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Akhmatovaôs Later Antipathy to Mikhail Kuzmin and His Absent Presence in Poem 

Without a Hero 

 

The salaciousness leaves one with a very heavy 

heart . . .  Iôd like to have put ellipses in many 

places . . .  Itôs too exclusively for those with 

peculiar tastes: ópracticing nincompoopsô.  Kuzmin 

has always been homosexual in his poetry, but here 

he has gone beyond all reasonable bounds. 

(Akhmatova in conversation with 

Chukovskaia,
i
 August 1940) 

 

He usually tucks a thing behind his ear, 

     The lame-footed one with the dry cough . . . 

I trust an impure spirit 

Does not bring the Lord of Darkness here! . . 

(Poem Without a Hero, 1946 version) 

 

He won't even weep for the dead with me, 

     And does not know what conscience means,  

     Or for what reasons it exists. 

(Poem Without a Hero, 1956 version) 

 

 After his death Anna Akhmatovaôs attitude changed toward Mikhail Kuzmin 

(1875-1936), her former friend and fellow Acmeist poet, to something that strikes a 21
st
 

century reader as homophobic antipathy.  Despite her forecast that her most ambitious 

work ʇʆʕʄʕɸ  ɹɽɿ  ɻɽʈʆʗ  (Poem Without a Hero) would lose audience within a 

generation of her death, the poema
1
 instead attracts continued critical scrutiny including 

Andersonôs The Word That Causes Deathôs Defeat: Poems of Memory (2004) and 

Feinsteinôs biography Anna of All the Russias (2006) as well as lavish editorial attention 

of the recent variorum in six volumes edited by T. A. Gorôkova published in Petersburg 

1998-2004.
2
   

                                                 
i
  Names are transliterated using the Library of Congress system except in direct quotations and the 

works cited, where they are given as in the original. 
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Kuzmin has three absent presences in Poem Without a Hero. He had a shadow 

role, as did Akhmatova, in the events of 1913 that form the ñplotò in part one.  His 1929 

poema ʌʆʈɽʃʔ ʈɸɿɹʀɺɸɽʊ ʃɽɼ (The Trout is Breaking Through the Ice) is a 

shadow text to her poema begun eleven years later.  He is one of the maskers who appear 

in the poema.  Hitherto, except for the third, these presences have been little scrutinized. 

Kuzminôs open homosexuality is a factor in Akhmatovaôs later appraisals of her old 

friend, but not in the way one now labels homophobic.  Persons interviewed by Malmstad 

in 1969 argued that her prominence as a poet of witness after Requiem in 1938, albeit 

unpublished, combined with aging, led her to a traditional, conservative and religious 

morality (Reeder 401) and biographers report these later ñhomophobicò remarks about 

Kuzmin as consistent with her development as a poet.  This is bafflingðas if turning 

against oneôs friend after his death were unremarkable.  None remarks how strange this 

reversal is.  Even Kuzminôs biographers Malmstad and Bologomov, who discuss the 

evidence more closely than Akhmatovaôs do, offer a petty explanationðthat the minor 

poet Anna Dmitrievna Radlova (1901-1949) had in the 1920s become Kuzminôs closest 

literary companion, therefore Akhmatova was jealous (292).  Radlova was also the 

dedicatee of his The Trout is Breaking Through the Ice in 1929. 

 In this essay, after laying out the problem with biographical and literary 

demonstrations, I argue this reversal is revelatory to understanding the poema.  I have 

used the term ñhomophobia.ò   This is a latter 20
th
 century valorization that Akhmatova 

and Kuzmin would not have recognized.  Emma Emma Grigorievna Gershteinôs
3
 (or 

Gerstein) remarkable autobiographical essays Moscow Memoirs: Memories of Anna 

Akhmatova, Osip Mandelstam and Literary Russia under Stalin were not published until 
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1998, in Moscow when she was 95, translated into English by John Crowfoot in 2004. 

Gershtein offers a sexual paradigm quite different from the currently familiar 

homosexual/heterosexual orientaitonal binarism. In the section ñThe High Tide of 

Revelations,ò she discusses Akhmatovaôs and the Mandelôshtamsô interests in 

unconventional domestic relations, what Nadezhda Mandelôshtam called ñthe complete 

lack of sexual inhibitions . . . combined with the unparalleled novelty of the days in 

which we livedò (paraphrased by Gerstein, 391).  Elaine Feinsteinôs 2006 biography of 

Akhmatova, although sometimes skeptical of Gershteinôs veracity, is guided by her on 

several points and adopts from her this sexual paradigm, which she calls the 

trois.  Earlier biographies by Haight (1976) and Reeder (1994) are silent on the topic. 

Coming into formation among the intelligentsia and bohemian artist circles of the 1905-

1920 period and becoming a more common social construction of sexuality in the early 

Soviet period up to WWII was what we might mistakenly call ménages .  It is a 

mistake because for us ménage connotes something risqué, probably unstable and, 

from the view of sexual orientation, transitional for one or more of the participants.  If we 

trust Gershtein, in the early Soviet period, such arrangements were situational and did not 

seem to arouse consternation.  Rarely were they transitional, in terms of orientation, for 

persons involved.  Some were remarkably stable. 

Therefore, to understand Akhmatovaôs reversal toward Kuzmin, we must 

understand her own experiences through time in various ménages and the sexual 

paradigm that undergirds those arrangements.  Monas and Krupalaôs work on the Nikolai 

Punin archive at the University of Texas led in 1999 to The Diaries of Nikolay Punin 

1904-1953.  Puninôs diaries have not been absorbed by Akhmatova biographers, and 
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therefore they give us a more intimate insight  than the biographers do into how his 

ñmarriageò
4
 to her (c.1926-1938) was lived as the couple shared their apartment with his 

first wife, Anna Ahrens Punina, their daughter and sometimes Akhmatovaôs son.  Late-

20
th
-early-21

st
-century definitional systems, whether based on the homo/hetero binarism 

of gay-lesbian studies, the heteronormativity of queer theory or the nuances of 

performativity theory are inadequate to this description.  We must historicize our notion 

of how we interrogate gender relations not just gender, and sexual relations not just 

sexual orientation.  This brings an explicitly interdisciplinary inquiry to what seems a 

biographical footnote.  Akhmatovaôs ñproblemò with Kuzminôs sexual choices shapes her 

textual choices in the poema. 

 Akhmatova first met Mikhail Alekseevich Kuzmin in 1909 probably at the poet 

Viacheslav Ivanovich Ivanov (1866-1949) and his wife Lidiia Dmitrievna Zinovôevaôs 

(pseudonym: Zinovôeva-Annibal) (1866-1907) fashionable literary salon ñThe Tower.ò  

In 1906 Kuzminôs initial reception was cool but he soon became a regular.  He and 

Ivanov for awhile were almost inseparable with Kuzmin a member of the household and 

briefly were probably lovers.  Young and unpublished, Akhmatovaôs first visit was by 

contrast a sensation.   After she recited her poem, Ivanov led her across the room to sit 

beside him at his table.  Earlier Kuzmin had also come to know Nikolai Stepanovich 

Gumilev (1886-1921) at the Tower and on November 26, 1909 joined him in Kiev for a 

public performance.  Akhmatova was staying in Kiev at the time and after the reading, 

Gumilev was finally successful after failures over several years in getting her to agree to 

marry him (Reeder 30). 
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 The poems she read at the Tower were among those that in 1912 become her first 

book ɺʝʯʝʨ (Evening) for which Kuzmin wrote an enthusiastic introduction.  Between 

1909 and 1915, the two poets worked in the same milieu.  In the fall of 1911 a group 

formed the Poetsô Guild and its journal ɻʠʧʝʨʙʦʨʝʘ [Hyperborean].  Their monthly 

meetings were lively discussions of recent publications and the state of Russian poetry.  

Akhmatova was secretary.  Eventually a group of six including Gumilev, Akhmatova and 

Mandelôshtam started ñAcmeism.ò  Kuzmin became associated with Acmeism because 

his famous 1910 essay «ʆ ʧʨʝʩʢʨʘʩʥʳʡ ʷʩʪʥʦʩʪʴè (ñOn The Beautiful Clarityò) became 

a sort of manifesto for the movement.  It defined some of the main tenets and set the 

canon of writers whom the Acmeists celebrated as models.  Important essays by Gumilev 

and Mandelôshtam furthered the movement.  In opposition to Russian Symbolism, 

Acmeism argued that poetic utterances should not pretend to point to the unknown and 

mystically unknowable, but to the experienced and known. It championed clarity of 

language and diction with juxtaposition of vivid images to create emotional effects.  In 

his 1923 essay ñStorm and Stress,ò Mandelôshtam called the Acmeists ñthe younger 

Symbolists,ò who ñsoberly assess[ed] their strengths and weaknesses, [and] repudiated 

the mania for the grandioseò (Mandelstam Prose, 107).  He identified their opposing 

counterparts as the Futurists. Citing an eclectic canon of French, Italian and English 

writers from Dante and Villon to Gautier, Acmeism asserted that great poetry 

transcended national schools.  For Mandelôshtam and Akhmatova this became more 

important over the years  

For Mandelstam at one stage of his life as a poet Acmeism was vitally 

important; at no stage was it totally without importance.   Akhmatova felt the 
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same . . . .  To the day of her death she would become incensed at the suggestion, 

then becoming more and more frequent, that Acmeism was ñmerelyò a later 

Symbolism, that it had never been more than a slogan . . . .  That she would have 

insisted upon the relevance of Acmeism in 1966 cannot be left out of account. 

(Brown 135-6) 

Mandelôshtam made the primary distinction that Symbolism saw the essence of a poem in 

its music, where Acmeism saw it as ñthe wordò in all its many facets. 

In later life Acmeism came to represent, for both, participation in ñworld cultureò 

and a rejection of the post-1932 Socialist Realist doctrines which saw literature as a 

material product of the dialectical class struggle.  In Remembering Anna Akhmatova 

Anatoli Nayman [Naiman] says that she strove to write in the company of modernist 

ñworld literature.ò
5
 For both Akhmatova and Mandelôshtam, Acmeism opposed the 

subjective mysticism of Symbolism and later to the ideological provincialism of Socialist 

Realism. 

 Even though later he distanced himself from Acmeism, Kuzmin had a key role in 

Akhmatovaôs formation of fundamental aesthetic values.  Outside the Tower and the 

office of Giperborea their paths crossed in other ways.  During his desperate affair from 

November 1911 to March 1912 with a young officer and scoundrel, Sergei Vladimirovich 

Miller, Kuzmin was a vagabond who sought refuge for the night or the month with this 

friend and that.  Malmstad and Bogomolov state: ñ[He] had moved back to Tsarskoe Selo 

on February 21 [1912] at Gumilevôs insistence . . .ò (200-201).  The ñmoved backò refers 

to the previous year when Gumilev returned from his second Abyssinia expedition and in 

March 1911 Kuzmin had stayed with him and Akhmatova in the household where in 
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1910 after their wedding they had moved in with Gumilevôs mother to shuttle between 

her modest estate in Slepnyovo and her town house in Tsarskoe Selo (Sampson 24, 

Malmstad and Bogomolov 199).  Domestic arrangements during the Gumilevsô first two 

years were also transient. Gumilev was away in Africa for several months.  They 

honeymooned in Paris during the summer of 1910. For a few months Gumilev, 

passionately involved with the ailing Masha Kuzômina-Karavaeva, accompanied her to 

Finland in late 1911 and then to Italy in January 1912 where she died (Reeder 45).  

During his absences Akhmatova stayed with her mother-in-law or went to Petersburg and 

stayed for various lengths of time with friends.  On October 1, 1912 Akhmatova and 

Gumilevôs only child, Lev Nikolaevich (Lyova) Gumilev (d.1992) was born.  Three 

months later, Kuzmin was again staying with them.  These details reveal a group of 

young artists in the full swing of life unfettered by bourgeoisie conventions and reckless 

with their passions.  But as one sorts through details from biography to biography, one is 

startled at their high level of productivity.  All three poets published major volumes in 

1912 (Akhmatovaôs ɺʝʯʝʨ (Evening), Gumilevôs ʏʫʞʦʝ ʥʝʙʦ (Strange Skies, Alien 

Skies, Foreign Skies), and Kuzminôs ʆʩʝʥʥʠʝ ʦʟʝʨʘ (Autumnal Lakes). 

No one has suggested a sexual liaison between Gumilev and Kuzmin, but their 

friendship early on was strong.   Kuzmin was with Gumilev on the night he successfully 

won Akhmatovaôs hand in marriage.  Gumilev wrote favorable reviews of a number of 

Kuzminôs books including no less than three reviews of Autumnal Lakes.  He was the 

first reviewer to recognize that in Malmstad and Bogomolovôs words  

. . . Kuzmin . . . expressed the views of a gay community that was now taking its 

rightful place in society: ñKuzmin occupies one of the first positions among 
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contemporary poets . . . Furthermore, as the spokesman for the views and 

emotions of a whole circle of people who are united by a common culture and 

who have quite justly risen to the crest of lifeôs wave, he is a poet with organic 

roots.ò (200)   

Later according to Akhmatova, Kuzmin cooled toward Gumilev.   Even so in 1925 over 

three years after Gumilevôs execution by the Bolsheviks, Kuzmin scoured his own diaries 

to help a young researcher, Pavel Nikolaevich Luknitskii (1902-1973), who was writing a 

biography of Gumilev.  Luknitskii wrote: 

She [Akhmatova speaking to Luknitskii] said that it was evident at once that 

Kuzmin was indeed a real man of letters and the she would thank him very much 

when they met . . . .  Kuzmin really had acted nobly when he gave me [Luknitskii] 

what he could.   One had to take into account his [Kuzminôs] dislike for  Nikolay 

Stepanovich [Gumilev] . . . [Akhmatova] had complimented him [Kuzmin] 

highlyðthat too was noble: one had to take into account her dislike for Kuzmin. 

(qtd. in Malmstad and Bogomolov 223) 

Luknitskiiôs standard of nobility here is a writerôs deferential honor for another writer as 

ñperson of lettersò regardless of personal, aesthetic or political differences.   Because 

Akhmatova adhered to this standard throughout her careerðone thinks of how she 

honored the memories of writers so unlike her as Velimir Khlebnikov (1885-1922), 

Vladimir Vladimirovich Maiakovskii (1894-1930) and Marina Ivanovna Tsvetaeva 

(1892-1941)ðher later antipathy toward Kuzminôs memory is all the more surprising.  

The ñdislikeò Luknitskii refers to goes back to 1923 and has been alleged to be the seed 

of Akhmatovaôs later ñhomophobicò antipathy.  According to Reeder, in 1923 Kuzmin  
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wrote that Akhmatova had outlived her role as a poet in Russian society and was 

important only as a relic of the past.  He warned both Mayakovsky [sic] and 

Akhmatova that their very popularity was a danger, that they might easily just 

continue repeating themselves, since they had found styles that were popular with 

the public. (170) 

Kuzminôs forecast was wrong about both.  Maiakovskii became the official poet of the 

Revolution while Akhmatova was driven to public silence.  Anno Domini MCMXXI in 

1922 was her last published book for twenty years.  For her, Kuzminôs public warning 

felt like a public betrayal, and for her, betrayals were past forgiveness.  If Kuzminôs 

warning in 1923 was the seed of her later antipathy, the seed did not bear fruit 

immediately. 

 Compared to Akhmatovaôs two, Kuzmin published eight books after the 

Revolution, poetry, fiction and essays, the last in 1929.  He continued his early success 

with ñgayò themes.   Wings (1907)ðoften called the first Russian gay novelðand the 

cycle ñThe Alexandrian Songsò from Nets (1908) were still in print twenty years after 

initial publication.  On October 11, 1925, Kuzmin celebrated the 20
th
 anniversary of his 

literary debut with a reading and gathering of literary friends.  A picture, now in the Anna 

Akhmatova Museum (Fontana House) in Petersburg documents the event.  Kuzmin is 

seated in the center, Anna Radlova (the alleged rival) to his right, with Akhmatova 

directly behind him.  Whether her attendance was an act of friendship, respect, or the 

ñnobility of a woman of lettersò is hard to say, but her prominence in the picture is 

striking.  The putative rift of 1923 was either patched up or never as ñunforgivingò as 

biographers claim. 
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After a year in and out of hospitals, Kuzmin died of pneumonia March 1, 1936.  

His shabby funeral procession included some forty mourners, one of whom, Erikh 

Fedorovich Gollerbakh (1895-1942), comparing Kuzmin and Oscar Wilde, commented 

on how few they were.  ñRemember that seven people walked behind Wildeôs coffin, and 

then not all of them walked to the endò (qtd. in Malmstad and Bogomolov 138, 437).  

Akhmatova was ill and sent her fourth husband, Punin, to represent her.  Lidiia 

Iakovlevna Ginzburg (1902-1990) visited the Punins the night of the funeral and recalled 

that ñAkhmatova was upset that she had not been able to attendò (437).  Punin 

commented earlier in the day ñWe are burying Kuzmin, like Mozart, during a 

snowstormò (reported by Ginzberg, qtd. in Malmstad and Bogomolov 138).  By having 

her husband represent her at the funeral, Akhmatova showed ñnobilityò toward Kuzmin 

in death and honored him as a man of letters.  Whatever strains may have existed 

between Akhmatova and Kuzmin for the 25 years that followed the ñAcmeist momentò in 

1912, there is no sing fo anything like homophobia on her part. 

According to Lidiia Korneevna Chukovskaia (1906-1996) as late as August 1940 

(four months before the onset of Poem Without a Hero Akhmatova spoke favorably of 

Kuzmin.  Chukovskaia had seen an old copy of Kuzminôs The Trout is Breaking Through 

The Ice.  ñI only saw the book briefly, but it seemed to me to be a good book, and Iôd like 

to read it through properlyò (137).   Akhmatova wanted to see it too, and Chukovskaia 

promised to bring it.  Referring to earlier Kuzmin works, Akhmatova said: ñNo, I am 

very fond of Nets . . . .  And The Guide also contains a lovely poem about Tsarevich 

Dimitry.  All in all, he is a genuine poetò (137).  She went on to say he was never a true 

Acmeist and similarities between her work and his are superficial.  In Chukovskaiaôs 
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account, this appraisal was not acrimonious.  Apparently Akhmatova had not seen 

Kuzminôs last book at the time it was published eleven years earlier. She read it in 1940.  

This evidence suggests that his article of warning in 1923 and friendship with Radlova 

were insufficient to cause the later antipathy registered in Hero and her reading in 1940 

of Trout, just weeks before commencing her poema, may be a more direct cause. 

Chukovskaia obtained the book and loaned it to Akhmatova.  A few weeks later, 

on 5 September 1940, Chukovskaia reports that she had asked Akhmatovaôs opinion. 

 Everything in it is derived from German Expressionism.  We didnôt know 

it, and thatôs why it sounds stunningly new to us.   But, reallyðitôs all from there.  

However strange it may seem, much of the book sounds official, like captions 

under pictures . . .  I liked óLazarusô and certain poems, for instance, the one 

which you also like so much óThe ship is flying over the joyful seaô.  The ending 

is unpleasant thoughðabout two-year olds.  The salaciousness leaves one with a 

very heavy heart . . .  Iôd like to have put ellipses in many places . . .  Itôs too 

exclusively for those with peculiar tastes: ópracticing nincompoopsô.  Kuzmin has 

always been homosexual in his poetry, but here he has gone beyond all reasonable 

bounds.   Previously, he could not have got away with this: Vyacheslav Ivanov 

would have turned up his nose . . .   But in the ó20s there was no longer anybody 

to be wary of . . .  Maybe Villon
6
 would have managed to carry it off somehow, 

but Mikhail Alekseevich [Kuzmin] could not.  Itôs most repulsive.  (152-3)  

The poems mentioned come from the latter sections of the book as a whole or to the title 

poema Trout.   The ñsalaciousò and ñrepulsiveò homosexuality may refer to the title 

poema, because, not only does it focus on the circle of homosexual desire, it is in part 
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Kuzminôs account of his relationship almost two decades earlier with Vsevolod 

Gabreilovich Kniazev (1891-1913), the prototype for the suicide episode in Akhmatovaôs 

Hero. Although these events are conflated with details from other relationships including 

his long ñmarriageò from 1913 until his death to Iuri Osip Ivanovich Iurkun (1895-1938) 

a minor poet, both poemas cross significant terrain.  Kuzminôs and Iurkunôs love was 

complicated by Iurkunôs bisexuality and his relationship with the celebrated actress, 

Olôga  Nikolaevna Arbenina (1899-1980), who earlier had been courted by both Gumilev 

and Mandelôshtam.  After 1940 Akhmatovaôs antipathy to Kuzmin became inflexible.  

Reeder reports that Malmstad says, in interviewing Akhmatovaôs friends in Leningrad in 

1969, he found out that Akhmatova spoke sarcastically, even cruelly, about Kuzmin to 

others.  ñThey could explain her attitude only as a kind of moralizing, almost prudish 

view of Kuzminôs homosexuality and the ósinsô of her own youthò (401). 

 ñ[F]or reasons that a mysterious, relations souredò in Michael Greenôs word, and 

to understand her ñsouringò from ñnobleò respect for a fellow person of letters to 

ñhomophobicò antipathy, we need to look closely at The Trout Is Breaking Through the 

Iceðpublished in English in 1980 in an out-of-print translation by Michael Green.
7 

  In 

1929 he published the book ʌʆʈɽʃʔ ʈɸɿʀɺʇɽʊ ʃɽɼ
8
 (The Trout Breaks the Ice, or 

The Trout is Breaking The Ice, or The Trout is Breaking Through The Ice).
9
  The volume 

opens with a poema in 15 sections with the same name.  It was written completely in one 

remarkable week in July 1927. The rest of the book collects poems from 1925-9, and 

forges new ground since his previous volume Otherworldly Evenings: Poems 1914-1920, 

which was hermetic in cast drawing on a private system of Gnostic symbols.  Speaking of 

the volume as a whole Michael Basker writes: 



 
13 of 77 

4/10/2008 

By the time of Forelô razbevaet led [The Trout is Breaking Through The Ice] 

(1929), a more densely metaphorical poetry is instead structured primarily on an 

ostensible flux of emotional and intellectual associations.   This draws on a 

bewildering array of sourcesðfrom Dracula, expressionist cinema, and 

journalistic gossip, to Wagnerian opera, Renaissance poetry and the Lives of the 

Saintsðwhich ultimately serve to ñdoubleò, shape, and transform 

autobiographical experience (alternately personal-tragic or trivial and second-

hand, but frequently defying critical reconstruction) into powerful symbol and 

myth. (482). 

ñA more densely metaphorical poetry . . . structured primarily on an ostensible flux of 

emotional and intellectual associations [that] draws on a bewildering array of sourcesò 

could fittingly describe Poem Without a Hero as well and no Akhmatova poem before 

1940 could as fittingly be so described.  Because of the ñbewildering flux and arrayò and 

the indeterminate final effects of Hero, V. N. Toporov coined the term ñopen formò to 

describe its difference from her work before it.  Citing Toporov, John Barnstead argues 

that Hero (as well as works by Mandelôshtam and Vladimir Nabokov) ñcame into beingò 

because of ñthis poetry in his writingò (21).  The claim to ñopen textò is to Kuzminôs 

work in general, but Trout is certainly an apt example. 

Trout also overlaps biographical material in Hero.  Its generative cognitive action 

is how memory fuses past and present, as in her poema.  Malmstad and Shmakovôs 

description could apply to either: 

[it]  is dictated . . . by the agent of memory itself.   It is memory which confuses 

past and presentðor rather, sees both time and nature as indivisible, a frequent 
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occurrence in Kuzminôs poetry.   It is memory which whimsically arranges and 

rearranges events in a series of associative chains, in which events and the 

participants in them are treated as motifs or links to be arranged into associative 

patterns seemingly at will.   It is Kuzminôs mature artistic task to recreate and give 

meaning to his own experienceðto transform that experience into a personal 

mythðby crystallizing these memories around a single thematic pivot, a highly 

concentrated metaphor . . . . (140) 

Nowhere does Akhmatova acknowledge these stunning parallels, nor the fact that her 

repugnant reaction to reading Trout came just months before the onset of her own poema. 

Where the two poemas overlap biographical matter, Akhmatova seeks deliberately to 

replace his version with hers in an act that by not inviting comparison silences his 

account.  Hemschemeyer (1997) suggests that ñPoem Without a Hero can be seen in part 

as a polemic against the themes of Kuzminôs The Trout Breaks the Ice . . .ò  (823). 

Besides the conversations Malmstad referes to, a clue to Akhmatovaôs ñpolemicò 

against Kuzminôs ñsalaciousnessò may be her much later untitled poem from 1960 ñɽʩʣʠ 

ʙ ʚʩʝ, ʢʪʦ ʧʦʤʦʱʠ ʜʫʰʝʚʥʦʡ . . .ò (ñIf all who have petitioned me . . .ò) in which we 

find the only time in her verse that she quotes Kuzmin by name with quotation marks 

around his words.  

If all who have petitioned me  

For spiritual assistance,ð 

All the holy fools and the mutes, 

The cast off women and the cripples, 

All in hard labor and all who kill themselves,ð 
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Were to send a single kopek each, 

I would be ñmore wealthy than all of Egypt,ò
10

 

As the now deceased Kuzmin once said . . . 

But they do not send me kopeks, 

Rather they share with me their strength, 

So that I am more strong than all in the world, 

And, even this, for me, is not heavy.
11

 

Anatolii Naiman contrasts Akmatovaôs use of allusions with T. S. Eliotôs.   

Eliot introduced quotations into his verse text here, there and everywhere, 

showing his hand.  Akhmatova does not make collages of this kind.   She 

transplanted the quotations, regenerating them so that the foreign tissue was 

compatible with her own.  (Remembering 24-5)    

Typically she draws phrases and lines of other poets into her words so as to draw their 

voices into the texture of hers, but here she polemically separated Kuzminôs words from 

hers.  She  uses quotation marks, and she pits his ñmore wealthy than all of Egyptò (a 

misquote) against her own ñmore strong than all in the worldòðwhere wealth is opposed 

to strength and an imagined Egypt to the experienced world.  What makes Kuzminôs 

condition more wealthy and Akhmatovaôs more strong?  By themselves the lines seem to 

pit material against spiritual values; but familiarity with Kuzminôs original poem 

complicates this dichotomy.  Kuzminôs line comes from the seventh poem in ñLoveò
12 

a 

cycle in his early sensationally successful 1907 sequence ñAlexandrian Songsò from 

Nets, which Akhmatova acknowledged to Chukovskaia to be the work of a ñgenuine 
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poet.ò   The line she quotes is the last in the second stanza, and forms a refrain with 

variants:  

Stanza 1: ñmore glorious than any man in all Egypt!ò 

Stanza 2: ñmore wealthy than any man in all Egypt.ò 

Stanza 3:  ñmore powerful than any man in all Egypt.ò 

Stanza 4:ò more free than any man in all Egypt.ò  

Stanza 5:  ñmore fortunate than any man in all Egypt.ò 

ñMore strongò is not in Kuzminôs list of desirable conditions.  In ñLoveò acceptance by 

his male beloved is what would make the lyric personaôs condition ñmore glorious, 

wealthy, powerful, free and fortunate than any man in Egypt.ò  In Akhmatovaôs tightly 

structured poem, the strength of fellow-sufferers, which they send to her instead of 

petitions, or kopeks, is what makes her ñmore strong than all in the world.ò  Thus, the 

polemic is about fundamental views of poetry at least as much as between material versus 

spiritual values. Kuzmin is not an apologist for materialism; instead, he celebrates the 

individual experience of love, its longing and occasional attainment, as a worthy 

ñconditionò in and of itself.  Akhmatovaôs early poetry did so too, and her early celebrity 

was based on her success, poem after poem, in exploiting the personal mode, but 

beginning with a few poems about the hardships of WWI and the civil war that appeared 

in her third book (1917) and culminating in Requiem (1938-1940) she also strove to 

speak for ñfellow-sufferersò in a larger community and larger world.  Although Trout  

and Hero cover overlapping biographical ground, the erotic world of desire, betrayals and 

occasional attainments is an end in itself for Kuzmin, but for Akhmatova it points to the 

larger political and historical worldðone she had come to see as morally flawed and 
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portentous of tragic retributions.  Seemingly, therefore, he is charged with 

ñsalaciousnessò not because his poetry is offensive or pornographic, but because his 

erotic milieu points only to the possibility of individual transcendence. 

 Of the 360 or more texts and shadow-texts, self references and quotations, 

intertexts and first-and-second-hand allusions that weave the texture of Hero, none has 

been less scrutinized than Trout.  One critic who does comment on the two poemas is 

Tjalsma in an essay ñThe Petersburg Poets.ò He sees 1913 as ñan image of an idealò 

Modernist moment.  He argues that Akhmatova sharply distinguished between 

«ʧʦʤʥʠʪʴ» and «ʚʩʧʦʤʥʠʪʴ,» that is between remembering and re-collecting or 

recovering  

To recoverðin memoryðthe past, when Russian culture itself may have 

possessed the Hellenic quality of which Mandelstam [sic] wrote, becomes a 

question of the survival of the culture itself.  Petersburg in 1913 becomes almost 

an image of the ideal, and the forms of memory become criticalðnot simply to 

recall, but to restore, to create anew.  This is achieved by Kuzmin in his ñForelò 

[ñTroutò] and by Akhmatova in her ñPoema bez geroia,ò [Poem Without a Hero] 

where she writes of ñrememberingò and ñrecollectingò (ópomnitô and óvzpomnitô).  

The former is likened to Luga, the undistinguished little Russian town near 

Petersburg, and the latter to that most theatrical of cities, Venice.  In Akhmatovaôs 

ñPoemaò this recreation is almost complete: Kuzmin, Kniazev, Blok, Gumilev, 

Chaliapin, Pavlova . . . the cast of characters goes on and on.  This is the last great 

monument of Petersburg Modernism.  (84)  
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For Akhmatova the writing of Hero was an act of recuperation-recollecting-recovery-

retrieval, far more psychologically crucial than simply recalling something regrettable 

from the past with hope for reconciling oneself with it.  At various times it occupied and 

preoccupied her from December 1940 until her final years.  Her ñre-collectionò was 

written in competition with Kuzminôs similarly motivated ñre-collection.ò  The 

competition was for high stakes: nothing less than which of their ñpastsò would win out, 

and for her, perhaps, an agon of authorial authority. Timenchik takes the claim even 

further as Malmstad and Shmakov report it: 

. . .  Akhmatovaôs poem draws heavily on details from Kuzminôs cycle and is in 

large part a polemic against it.  (R. Timenshik suggested this in a paper given at a 

student conference held at Tartu University in 1967; only a summary of his paper 

is available in Materialy XXII nauchnoi studnecheskoi konferentsii, Tartu, 1967).  

This may explain Akhmatovaôs statement, in Part Two (line 91) of the ñPoema 

bez geroia,ò that ñI will be accused of plagiarism.ò (138-9) 

For her 1913 led toðperhaps even causedðthe retribution that is the present; for him 

1913 could be redeemed through the transformation of a lost beloved into a reunited 

beloved, and betrayal into transcendenceðin the present. 

Akhmatovaôs dislike of Kuzminôs book as told to Chukovskaia in 1940 was in 

part her dislike of German expressionism, which she associated with ñsalaciousness.ò  

Like his her style had grown away from the dogmas of Acmeism,
 
which she and Kuzmin 

had both espoused.  Her turn to phantasmagoria would seem to run counter to her 

commitment to clarity. As early as her wartime Tashkent, readers of the first drafts of 

Hero complained of obscurity.  The poema exploits surrealistic devises and plays reality 
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against imagining, including effects that approach expressionism. One wonders whether 

her complaint against Kuzminôs expressionism is not in part a repudiation of the 

influence of his poema on hers. 

 Before we return to her ñhomophobicò antipathy and its effects within the poema, 

we need to acknowledge the remarkable achievement of Trout.  Although Malmstad and 

Shmakov in 1976 printed the long out-of-print Russian text and analyzed it in ñKuzminôs 

ñThe Trout Breaking through the Ice,ò the poem had not, as far as I know, been translated 

into English until 2006.
13

  Like Hero it is not an easy first read, but its problems are of a 

different order.  Where Akhmatova is allusive with abrupt changes of voice and verse 

forms, elliptical and teasing, Kuzminôs poema section by section is straightforward.  To 

understand how the 15 sections fit into a whole is the challenge.   

 Besides two prefaces and an epilogue, Trout consists of 12 ʋʜʘʨʘ (ñstabsò or 

ñthrustsò
14

).  The overarching metaphor is a trout captured beneath the frozen surface of a 

stream that slams its tail upward against the ice to break open an air holeða metaphor of 

striving for freedom.  The relentlessness of the stabs also suggests a thrusting toward the 

release of orgasm.  The 12 stabs are separate poems forming a cycle.  They vary in length 

and formal features.  Midway, stab 6 stands as the apex of the poemaôs architecture.  In 

the form of a border ballad, it is the longest section, oddly set in Scotland.  Settings vary 

from a glittering performance of Tristan and Isolde at the Petersburg opera, to a remote 

Carpathian hunting lodge, to a back alley gambling club, to Scotland, and persons who 

appear more than once do so with individuals from unrelated sections.  Separate sections 

have clear narratives, but they do not link up into an overarching story.  In the epilgoeu, 

Kuzmin asks, then matter-of-factly answers, in a bantering tone with his reader: 
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  Canôt you tell?  Right from the start 

  I tried to make a record of twelve months 

  And simply show how each encounter went 

  As I lightly explored the circle of desire. 

  And here is what turned out! . . .   

Just how the 12 stabs represent distinct months is hard to say, but that they ñexplore the 

circle of desireò is exactly right, although not as lightly as his banter suggests.  The 

separate sections plot emotional points and expose a fantasy that closes the circle of the 

narratorôs desire for his beloved.  The circle begins as a dream in which former lovers 

return uninvited, blending different men and periods in the dreamer-narratorôs mind.  

Subconsciously the composite lost-beloved is thus still an object of desire and closure to 

the past has not been attained. Lev Vladimirovich Loseff in his summary of attempts to 

identify the dedicatee of the first dedication in Hero enunciates a general principle to 

which scholars of Akhmatovaôs poema typically adhere.   

Thanks to the special character of the poem, all students of it do not so much 

argue with each other as complement each others findings.   The consensus 

among the critics is that Akhmatovaôs basic strategy was to make several real life 

prototypes merge into each and every human image of  her poem. (91) 

 

Truly, the historico-cultural referentiality is so dense that we can never be certain 

that we have not missed one or more references.   But with great certainty we can 

state that none of her ñpersonagesò can be tracked down to one single prototypeð

there are always more. (95) 
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Except for the ballet libretto based on the same material, multiple prototypes are 

exploited by Akhmatova nowhere else to the degree they are in Hero. They are pertinent 

to Trout as wellðanother parallel between the two poemy. At the outset of Trout the lost-

beloved who appears to the narrator-dreamer partakes of multiple prototypes in the 

phantasm of a dream setting a direct impetus for the phantasmagoria at the outset of 

Heroðeach poema announcing a cast of composites from the past? 

The first stab is set at the opera where the narratorôs attention splits between a 

stunningly beautiful lady and Tristan who is dying and hoping beyond hope to reunite 

with Isolde.  Wagnerôs story exfoliates a fantasy of desired reunion in which the 

separated lovers do physically reunite, but in doing so first Tristan dies then Isolde.   As 

we will see, Kuzminôs poema offers a different but just as startling outcome for the plot 

of desired reunion.  Tristanôs scene is in act 3, so Kuzminôs ñstabò is set late at the 

performance; nevertheless a stunning beauty enters the box and captures his gaze, so that 

his attention is split.   She is a sensation of beauty.  At the end of the performance, as the 

narrator departs the theater he sees her again and as they jostle in the lobby he suddenly 

notices her escort, a man of twenty years.  Subtly the reader realizes that the two men 

have been lovers and that the younger man seeks not to acknowledge that they have ever 

met.  His age, association with the color green and in particular his green eyes identify 

him strongly with Kniazev.   Thus this emotional moment is very close to the 

phantasmagoric material in chapter one of Hero, and the beautiful woman equates with 

actress-dance Olôga Afanasevna Glebova-Sudeikina (1885-1945), who in real life had 

seduced Kniazev away from Kuzmin almost twenty years prior to Trout, and who is the 

ñheroineò of Akhmatovaôs poema, albeit a composite with prototypes in Sudeikina, the 
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ballerina Tamara Platonovna Karsavina (1885-1978), the famed Petersburg beauty 

Salomeia Nekolaevna Andronikova-Halpern (1888-1982) and perhaps others including 

some aspects of herself. 

 The stabs or sections of Kuzminôs poema are ñemotional momentsòðpoints or 

months that plot the circle of desire.  They are not autobiographical chapters, and even 

though in stab 1 the beloved is closest to Kniazev, within the full circle of 12 stabs, the 

beloved is better seen as a projected ideal.  The emotional pang at the opera is not simply 

because the beloved brushes off the narrator but because the narrator lost his youthful 

beloved to a woman.  Kuzmin on a number of occasions developed passions for men who 

were bisexual in practice, including his long ñmarriageò (1913-1935) to Iuri Iurkun, with 

whom he lived at the time he wrote Trout. Iurkin maintained a simultaneous relationship 

with Olôga Arbenina from 1920 until Iurkunôs execution in 1938.  By the mid-1920s she 

joined Iurkun and Kuzmin in a ménage à trois that also included Iurkunôs mother who 

had lived with the two men for several years.  The anxiety at the heart of Trout is not 

Tristanôs anxiety that because he transgressively loved his lordôs wife he irreparably lost 

her, but rather that any lover Kuzmin might have will be wooed by a woman and 

therefore irreparably lost. 

 As the cycle proceeds, a blood-ritual love-exchange between the narrator and the 

composite-beloved (stab 2) is consummated, only to have the beloved leave.  This 

departure in stab 3 occurs abruptly while the two men read Shakespeareôs sonnets.  One 

wonders if they were reading the torturous group in which Shakespeareôs poet-persona, 

the golden haired youth and the dark lady are bound in a confusing triangle that seems to 
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climax with the youth and the lady leaving the older-poet-persona alone.  The sonnets 

thus exfoliate a narrative of the expense of an unattainable longing to reunite. 

 In stab 4 the men share a blissful domestic moment at breakfast.  But stab 5 

introduces Elinor who has joined the men in a ménage à trois. Her presence slowly draws 

the beloved away.  She seems innocent walking in the morning garden, but she slowly 

has made the household ñher green country!ò  And the section ends with the question: 

  Whose idea was it that peaceful landscapes 

  Cannot be arenas of catastrophe? 

 Stab 6, the Scots ballad, at first seems a non sequtar.  Ervin Green, a ñgoodly 

mariner,ò leaves his home and betrothed Annie Ray.
15

  He returns years later, an old man.  

As they reunite and are married, mysteriously he turns back to his younger virile self.  

Annie is unnerved by the power he seems to hold over her.  She asks is his soul at peace 

with the Lord and his reply is evasive. Even in reunion, the marinerôs last words leave 

undecided how willing Annie is, or could be, in taking back her youthful beloved.  The 

mariner  says: 

  Like SatanðI can destroy your soul 

  If I should so desire; 

  But likes of you, love I will, 

  Till death, my wife, transpires.  

This balladôs plot is heterosexual; like Tristan it leads to reunited lovers; but the fantasy 

is unsatisfactory.  Tristan and Isoldeôs transgressive love is re-consummated in death.   

Ervin Green and Annie Rayôs betrothal is consummated in belated marriage under the 

menace he holds over her choice.  Kuzminôs circle of desire stabs on seeking a better 
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outcome better than Tristanôs fatal, Shakespeareôs unattainable, or Annie Rayôs sinister 

reunions. 

 Even as the Ervin Green ballad seems a digression from the poet-narratorôs 

plotting of the stages of his circle of desire, serving as a foil to his narrative much as 

Tristan  and the sonnets, it simultaneously forms  a ñchapterò in his narrative.  Green is 

the color Kuzmin associates with Kniazev,
16

 as does Akhmatova in the first dedication to 

Hero. The composite-beloved is always bisexual, as was Kniazev.  Ervin Green is the 

composite-beloved seen in his heterosexual manifestation from the viewpoint of Kuzmin.  

Greenôs love for Annie Ray distances her from him, ages him, and imparts to him an aura 

of menace and doomðall of which troubles their re-betrothal.  From Annieôs side, he 

gives himself to her but his mysterious unsettledness bars any sort of soul-mating or 

transcendence.  She seemingly accepts this ñbad baragainò as they best she can hope to 

have. 

Stab 7 is the bucolic ñPremonition? Memory?ò (line 17) of the narrator watching 

a young naked swimmer dive from a cliff who like Narcissus emerges from the water 

embarrassed.  As the swimmer again dives underwater he lashes against the undertows 

near the bank and his beating arms are compared to a struggling trout.  Metaphorically, is 

the beloved stabbing and thrusting to get back to the man he abandoned?  The poem 

suggests that reunion, if it is to occur, is because both parties, perhaps subconsciously, 

will it , and seek it.  If the struggling Narcissus is the lost-beloved, does stab 7 imply that 

even in the ñunsettlementò of his heterosexual accommodation to a woman such as Annie 

Ray, subconsciously he is swimming against undertows to get back to the man of his 

initial blood-rite consummation?   
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Stab 8 is more surreal than others.  A motorcar arrives.   The narrator expects it is 

his long-absent beloved, but the man who steps from the car is unfamiliar.  The stranger 

offers to stay, but the narrator-lover responds ñBut canôt you see: not possible!ò  Five 

days later a letter arrives from Grinoke, Scotlandðthe town where Ervin Green in stab 6 

stayed.   

Stab 9 retrospectively implies the previous rejection by the lyric persona is 

misprision and that the stranger was indeed the beloved whom he failed to recognize. It 

registers the narrator-loverôs attempts to while away his loneliness, but he questions 

whether Grinoke really exists, and whether one must ñlearn to endure / Ervin Green, the 

marinerò who will never return, or whose return may be one fraught with sinister 

forebodings.  Stab 10 has him in despair.  He seeks out ñlight amusementsò in the back 

alleys of Petersburg, tries gambling, and meets a man who invites him to visit his ñsmall 

museumò of bizarre collections.  This man is compared to Dr. Caligari in the German 

1919 expressionist movie, Das Kabinett des Doktor Caligari
17

 (The Cabinet of Dr. 

Caligari), and is the only section of the poema to draw on expressionist imagery.  While 

looking at the strange exhibits in this bizarre cabinet, the narrator realizes that: 

  I had been seeking for my second half 

  All day and trust thereôs light at tunnelôs end. 

  Isnôt he clear at a glance?ðA twin! 

The strange host leads him deeper into the museum where suddenly the lost lover is 

discovered.  The narrator realizes that ñthis twinò is the man he had pledged love to in the 

Carpathian hunting lodge and who then abruptly left him while reading Shakespeareôs 

sonnets.  As they face each other in mutual recognition, the section ends.  Stab 11 is a 
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lyrical duet between two reunited voicesða re-consummation in which the physical 

blood exchange has become two voices merged into a single transcendent aria.  And in 

Stab 12 the two men drive home along the Neva riverbank to resume their domestic life 

together. 

 Unlike the reunion fantasies that drive the plots of Tristan and the ballad of Annie 

Ray, Trout offers a fantasy unprecedented in previous poetry.   The triangle harks back to 

Shakespeareôs sonnets in order to reverse Shakespeare. Kuzminôs homoerotic passion is 

not simply physical attraction or sexual consummation; it is a pledged bonding and soul-

mating.  If the pledge is in earnest, Trout argues, no matter what woman or span of time 

or space intervenes, or mishaps and misprisions occur, the bonded men will in their 

ñtwin-nessò find each other and reunite.  A secondary aspect of Kuzminôs myth of 

homoerotic bonding is that the relationship is best experienced in egalitarian domesticity.  

Kuzmin sublimates phallic eros while displaying mystic bonding and egalitarian domestic 

ease.   If the home to which they return is the one broken in stab 4, is ñElinorò a part of 

the reconstituted ménage?  Apparently this question no longer matters.  She may share 

the domestic space in an unsettled (ñdoomedò) physical relationship with the beloved, but 

the re-consummated male bond is on a level no longer vulnerable to her threat.  This 

outcome probably reflects the psychological stasis Kuzmin achieved in his ñmarriageò to 

Iurkin during their last decade which included Arbenina in their domestic arrangements.  

Trout in effect celebrates Kuzminôs ñ .ò 

 Is this celebration what Akhmatova found salacious?  Kuzminôs view of 

egalitarian homosexual bonding may hark back to the English ñgay movementò of the 

previous generation and the writings of Edward Carpenter.  As noted earlier, 
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Gollerbachôs description of Kuzminôs funeral likened him to Oscar Wilde and the second 

introduction to Trout refers to Wildeôs The Picture of Dorian Gray. 

And even without the rain, 

Oh, you, Mister Dorianð 

Do you so freely take 

A place upon the divan? 

Dorian Gray is also one of the maskers who pops up in Akhmatovaôs poema.  Kuzmin 

knew Wildeôs work and was involved in a production of his play Salome, and may well 

have been exposed to Carpenterôs ideas.   Carpenter and John Addington Symonds 

derived their ideas of a superior homoerotic bond between men from Plato (Lauritsen and 

Thorstad, 31-3).  Walt Whitman was influenced by Carpenterôs book of poems Towards 

Democracy (1883) with its celebration of lofty egalitarian comradeship, and Kuzmin may 

have been too.  Translations of Whitman had already sent a jolt through Russian poetry 

inspiring both Kuzmin and Mayakovsky in quite different ways.  The notion that an 

idealized Platonic bond between men is superior to any model of male-female 

relationship, with the implication that sexual relations between a man and a woman are 

ephemeral, for all its Platonic pedigree, would be heresy to Akhmatova.   The various 

ménages à trois in which she lived never included two men attracted to each other, nor 

among her dozen or more lovers has even one been identified as bisexual.  In life as well 

as in her hundreds of love poems, her dynamic is relentlessly heterosexual.
18

   The 

dramatic tension of her poems focuses on the early stages of discovery, subtle seductions 

and initial consummation, not on long-term survival or even domesticity.    
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 The second aspect of Trout that may have offended Akhmatova as heresy is 

Kuzminôs version of his relationship with Kniazev c.1913.  By sublimating Kniazev into 

the ïcomposite belowved that celebrates Kuzminôs ménages à trois with Iurkin, he seems 

to be in denial regarding Kniazevôs suicide or any role he had before or after it.   

Akhmatovaôs version is merciless in its placing blame.  In Hero the 21 year old Kniazev 

is callously seduced and then rejected as the plaything of a slightly older and 

considerably more experienced woman.  His suicide is tragic because he is so much the 

naïve victim.  Akhmatovaôs sense of self blame and complicity arises from her belief that 

she should have done something to prevent events from going as far as they did, either by 

offering better advice to the youth, or by getting her friend Sudeikina to stop the game, or 

both.  Did she also fault Kuzmin for a similar complicity?  Self blame may also rise from 

a sense that as Sudeikinaôs ñdouble,ò she too played similar games.  She may have 

blamed herself for Kormarovskyôs
19

 suicide as well as for Gumilevôs attempt in 1908 

before their marriage.
20

   What strikes one about Akhmatovaôs version of the Kniazev 

affairðso central to the emotional core of Chapter One of the poemaðis that Kuzmin is 

completely written out of the story. Kniazevôs obsession with Sudeikina and her betrayal 

of him are cast exclusively as heterosexual attractions and desires.   Feinstein summarizes 

the biographical facts quite differently from Akhmatovaôs telling in Hero: 

Knyazev [sic] was a strikingly handsome Cornet of the dragoons, who wrote 

poetry . . . .  Kuzmin, then thirty-eight, met Knyazev on Sunday, 2 May 1910, at 

Pavlovsk, and was immediately attracted to his good looks.   Throughout 1911, 

they had a passionate sexual relationship and Kuzmin wrote a number of 

explicitly erotic love poems to the young man. (45) 
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Kniazev wrote poems to Kuzmin and the two men printed them in 1912 in a joint volume 

called The Arrowôs Prick (Reeder 382).  He also wrote poems to and about Sudeikina 

which may be the manuscript poems alluded to by Akhmatova that she had kept almost 

thirty years as mentioned in the first dedication of the poema.  Feinstein goes on:
 

In the summer of that year, Kuzmin and Knyazev [sic] lived with Sudeikin 

[with whom Kuzmin had formerly had a relationship] and his wife Sudeikina, 

because Sudeikin wanted to paint a picture of the two men together.   Sudeikin 

and his wife enjoyed an open marriage, which allowed them both to pursue their 

own proclivities, and it soon became apparent that Knyazev was much taken with 

the pretty Sudeikina.  His affair with Kuzmin came to an abrupt end, though there 

was a brief emotional reconciliation.  This is the background to Knyazevôs jealous 

attachment to Sudeikina which led to him shooting himself when he watched her 

returning home with another lover.  (45)   

The betrayal took place on 1 January 1913 but Kniazev did not put the Browning 

revolver to his chest until 29 March 1913 and this was after he returned to his company 

of dragoons in Riga (Malmstad and Bogomolov, 221).  In Hero the suicide takes place 

immediately upon discovery of betrayal, January 2; however, it would not be until 5 April 

that the real Kniazev died in a Riga hospital.   His body was brought back to Petersburg 

for burial.  Akhmatova and Sudeikina attended the Catholic funeral and burial where the 

boyôs mother confronted Sudeikina and said to her face ñGod will punish those who 

made him suffer!ò (qtd. in Malmstad and Bogomolov, 221).  Six months later Akhmatova 

wrote of the funeral in an untitled poem that begins: «ɺʳʩʦʢʠʝ ʩʚʦʜʳ ʢʦʩʪʝʣʘ . . . .» 

   The high arches of the Catholic church 
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Are bluer than the rigid skies . . . 

Forgive me, fun-loving boy, 

That for you I was bringer of deathð 

 

For the roses from the circular grounds, 

For your letters of absurdity,  

For how you became dull and pallid 

From one who had beamed audaciously.  

 

I assumed: you were deliberateð 

Wanting to be like an adult. 

I assumed: one knew that one should not, 

For a bride, love a mere coquette.  

 

But all turned out of no avail. 

At the return of the cold season, 

Coldly you watched me come and goð  

Any timeðany locationð 

 

As if I had hoarded up the signs 

Of my disdain.  Forgive me! 

Later you took the vow of pain, 

To drink it to the full.  But why? 




