 
The whole town stands frozen; 
Trees, walls, snow as if under glass. 
I walk timidly over the crystals. 
The patterned sledges move uncertainly.  
Above Voronezh’s Peter are crows 
And poplars and a light green sky, 
Washed-out, muddy, in a sunny haze, 
And the slopes of the mighty victorious land 
Hint at the battle of Kulikovo. 
And the poplars, like converging chalices, 
Will suddenly ring loudly above us, 
As if toasting our rejoicing 
At the wedding-feast of a thousand guests. 
 
But in the disgraced poet’s room 
Terror and the Muse take it in turns. 
And a night is coming 
That will have no dawn. 
 
The root of the name ‘Voronezh’ is ‘vorona’, ‘crow’, the symbol of the impending doom; and 
we note again the drinking to sadness, the toasting of nothing but loss. 
 



 

 

Requiem arose from a similar experience:  the arrest of Akhmatova’s son Lev Gumilyov 
during Stalin’s purges.  He too was arrested in 1934 (or 1935: the date is unknown), and 
subsequently released, but arrested and incarcerated again on two further occasions, finally 
serving seven years in a labour camp and released only in 1956, three years after Stalin’s 
death.  As with Nikolai Punin, the association with Akhmatova was sufficient reason, all the 
more so in Lev’s case as he carried the surname of a despised Acmeist poet.  This seems to 
have been the Soviet Union’s means of harassing and punishing Akhmatova:  she herself was 
not arrested, although one senses she might have found that a lesser ordeal.  As it was, 
Requiem became a poem of rare symbolic status, standing for the uniquely dreadful 
experience of a nation.  It is prefaced by two reflections which are later added perspectives, 
the first dated 1961: 
 
No: it was under no foreign sky, 
Nor sheltered by a stranger’s wings – 
I was with my people at that time, 
With my people in that tragic place. 
 
Then, ‘Instead of a Prologue’: 
 
‘In the dreadful years of the Yezhov terror I spent seventeen months queuing at the prison in 
Leningrad.  One day someone ‘identified’ me.  Then the woman standing behind me, who of 
course had never heard me called by name before, came out of the stupor that numbed us all 
and whispered in my ear (we all spoke in a whisper there): 
“Can you describe this?” 
And I said: 
“I can”. 
Then something resembling a smile passed across what had once been her face.’ 
 
(1 April 1957, Leningrad) 
 
These later additions follow Khrushchev’s denunciation of Stalin at the Twentieth Congress 
of the Communist Party, and the subsequent period of liberalisation over the arts known as 
‘The Thaw’, when numerous writers were rehabilitated, although Requiem remained 
unpublishable in a country in which the Communist Party still controlled art and literature.   
But the poem remains unmistakably located in the years 1935-40, over which period it came 
into being as a cycle of twelve pieces including an epilogue.  It begins: 
 
A Dedication 
 
Beneath this grief the mountains might bow, 
And the great river cease to flow, 
But firm are the prison locks, 
And behind them the penal burrows 
And the deadly sadness… 
 
We got up, as if for early mass, 
And walked along through dereliction 
To gather as the living dead, 
The sun low down, the Neva dim, 
Hope singing always in the distance … 



 

 

 
Where are those women now, 
My reluctant companions for two diabolical years?  
What haunts them in the Siberian blizzard, 
What beckons to them from the circle of the moon? 
To them I send my greeting in Farewell. 
 
Prelude 
 
This happened when the only smile 
Came from a dead man, glad of peace … 
The stars of death stood over us 
And guiltless ancient Russia writhed 
Beneath the step of bloodied boots, 
Beneath the wheels of black marias. 
 
1. 
 
They took you away at dawn. 
I walked behind, as in cortege. 
The children cried in the darkened room 
And the candle guttered in the shrine. 
Your lips were cold from kissing the icon, 
The sweat of death on your brow … Forget not! 
And I, like the widows of the soldiers, 
Will wail by the Kremlin’s towers. 
 
The reference in this first line is to the arrest of Punin, but Akhmatova writes as everywoman: 
 
This woman is ill, 
This woman is alone. 
Husband in the grave, son in prison. 
Pray for me. 
 
The very sparseness of the language speaks of grief that is beyond consolation.  Requiem is a 
historical document, standing as a chronicle of a national experience, but it is also a poem of 
spiritual force, deriving its dynamic strength from the human soul in dialogue with itself and 
with God.  It is only from God that the poet can draw life sufficient to continue, and it is only 
through the analogy of Holy Week that this overwhelming suffering, imposed by human 
beings upon their brothers and sisters, can be understood:  
 
The empty weeks fly past, 
And I cannot grasp why; 
How the white nights, dear son, 
Stared into your prison, 
How again they stare 
At your raised cross 
With their hot, hawkish eyes, 
Speaking of death. 
 



 

 

10. 
 
The Crucifixion 
 
“Do not weep for me, Mother, looking into the grave.” 
 
A choir of angels glorified the great hour, 
And the skies melted into fire. 
To the Father he said: “Why have you forsaken me?” 
To his mother: ‘Do not weep for me … “ 
 
Mary Magdalene beat her breast and wept; 
The beloved disciple stood petrified. 
No-one dared to look at his mother, 
Standing silently aside. 
 
Epilogue 
 
… And I pray not for myself alone 
But for all who stood there with me 
In the bitter cold, the heat of July, 
Under that blinding red wall. 
 
… And if they block up my exhausted mouth 
Through which a hundred million people cry, 
 
Then let them hold me in remembrance 
On the eve of my remembrance day. 
 
And if ever in this country 
They thought to build a memorial to me 
 
I would gladly give agreement, 
But only on condition – do not place it 
 
Near the sea, where I was born: 
My last link with the sea is broken now, 
 
Nor in Tsarskoye Selo by the sacred stump, 
Where the inconsolable shadow seeks me, 
 
But here, where I stood for three hundred hours, 
Where they did not unbolt the door for me. 
 
Because I fear that even in blessed death 
I will forget the rumble of the black Marias, 
 
Forget the banging of that hateful door, 
The old woman’s wailing, like a wounded beast.  
 



 

 

And perhaps beneath my still and sun-bronzed eyelids, 
Like tears the melting snow will run, 
 
And a prison dove coo in the distance, 
And the ships sail gently down the Neva. 
 
With these references to the song in the distance and to the river Neva as echoes of the 
Dedication, Requiem comes as a full circle to its conclusion.  It remains Akhmatova’s gift to 
the legacy of her people, and it is also the memorial of which the epilogue speaks, a 
monument far more enduring than any statue could be.  
 
There is a reference in the fifth chapter of Requiem to Akhmatova’s poems in praise of Stalin, 
the almost compulsory survival strategy required of any artist of that period.  She offered 
them in the hope that her son would be released; they failed in that aim, and they are of 
altogether lesser merit than anything else in her output.  But with this understandable 
exception, Akhmatova retained her personal and artistic integrity to a degree that is almost 
unique over such a lengthy period, with a writing career from the First World War until the 
mid-1960s, encompassing the Russian Revolution and the Civil War, the Stalinist Purges, and 
the siege of Leningrad.  This gave her an almost mythical status in her own lifetime.  Isaiah 
Berlin writes that ‘her entire life was what Herzen once described virtually all Russian 
literature as being – one uninterrupted indictment of Russian reality’iii . 
 
During the terrible siege of Leningrad, when Stalin began invoking again the moral influence 
of Mother Russia and the Orthodox Church, Akhmatova was again briefly published, as 
Pravda carried a short poem entitled ‘Courage’.  This was a quality of which she was 
qualified to speak. It is not an example of her greatest work, but it makes the promise that ‘we 
will preserve you, Russian speech, the great Russian word.’  She kept that promise.  
 
Russian speech, the great Russian word:  Poem Without a Hero is the culmination of 
Akhmatova’s achievement as an exponent of her beloved language.  Like Requiem, it is a 
historical document in that it chronicles the experience of a nation’s life, but it is broader in 
scope, more diffuse in reference, and more complex both in structure and in idea.  It is long, 
35 pages, and varied in form, using a diversity of poetic foot and metre along with prose and 
quotation.  It bears the subtitle ‘Triptych’ and the date 1940-1962, and the epigraph ‘Deus 
conservat omnia’, from the house at the Fontanka Canal where she lived and wrote this first 
part.  Subsequent parts have their origin in Tashkent, and the dedication of the poem, dated 
08 April 1943, is to ‘those who first heard it – my friends and compatriots who perished in 
Leningrad during the siege’.  It was written between 1940 and 1943, but subsequently 
reworked and amended almost to the end of her life.  It is indeed a story of her life, taking 
1913 as its opening but with the Second World War as its setting in reality, and continuing to 
preoccupy her until she was finally able to conclude it twenty years later.  It is both poetic 
and dramatic:  like Requiem, it opens with an introduction ‘Instead of a Preface’; this is 
followed by a ‘Dedication’ and ‘Second Dedication’, then a ‘Third and Final Dedication’, 
and then ‘Introduction’; a ‘First Part’ of four chapters and an ‘Afterword’; a ‘Second Part’ 
entitled ‘Tail’; and a ‘Third Part’ called ‘Epilogue’.  It earths its poetry in historic events and 
within the wider European tradition of art, and it seeks the significance of the poet’s life in 
the drama of her times. 
 
I didn’t have sufficient sheets of paper 
And so I write on your rough copy sheet. 



 

 

Then a strange and alien word comes through 
But melts away in trust, without reproach, 
Just like a snowflake sitting in the hand. 
……… Is it not the sea?   
No, just the pine 
Beside the grave, and in the swelling foam 
All comes close and closer … Marche funebre 
                                                                   (Chopin)   
 
After the Dedications, the First Part begins with the title ‘1913: A Story of Petersburg’. 
Prefaced by quotations from Akhmatova herself and from Pushkin, the scene is set:  
 
New Year’s Eve.  To the author, instead of the expected people come shadows from 1913 in 
masked guises.  Poetic digression – ‘A guest from the future’.  A masquerade.  A poet.  A 
spectre. 
 
I have lit my sacred candles  
So as to sanctify this night, 
And with you, who have not come to me, 
To meet the year of 1941. 
But … 
May the Lord give us strength! 
The flame has drowned in crystal, 
And the wine burns like poison. 
Splashes of frozen conversation, 
Everyone resurrecting their delirium, 
With the hour not yet even struck … 
An anguish beyond measure, 
As I, like a shadow on the threshold, 
Cling to final crumbs of comfort. 
 
‘The wine burns like poison’ comes from Akhmatova’s poem of 1923, ‘New Year’s Ballad’, 
and is part of a sequence of references back to the past, both in Russia’s immediate recent 
history and indeed more widely.  The characters who appear in the masquerade are 
reminiscent of fantastic tales of European literature, and the representation of Petersburg as a 
city of illusion and dream and the supernatural which permeates much Russian literature of 
the nineteenth century is evoked vividly. But the year 1913 is the turning-point for this story, 
for Akhmatova’s history of herself and a nation.  It was the last year of the pre-modern era, 
the last year of the old century in cultural terms, and the characters in the masquerade evoke 
precisely that time, with a terrible sense of the impending catastrophe of war and chaos and 
tyranny.   The concept of the New Year is a pervasive theme: a time of contrived celebration 
that cannot escape the reckoning of the new epoch that is to come.  Some of the characters in 
the masquerade and throughout the Poem are recognisable as famous figures, such as the poet 
Blok; others are identifiable from the poet’s own life, including the military officer and poet 
Vsevolod Knyazev, whose suicide on New Year’s Eve 1912 haunted Akhmatova for the rest 
of her life until at last it found artistic expiation in the Poem; others, like Dante, have a 
symbolic role of universal value.  This cast of characters is behind the title of the Poem: there 
is no hero, although many might wish to assume that role, but rather a diffuseness that 
ultimately generates cultural nihilism and terror.  This calls to mind Dostoevsky, whose 
influence commentators have rightly identified:   



 

 

 
The wind ripped posters off the wall, 
Smoke performed its dance up on the roof, 
The lilac smelled like a graveyard, 
And bewitched by Empress Avdotya 
Dostoevsky’s possessed city  
Retreated into its own mist. 
 
Dostoyevsky’s novel The Possessed had warned of the consequences of the human will being 
asserted above any accountability to spiritual authority, and these are now being realised.  
The ‘false prophets’ have wrought their havoc.  The Second Part takes the reader or listener 
into 1941, with an interior monologue that draws upon the poet’s enduring relationship to 
classical civilisation and the nobility of art: 
 
If a messenger from a distant century, 
From a sacred dream of El Greco, 
Might explain to me, without words, 
With just a sunny smile, 
How by him I am forbidden 
From all seven deadly sins. 
 
 
In the Third Part (‘The White Night, 24 June 1942.  The city is in ruins’), the terror has 
struck.  This is the epilogue that is the siege of Leningrad, the worst of all horrors, and the 
pictures that hang in the air at its end are the unanswered question “Quo vadis”, the silence of 
the Siberian winter, Russia wringing its hands and turning east.  In this poem, there can be no 
hero, and perhaps the very opposite is true:  all are to blame and all share in the guilt of a 
collapse into barbarism. 
 
Poem Without a Hero is the great work of Akhmatova’s maturity, with greater complexity 
and density than anything preceding it, but it is worth noting how it draws upon themes that 
were present from the very beginning.  Her short verse of ‘July 1914’ has a similar 
foreboding on the eve of the First World War: 
 
Even the birds didn’t sing today … 
A one-legged passer-by came 
And said, alone in the courtyard: 
“A terrible time of reckoning is coming … 
The Mother of God will spread a white veil  
Over great sorrows”. 
 
In a poem of 1925, in lines that call to mind the death of Sergei Yesenin that same year and 
of Vladimir Mayakovsky five years later, she writes: 
 
It is so easy to leave this life, 
To burn out without thought or pain, 
But it is not given to the Russian poet 
To die such a bright death. 
 
In 1940, in ‘The Way of All the Earth (The Woman of Kitezh)’: 



 

 

 
I have waited long  
For the great winter. 
I accepted it 
Like the white habit of a nun … 
Now no-one will accompany the woman of Kitezh, 
Not brother, nor neighbour, 
Nor first love – 
Only a pine twig 
And a verse of the sun, 
Dropped by a beggar 
And picked up by me … 
Lay me to rest 
In my final abode. 
 
This was, of course, anathema to the flat, humourless and inhuman doctrine of Socialist 
Realism in the arts, and collision was inevitable.  Perhaps the greatest testimony to 
Akhmatova’s courage is the famous judgment of 1946, when, the war over, the Central 
Committee of the Communist Party embarked on a new repression of the arts: 
  
‘Akhmatova’s subject-matter is utterly individualistic …  mainly concerned with amorous-
erotic themes imbued with sadness, yearning, death, mysticism … A nun or a whore, indeed a 
cross between a nun and a whore, between harlotry and prayer … Akhmatova’s poetry is 
entirely remote from the people; it is the poetry of the upper ten thousand in the old Russia of 
the gentry … poisoning the minds of our young people … bourgeois-aristocratic 
aestheticism, art for art’s sake … alien to Soviet life and not to be tolerated in Soviet 
literature …’iv 
 
Within this criticism lies the truth:  Akhmatova represented a classical continuity in Russian 
poetry which continued to bear witness to new generations, even within the Soviet Union.  
The years following Zhdanov’s judgment were hard:  Akhmatova herself was not arrested, 
but pressure was constantly exerted over her by the persecution and imprisonment of Lev, 
and, banned from publishing, for his sake she destroyed her notes and manuscripts, later 
reproducing poetry of that period from memory.  But her resilience and courage served her 
well.  Lev was eventually released shortly after Khrushchev’s denunciation of Stalin at the 
Twentieth Party Congress in 1956.  During the ‘Thaw’, Akhmatova was published again, and 
even re-elected to the Union of Soviet Writers.  In 1964 she was allowed to travel abroad for 
the first time since the Revolution, to receive a literary prize in Sicily, and again the 
following year for the award of an honorary degree at Oxford.   
 
Anna Akhmatova died in 1966.  Her life came to a natural end.  That was a just and proper 
conclusion to a life lived through the adversity of a war of attrition against herself and against 
her beloved people.  There were few other Russian writers of the twentieth century whose 
lives, let alone creative careers, were allowed such a span, and they are largely novelists (of 
varying quality) and writers of prose.  In Russia it is the poet who has always seemed most 
vulnerable.  The Russian people suffered greatly in the first half of the twentieth century and 
beyond, and Anna Akhmatova knew that her artistic and poetic vocation was to stand with 
them and to speak for them.  She fulfilled this vocation, and the cost was great.  Her final 
word might be the closing lines of Requiem:  the tears having run like melting snow, she 
could watch the ships sailing gently down the Neva.        



 

 

                                                 
i Published in New York in 1970 in English as Hope against Hope (‘nadezhda’ is the Russian word for ‘hope’; 
the Russian text was published also in New York at the same time under the title Vospominaniya, 
‘Recollections’).   
ii  For the former, see Marc Slonim: Soviet Russian Literature: Writers and Problems, 1917 - 1977, Oxford 
University Press, 2nd revised edition, 1977, p. 256; for the latter approach, see Alexandra Harrington: The Poetry 
of Anna Akhmatova: Living in Different Mirrors, Anthem, 2006. 
iii  Isaiah Berlin:  Personal Impressions, Oxford University Press, 1982, p. 207. 
iv The speaker is Andrey Zhdanov, quoted in Max Hayward’s translation (Writers in Russia, 1917 – 1978, ed. 
Patricia Blake, Harvill Press, London, 1983, p. 261). 
 
 
 
 
Marina Tsvetaeva: The Exiled Genius 
 
 
Marina Ivanovna Tsvetaeva was born in Moscow in September 1892 into a cultured and deeply loving family.  
Her father was a philologist and professor of History of Art at the University of Moscow and subsequently 
founder of the Museum of Fine Arts.  Her mother was a gifted pianist.  Tsvetaeva’s upbringing was thus 
uncannily similar to that of Boris Pasternak, with whom her life was to overlap in a number of ways.  She was 
educated in Switzerland, learnt French and German, and was raised with an abiding love of European languages, 
literature and art.  Tsvetaeva’s mother Maria died, still young, in 1906, but Ivan Tsvetaev devoted himself to the 
care and education of his children – Marina and her younger sister Anastasia, in addition to Valeria and Andrey 
by his deceased first wife– and ensured that their home continued to be a place where the cultured life of the 
mind was nurtured.  Even at six, Marina Ivanovna was writing verse, and her early poetic experimentation was 
not just in Russian but also in German and French.  Her first published collection of poems appeared in 1910, 
when she was eighteen years old, entitled The Evening Album (the similarity this time is to Akhmatova, whose 
first volume, appearing in 1913, was entitled Evening).   The Evening Album did not make a huge impression, 
but it was noticed and praised by the great established Symbolist poet and literary critic Valeriy Bryusov, who 
contrasted it with the extreme imaginative asceticism of much contemporary poetry, noting that Tsvetaeva’s 
verse emerged ‘from real lived experience.’  That was indeed a prophetic first judgment on a new young poet.  
In all her subsequent writing, it is Tsvetaeva’s gift of being able to create startlingly original poetry out of the 
emotion and experience of everyday life that sets her apart.  
 
Reflecting on these earliest verses, Tsvetaeva herself was prophetic: 
 
To my poems, written so early 
That I didn’t know myself as a poet, 
Breaking out like splashes from a fountain, 
Like sparks from a rocket, 
 
Bursting out, like little devils 
In the sleepy sanctuary of incense; 
To my poems about youth and death 
- Unread poems! – 
 
Scattered in the dust around the shops 
(where no-one took them, or will do so), 
To my poems, as to vintage wines, 
Your turn will come. 
 
This poem of 1913 foretells exactly what will happen not just to Tsvetaeva’s early poems, but to her entire 
output.  Its turn would come, not in her lifetime but decades afterwards.  She was not widely or generally 
acknowledged alongside her contemporaries, and the course of her life was harsh in every way.  But she was 
part of the flowering of the poetry of the Silver Age, and just as exciting a new voice as Akhmatova or 
Pasternak.  They were friends; they encouraged each other; they praised each other’s work, often exuberantly 
and sometimes excessively; they chided and took each other to task.  Osip Mandelstam seems to have been 
infatuated with her in 1916, although by then Tsvetaeva had already been married for four years to Sergey 
Efron, a student, who had assisted her with the publication of two more volumes to follow The Evening Album:  



 

 

                                                                                                                                                        
The Magic Lantern (1912) and From Two Books (1913).  But it was Tsvetaeva’s destiny to lurch from hardship 
to oblivion before her poetry was finally given due acknowledgment two decades after her death.  It was not 
widely celebrated in her homeland until the latter years of the Soviet Union.  
 
It was indeed against an appalling backdrop that Tsvetaeva was to live and write.  Hunger was a dreadful 
experience in Moscow during the Civil War.  There was extreme famine, in which Tsvetaeva and her two young 
daughters Ariadna (known as Alya) and Irina were reduced to destitution and to the limit of endurance.  Sergey 
Efron, having fought since 1914 in the War against Germany and Austro-Hungary, was now fighting in the 
south for the White Army in the Civil War.  To him as to Tsvetaeva, the Bolshevik Revolution was anathema 
for its brutal violence, reflected in public discourse as much as in actual war.  In 1919 Tsvetaeva placed her 
daughters in a state orphanage, where Irina died of starvation the following year.   The horror of this experience 
was even greater for taking place in her beloved Moscow, the city to which she had written a cycle of poems the 
year before the Revolution:  
 
Take from my hands this town not made by hands, 
This town, my strange and beautiful brother… 
 
‘This town not made by hands’: the use of the Church Slavonic word for ‘town’ or ‘city’ heightens the sense 
that there is something unworldly and spiritual about Moscow. 
 
… And onto you, down from the crimson clouds 
The Mother of God will let her shroud descend, 
 
And you’ll arise, fulfilment of glorious powers, 
And never regret the fact that you have loved me. 
 
(March 1916) 
 
Another poem of the cycle celebrates the ringing of Moscow’s bells over and above the authority of Petersburg 
and the Tsars: 
 
As they ring they signal from the blue  
Moscow’s unarguable primacy – 
And fully forty churches times forty 
Make mockery of the arrogance of the Tsars.  
 
How different it was just these few years later, when Moscow and its people and the very air that they breathed 
seemed to have become an unrecognisable world.  Tsvetaeva continued to write, finding expression in a cycle of 
verse about the white ‘swans’, the White Army fighting the communist Red Army in the Civil War, and a fairy-
tale based on the Russian imperial family.  But by 1920 the Whites had been defeated, the imperial family had 
been murdered, and Bolshevik communism was established for the long term.  Eventually Tsvetaeva was able to 
obtain a permit to leave Moscow and to travel abroad, and she and Alya were reunited with Efron (whom she 
had believed to be dead) in Berlin in early 1922.  There she was able to publish some of her poetry and to begin 
to consolidate her reputation.  The family moved to Prague later that year, living again in abject poverty.  A son 
Georgiy, later known as ‘Mur’ by his mother, was born in 1925, and the family then moved to Paris, settling 
awkwardly into the Russian émigré community, where they lived until 1939.   
 
Afflicted by poverty and destitution throughout her life, Tsvetaeva produced a substantial output of prose, as it 
promised to be more lucrative than poetry.  Her husband’s health was poor, and starvation was often a real 
possibility.  But it is in poetry that her genius lies.  The deep sadness lies in the fact that her work, banned from 
publication in the Soviet Union, was not widely acclaimed or supported by émigré critics, and nothing was 
published in her lifetime after 1928. 
 
Tsvetaeva loved her husband deeply, but, to Sergey’s grief, she also found affection elsewhere.  With Boris 
Pasternak, she had a lasting spiritual and intellectual bond based upon admiration of each other’s work (her 
essay A Downpour of Light (1922) is an astonishing panegyric on Pasternak’s My Sister Life), but it was a 
friendship whose very strength consisted in not actually meeting.  There were three other intimate relationships 
which each found poetic expression. 
 



 

 

                                                                                                                                                        
The first was with Sophia Parnok, a Russian-Jewish poet who was seven years older than Tsvetaeva.  The two 
women met in 1914 and fell in love.  Parnok was the senior partner, but Tsvetaeva was the more established 
poet.  Both reflected in verse on their relationship, Marina in a volume called Girlfriend, the manuscript of 
which she presented to Sophia, subsequently asking for its return when they parted in 1916.    
 
The second relationship was with Sofya Yevgenyevna Holliday, an actress at the Wachtangof Theatre.  Holliday 
was four years younger than Tsvetayeva, and the aspect of the relationship reflected in Tsvetayeva’s poetry is 
their different artistic tastes, Sofya (or ‘Sonyechka’) being distinctively more ‘low-brow’:   
 
The rain is knocking at my window. 
The worker creaks at his machine. 
I was a singer of the street, 
You the son of a noble prince. 
 
I sang of fate the miscreant, 
And from the golden banister 
You gave no rouble or kopeck 
But bestowed a smile on me. 
 
But the old prince found out the plot, 
And tore the medals from his son 
And ordered the servant-lackey 
To chase the girl away from court. 
 
And I got very drunk that night! 
But in that beatific world 
It was I  the prince’s daughter, 
You – the singer of the street! 
 
These Verses for Sonyechka (1919) are humorous and satirical, based on the undemanding roles that appealed to 
the eponymous actress.  They thus parody the poetic form as well.  This is Lomomosov’s iambic tetrameter 
deployed in the service of absurd melodrama.  But it conveys perfectly the nature of the relationship.  Again:    
 
Hey, you little cigar-person! 
Laughter, dance of all Seville! 
Look at you, you long, long- 
legged person from a foreign land. 
 
But don’t think, just because the legs 
Are long, that they will get here first. 
Even the heron has long legs – 
Just for living in a swamp! 
 
Wonderful:  those hands are white! 
And a cat has white paws too, 
But don’t think, just because his hands 
Are white, that they will fondle better. 
 
It’s wonderful to be so blond! 
But even foam has pale curls too, 
And even smoke has pale curls too, 
And a chicken has white feathers! … 
 
And again: 
 
Your hands are darkened from the sun-tan, 
Your nails brighter than the glass. 
Cigar-girl, roll one for me, 
So love may freely rise like smoke. 



 

 

                                                                                                                                                        
 
People walking by will ask 
“What’s with the colour of your eyes?” 
I will peaceably reply 
‘’It’s smoke.  I’ve smoked my girlfriend up!” 
 
This is playful and affectionate, based upon Tsvetaeva’s impression of Holliday as looking Spanish, perhaps like 
Carmen at the cigar-factory.  But even here are examples of the verbal originality and brilliance that characterise 
Tsvetaeva’s poetry.  In these verses, she writes sometimes in a female voice, sometimes as a man.  Byeloruk and 
byelokur, ‘with white hands’ and ‘blond-haired’, differ only in the juxtaposition of final consonants, and the 
play on these words spawns further assonance: kury is ‘chicken’ but also has a usage meaning ‘to make love’ or 
‘to flirt’, in addition to being homonymous with the verb ‘to smoke’.  In the ‘Little cigar-person’, rhyme is 
either absent or consists of repetition of the same word.  The genius lies in the ability to mould language 
imaginatively into a short, concise, musical line that conveys an immediate striking picture.  The effect is 
sometimes so unexpected as to be disorientating, to a degree that equals Khlebnikov and some of the Futurists 
poets, as when the curls of blond hair become curling white smoke.  But Tsvetaeva never played with language 
for its own sake, as they did.  She was fascinated by the structure of language, and achieved effect by breaking 
words down into their component parts, dislocating and repositioning prefixes and suffixes and roots and 
vowels, but always with the greater aim of enhancing meaning rather than disguising it.  She was not a 
philosopher of poetics, as Mandelstam was: for him, there was a mystical symbiosis between word and meaning 
which made the two constituents inseparable from each other.  For Tsvetaeva, words exist in and by themselves, 
but they are not immutable, and the task of the poet includes deconstructing them where necessary and injecting 
them with life. 
 
The third relationship was very different, and different too was its resulting effect for Tsvetaeva’s art.  
Konstantin Boris Rodzevich was the son of a distinguished Tsarist General, and Konstantin himself later fought 
in both the Spanish Civil War and the French Resistance.  Tsvetaeva’s absorbing relationship with him began in 
late 1923 in Prague and lasted through most of the following year.  This relationship, and particularly its ending, 
inspired two of Tsvetaeva’s finest works, both dated 1924:  The Poem of the Mountain and The Poem of the 
End. 
    
Unlike Pasternak, whose longer poems are a lesser achievement, Tsvetayeva’s long poems are among her 
greatest work.  The larger canvas allows her to deploy a fully developed emotional and spiritual force conveyed 
by sustained verbal brilliance.  These are demanding poems of deep originality.  All the difficulties of 
translation present themselves, even in the fundamental mechanism by which The Poem of the Mountain 
operates: the pairing of the Russian words gora (‘mountain’) and gorye (‘sorrow’, ‘sadness’, ‘mourning’), which 
themselves then generate a sequence of alliterative and grammatical cognates.  To translate this poem is to 
create a work of art, and the translator will need to decide upon an English device that can carry the structural 
weight of this poem without strain or contrived stress: perhaps alliteration, possibly internal rhyme as well as the 
final rhyme of the original, or a breadth of vocabulary using words that are etymologically cognate and yet 
different in meaning.  This is a love-poem of extreme erotic intensity.  It begins with an epigraph from the 
German romantic poet Hoelderlin, which makes clear that the tone will be wild and exuberant:  Liebster, Dich 
wundert die Rede?  Alle Scheidenden reden wie Trunkene und nehmen gerne sich festlich …  (My love, does this 
tone surprise you?  All who part speak as if drunk, and love to be festive …).  Then comes the Dedication:  
 
You’ll shudder, shrug the mountains off, 
But my soul now ascends the mount. 
Let me sing of mourning, 
Sing of my own mount. 
 
Neither today nor tomorrow 
Can I fill the black hole’s gap.  
Let me sing of sorrow 
From the mountain-top. 
 
The Poem of the Mountain, written in 1924 and revised as late as 1939, has ten sections, each consisting of 
conventional rhymed stanzas of four lines, and an afterword which is a reflective coda.  Each section develops 
the drama of the poem, focussed on the mountain which is the height of the relationship, the world away from 
the world, a material object which yet points to the possibility of the numinous: 



 

 

                                                                                                                                                        
 
2. 
Not Parnassus, not Sinai, 
Simply a bare, barrack-like hill. 
‘Get into formation! Open fire!’ 
How then, to my eye, still 
In October, not even May, 
This mountain was paradise? 
 
3. 
Like paradise offered in the palm 
Don’t take it if it starts to burn … 
 
…this was a long way from the textbook 
Paradise, this draw of drafts. 
The mountain flung us on our backs, 
Compelling us: Lie on your back! 
 
4. 
Persephone’s pomegranate seed! 
Forget you?  In those winter frosts? 
I remember lips, a two-fold sea-shell, 
Opening themselves to mine … 
 
5. 
Passion is not deceit or fabrication. 
It does not tell a lie: it’s just not long! 
If only in this world we’d simply been 
The everyday inhabitants of love. 
 
If it were sensible and ordinary, 
Just a simple hill, or just a mound 
(Apparently, a mountain’s height is measured 
By its elevation from the ground). 
 
Midst clumps of brown-weathered heather, 
And with islands of needles of pine 
Looking on, we reached superhuman delirium. 
- I am yours! You are mine… 
 
6. 
The mountain mourned (mountains do mourn 
When parting comes, with soil of sorrow), 
Mourned the dove-like tenderness 
Of our secret morns, our morrows. 
 
The mountain mourned then for our friendship … 
 
The mountain also mourned: if only 
He’d freed Hagar with her son! 
 
 
 
7. 
The mountain mourned that red-hot heat 
And blood will turn to sadness too, 
Made mention that she won’t release us, 
Nor let another be with you … 
  



 

 

                                                                                                                                                        
The mountain mourned the dreadful burden 
Of a vow too late to make … 
 
The mountain mourned for our own mourning; 
Tomorrow, not straight away, above 
Is no longer memento, just mori,  
Then we’ll understand our love.  
 
The density of language cannot readily be reproduced, but perhaps the vivid representation of erotic love can be 
conveyed.  The story is told through the mountain, through a created part of nature into which animate life is 
injected.  The ecstasy of union and the sadness of parting are of such intensity that they cannot be recounted by 
a human voice.  Projection of the narrative on to the mountain allows the story to be told dispassionately with 
distance.   In the animation of objects and the natural world, Tsvetaeva is again reminiscent of the Futurist poets, 
and this is also true of her striking imagery. Then the Afterword, looking back as memory settles down, 
concludes the poem with lines that are equally vivid but in a different voice: 
 
My memory has blanks, and now my eyes 
Are clouded: I see through seven veils… 
I don’t remember you in every detail. 
Instead of features, just a gap of white. 
 
With no distinctive marks. Like a white blank – 
Completely.  (The soul, wounded everywhere, 
Is a wound – entirely.)  But marking details with a chalk – 
That’s the work of tailors. 
  
The vault of heaven is built as whole. 
Is the ocean gathered drops?... 
 
Can passion be divided up? 
Am I a watchmaker, a doc? 
 
You are a circle, full, as one, 
A single whirlwind, stupefy- 
ing.  I don’t recall you other than 
Through love: a sign that we are one. 
 
The strange reference to Hagar in Section 6 occurs elsewhere in Tsvetaeva’s work, and perhaps it explains 
something of how she perceived herself in these creative years.  This is the story, from the Book of Genesis, of 
Hagar, Sarah’s Egyptian slave-girl, given by Sarah to Abraham as a wife to bear him a son, in the context of her 
own failure to conceive.  Hagar bears Abraham the son Ishmael, but is then sent away with Ishmael into the 
desert by Sarah, after the birth of her own son Isaac to Abraham.  In two other verses of this period, Tsvetaeva 
makes reference to this.  Here is a poem of 1921 from the cycle Adolescent: 
 
I sit, bare-headed Hagar, 
I stare wide-eyed in grief.  
 
Eyes opened in the fire’s glow – 
Browns of the desert – your eyes, 
 
Creed, font, chalice: forgotten: 
Right to left, I read in them – peace! 
 
Eagles, reptiles, lunar year, 
A sad-eyed foreign people. 
 
Sands I see, and the leader’s cloak … 
You look at the fire, I look at you. 
 



 

 

                                                                                                                                                        
Sands unending … Son, lash out! 
Hagar was a simple daily. 
 
Bare-footed, dark, and ragged raving … 
I no longer recall there – in the pot! 
 
The following year, in a cycle entitled Earthly Signs, she writes: 
 
I greet, in the Old Testamental darkness, 
The swell of the Eternal Masculine! … 
The commandment to be Sarah, the heart of Hagar – 
Thrown off! – exult in the mornings 
The swell of the Eternal Masculine. 
 
These poems were published in Berlin by Abram Vishnyak, with whom Tsvetaeva had a brief intimate 
relationship, and both Vishnyak’s first name and his Jewish ancestry form part of this story:  Tsvetaeva, like 
Hagar, is exiled and manipulated by circumstance, but she will not be subordinate to anyone, nor a surrogate, 
nor a participant in contrived relationships or rivalries.  The desert, emptiness, and sands describe the wilderness 
from which her creative poetic urge must extract her.  It is a poetic urge which she now begins to describe as the 
‘eternal masculine’, in contrast to the ‘eternal femininities’ which she rejects elsewhere in Earthly Signs.  
Goethe’s ‘eternal feminine’ is replaced in Tsvetaeva by its masculine counterpoint, sweeping her upwards in 
artistic inspiration.  This finds its articulation particularly in her long poem On a Red Horse (1921), in which, in 
bold allegorical narrative around the role of woman and mother and daughter, she ultimately renounces her 
female nature and is swept into the azure by her ‘genius’ on a red horse.  There is deep ambiguity in this poem, 
with a contrapuntal struggle between peace and violence, white and red, liberation and possession.  There is 
elemental tension which may reflect the struggles of her own affections at this time, as well as the struggle of 
trying to forge a living in exile, and it is surely also an externalised reflection of her guilt at the death of Irina in 
the orphanage.  ‘Bare-headed Hagar, wide-eyed in grief’: for all the adventurous compression of language into 
its roots and stems and component parts, and the strong ‘masculine’ reduction of the poetic sentence into a form 
of ellipsis, and for all her desire to separate her poetry from a traditional feminine voice, perhaps she could 
never reconcile this grief.   The white horse becomes a red horse, as The Poem of the Mountain begins with a 
black gap and ends with a white one.  The colour changes, but the gap remains. 
 
There are other allusions.  On a Red Horse is as evocative of the old Russian folk-tale as are the verses of 
Pushkin.  The folk-lament is balanced too by the ‘psalm of lament’, drawing on the image and verse of the Old 
Testament.  In addition to the theme of Hagar, the figure of David is persistent throughout Tsvetaeva’s poetry: 
David as artist, as poet, as writer and singer of songs.  On a Red Horse is reminiscent also of the old Russian 
iconography which seemed to exercise a fascinating influence on the modernist painters and writers of the 
revolutionary years, not least Natalya Goncharova in her exhibition of 1913, and perhaps Tsvetaeva as much as 
any of her contemporaries.  On a Red Horse reminds of St George, and it is iconographic in its quality of the 
vividly immediate that is simultaneously dramatic and profound.  For Tsvetaeva ‘the myth of the martyr’ stood 
as a representation of her poetic vocation, generating a mythology of its own, expressed in On a Red Horse, in 
which she ‘sacrifices’ herself as woman and as artist.  The icon of the Holy Mother stands also in complex 
relationship to the evolution of her art, present in recurring reference to the Annunciation, as a symbol of the 
dichotomies which she continually sought to resolve:  the pure and the worldly, the female and the androgynous, 
the passive and the active, the procreative and the creative, the vital and the morbid. 
 
The other writing of 1924 to arise from the relationship with Rodzevich is The Poem of The End.  This has the 
intimacy of The Poem of the Mountain, possibly even more so.  It is longer, consisting of fourteen sections 
which might really be separate poems within their own cycle, such is the dynamic of variation.  The first section 
has a tight, rhymed, measured rhythm, second and fourth lines of each quatrain consisting of just three syllables 
each, the last heavily stressed: 
 
In the sky, rustier than tin, a 
Finger-post. 
Rising in its designated place 
Just like fate. 
 
- Quarter to.  Is that on time?  



 

 

                                                                                                                                                        
- Death won’t wait. 
Exaggerated, smooth the doff 
Of the hat. 
 
Defiance in each eyelash. 
Tight the mouth. 
Exaggerated in its deepness 
Was the bow. 
 
-Quarter to.  Bang on the dot? 
Lying voice. 
My heart sank: what’s up with him? 
Brain: alert! … 
 
This is a kiss with no sound: 
Lockjaw lip. 
Like kissing the sovereign’s hand, 
Or a stiff. 
 
In the third part, the rhythm has opened up, but not the mood: 
 
 Shivering, but not because of 
The river – a Naiad I was born! 
I hold to the river as to a hand 
When my beloved is beside – 
 
And faithful: faithful are the dead, 
Indeed, but not to everyone. 
Death on the left, and on the right 
Is you.  My right side feels dead. 
 
‘I didn’t want this.  Not this’, she says at the beginning of the sixth part.  ‘(Quiet: listen!  To want is an act of the 
body, and we are now souls to each other.)  I didn’t want it and I didn’t say it.’  Then in the eighth part the 
relationship is at its end, and a short, clipped, measured rhythm returns: 
 
The final bridge. 
(I won’t give up my hand, won’t take it out.) 
A final bridge, 
A last crossing of the bridge. 
 
Water and terra firma … 
 
I give warmth with the last of my blood. 
Listen to my side. 
It is truer than verse. 
 
Are you warmed? 
Who will you turn to tomorrow? 
Say it is fever! 
Say that the bridge has, will have, 
No end … 
                - End. 
 
- Here?  A childish, divine gesture. 
Well?  I’ve left my sting. 
For a little while yet; 
For the last time.     
 



 

 

                                                                                                                                                        
Tsvetaeva produced her greatest work in this long period as an émigrée, and it was possibly the most settled 
extended period of her life, but she and her family did not fit easily into the Russian community in Paris.  As a 
poet she was too difficult, and as a person too complex, to be readily understood.  She was also politically 
suspect:  for all her pro-White allegiance in the Civil War, she was not deemed sufficiently anti-Soviet.  Her 
expressed admiration of the poetry of Mayakovsky attracted further opprobrium, to the extent that it became 
almost impossible for her work to be published.  She went into a personal and spiritual world of exile that was 
just as isolating as any political banishment (even the banishment of Hagar), writing copiously in poetry and 
prose but with little prospect of publication, corresponding from time to time with Pasternak and others, but 
living mostly in an increasingly internalised world of her own.  Even the spiritual bond with Pasternak had 
virtually disappeared by the 1930s.  ‘Homesickness’ is a poem of 1934, in which she writes of a terrible 
loneliness that seems to be causing the erosion of her identity:    
 
Homesickness!  For so long now 
Sheer and bare-faced folly. 
I just don’t care at all now 
Where I am so lonely, 
 
Or which stones I walk across 
Homewards, with a carrier bag, 
Not knowing if the house is -mine, 
A barracks, or a hospital?  
 
I don’t care amidst which faces 
I bristle, like a captive lion, 
Or care from which human midst 
I’ll inevitably be cast out  
 
Into myself, my private feelings. 
Like a bear of the Kamchatka with no ice-floe 
This is where I am the misfit (no farewell), 
Where I am humiliated … 
 
The twentieth century – 
I am before any century… 
 
All my marks, all my meaning, 
All my dates are snatched away: 
My soul, once born, is somewhere…. 
 
My very birthmark can’t be found. 
 
Every house is alien, every church is empty. 
It’s all the same, it’s all just one. 
But if along the road a bush  
Might emerge – a mountain ash … 
 
Sergey Efron had by now been converted to the cause of the Soviet Union, being recruited as a spy and an 
undercover agent for the NKVD.  He had radicalised Alya, and they both returned separately to the Soviet 
Union in 1937, in Efron’s case because he was implicated in the assassination of a Soviet defector in 
Switzerland.  Tsvetaeva remained in Paris with Mur until 1939, when, alarmed by the political developments in 
Europe and still overwhelmed by loneliness and poverty, she too decided to return.  The family was reunited for 
a short while, but both Alya and Sergey Efron were arrested.  Tsvetaeva saw neither of them again:  Alya was 
imprisoned, and Sergey was later executed.  Boris Pasternak tried to help Tsvetaeva to re-establish herself, even 
achieving for her the offer of translation work for the official state publishers.  But Tsvetaeva was now 
personally and socially disorientated.  The Russia that she knew, characterised by the mountain ash or rowan 
tree, had disappeared, and the Soviet Union was a different country: alien, inhospitable, and incomprehensible.  
Her state of personal erosion was such that she was no longer even getting on with Mur, who wanted to be off 
fighting in the Army.  (He was killed in action not long afterwards.)   
 



 

 

                                                                                                                                                        
In July 1941, following the German invasion of the Soviet Union, Tsvetaeva and Mur were evacuated from 
Moscow to Yelabuga, six hundred miles to the east.  Boris Pasternak saw them off on their journey from 
Khimki on the Moscow River.  On 21 August 1941, they arrived at Yelabuga, to lodge with a couple called 
Bredelshchikov.  Olga Ivinskaya records the Bredelshchikovs’ description of their tenant: ‘tall, bent, thin and 
grey-haired - just like a witch’, adding that ‘she was dressed very badly – in a long dark dress, an old brown 
autumn raincoat, and a beret of a dirty-blue colour she had knitted herself’.  Ten days later, on Sunday 31 
August, Marina Tsvetaeva hanged herself in the doorway of her lodgings.  No-one attended her burial in an 
unmarked grave in the local cemetery.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

                                                                                                                                                        
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


